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President’s
Foreword

There is a growing interest in early childhood education and care.
Research on child development shows that providing children
with targeted stimulation in early education has a positive effect
on their development. This is particularly beneficial for children
whose first language is not the language of instruction, or whose
language skills are slower to develop. Stimulating broad develop-
ment among toddlers and pre-schoolers, including learning areas
such as mathematics, citizenship and digital literacy, can prevent
early developmental delays. This is also important in the light of
equity, developmental advantages, and special educational needs.
Thus, early childhood education is a highly relevant and very inter-
esting curricular topic.

This yearbook shows that educating young children is a complex
matter, and that there are various opinions regarding the format
and content of early childhood education and care. In European
countries, childcare and education for children aged 0 to 7 is
organised in different ways. Despite the differences, all the chap-
ters of this yearbook tell us that educating children aged 2 to 7
requires a specific approach. Teachers and other pedagogical staff
who provide education to young children must make many deci-
sions relating to content. They choose the topics that children will
work on, and they ensure that these topics are taught in a respon-
sible manner. The most important criterion in these choices is that
children truly progress in day-to-day life, in which they gradually
participate more and more. A curriculum in which content and
objectives are described is an essential tool in this regard.

In planning education for young children, curricular aspects other
than content also play a role. Such aspects include time, relation-
ships, pedagogical-didactical considerations and a rich learning
environment. In order to make the best choices in all of these
aspects, it is essential to have a vision for early childhood educa-
tion. A well-considered vision can do justice to all the factors for a
good education. For starters, this means providing a rich learning
environment and a safe pedagogical climate. A rich learning envi-
ronment concerns the toys, games and other learning materials
available, the layout of the room, the teaching methods and the
organisation of the education. In a safe pedagogical climate, chil-
dren can gain all kinds of different experiences and are encour-
aged to explore, reflect on their experiences, and thus learn from
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them. They know from these experiences that the professional will
stand by them and provide them with feedback. At the same time,
all participants in the educational process have their own respon-
sibility: both the professional and the child itself. The professional
gives the children the level of responsibility they can handle. As a
result, the children experience playing and learning as something
of their own. Step by step, they become more independent and
aware of what they want and what they are supposed to do. The
professional also ensures that the education reflects the way in
which children learn. Broadly speaking, this entails: transitioning
from playing to learning through play, then to learning through
self-chosen tasks, and finally to learning through tasks assigned by
others. In addition, the professional monitors the progress in the
children’s skills development, for example by using observational
tools to observe the children. Lastly, the professional promotes the
children’s development by providing appropriate content.

The contributions in this book clearly demonstrate that think-
ing about a framework or curriculum with goals and content for
toddlers and pre-schoolers requires thinking about quality. The
perspectives and focus areas in the chapters can be divided into
three categories: developing a quality framework, working with a
quality framework, and evaluating a quality framework.

The chapters show us that there is a huge diversity of issues to
consider, but also that there are many shared challenges regard-
ing the curriculum for our young children. While many of these
issues are also present in primary and secondary education, this
yearbook makes us aware of the fact that it all starts in the early
childhood period.

On behalf of all CIDREE members, | would like to thank our Norwe-
gian colleagues for taking the initiative on this very interesting and
relevant topic for the 2022 Yearbook, as well as for their coordina-
tion and editorial work. And, of course, our thanks go out to all the
contributing authors.

This yearbook will be launched and discussed at the 2022 CIDREE
conference in Norway. | believe it will enrich the discussion and
reflection both during and after this meeting, and that it will
provide an impetus for curriculum-related dialogue on the quality
of early childhood education.

Happy reading!
Jindra Divis

CIDREE President and Director General of the
Netherlands Institute for Curriculum Development SLO
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The Editors

Introduction:

The importance of
quality and quality
development in

early childhood
education and care

Stine Kolstad
Jensen

An introduction to the CIDREE Yearbook 2022

We know that high-quality early childhood education
and care (ECEC) has a significant impact on children’s so-
cial and developmental well-being, laying the foundation
for lifelong learning and development for all children.
We also know this is especially significant for children
from disadvantaged families (Bonetti and Blanden,
2020; Melhuish and Gardiner 2020, Zachrisson et al.,
2021). With this CIDREE publication, we are highlighting
a common goal among the CIDREE countries: namely,
to establish the best foundation for all children by
Cecilie Langholm prioritising quality development in ECEC. The CIDREE
countries have demonstrated their overwhelming supp-
ort for this topic, which illustrates that it is both engag-
ing and often a top political priority. We are thrilled that
Quality in Early Childhood Education and Care is given
the full attention of the CIDREE Yearbook 2022.

Camilla Vibe
Lindgaard -
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Themes for the CIDREE Yearbook 2022
The focus of this yearbook is on ECEC, an
area which we have defined as encompassing
children aged 0 to 6. We present the various
guidelines and interpretations of quality of the
different CIDREE countries. We also share cur-
rent ECEC research, as well as discussions of
how the CIDREE countries are prioritising and
making strategic decisions when it comes to
quality development in ECEC. Some countries
refer to their main guiding ECEC document as
a "curricula" while others use the term "frame-
work plan". Furthermore, CIDREE countries
come from a variety of backgrounds and his-
tories, and these differences are reflected in
each country's approach to, organization of,
and responsibility for ECEC.

((Commontoall

the contributions

in this yearbookis a
commitment to ECEC
and an appreciation for
the significant role that
ECEC plays in children’s
opportunities and
development.

Nevertheless, this yearbook shares infor-
mation and experiences that can be useful
for all countries. Each country's chapter is
introduced with a few key points of informa-
tion to help make it easier to understand the
article's context.

Common to all the contributions in this year-
book is a commitment to ECEC and an app-
reciation for the significant role that ECEC
plays in children’s opportunities and develop-
ment. There is a common focus on early
education and care, support for children, and
professionalism among staff. We also see a
common understanding of the important
role that ECEC plays for children and society,
as well as common ambitions for developing
frameworks that create the best conditions
for all children.

In the CIDREE network, we find countries at
various stages in their work with ECEC curric-
ula and frameworks. While some countries
have had a curriculum or framework that sets
a standard for ECEC quality for many years,
others have recently revised their curricula/
frameworks in line with new research, so-
cietal developments, and paradigm shifts.
Meanwhile, other countries are now em-
barking on the process of developing their
first curriculum/framework. This yearbook
shares valuable knowledge garnered from
the countries’ diverse experiences. We hope
it will serve as a useful tool for stakeholders
across Europe and the world.

ECEC as a place for community

and belonging

ECEC is an arena for the youngest children,
and it is often a starting point for families to
find community and a sense of belonging. In
ECEC, many children have their first experi-
ences outside of the home, and it represents
the first stage in their educational journey.
ECEC is where many children meet their first
peers as well as their first teachers. For any
country dedicated to supporting lifelong
learning, ECEC is the first step.

CIDREE YEARBOOK 2022 - Introduction
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(( A curriculum/framework does not exist in a
vacuum, and it can be developed and implemented

at the same time as other reforms. It is therefore
important that a curriculum/framework is developed
collaboratively, where different opinions are heard on
which elements should be included or excluded.

Similar among all the CIDREE countries is the
fostering of values such as humanity, respect,
tolerance, and democracy in ECEC reforms,
curricula, and frameworks. These values give
children an important foundation in the di-
versity of society and respect for different
cultures. However, it is also important to note
that, for some children, ECEC can be an arena
where children have their first encounters
with prejudice, conflict, and other negative ex-
periences. Therefore, good staff are of great
importance for raising the quality of a cen-
tre. They should act as good role models and
have clear guidelines to which they adhere.
This has become even more evident in light of
the many health and political crises that young
children have witnessed in recent years.

Curricula and frameworks
professionalise ECEC

ECEC centers are diverse: they are large,
small, privately owned, and publicly owned.
They are in cities and rural areas, and some
centers are based upon a certain ideology or
religion. There are also many actors involved
when preparing national guidelines for ECEC,
each with their own specific set of interests
and priorities. A curriculum/framework does
not exist in a vacuum, and it can be devel-
oped and implemented at the same time as
other reforms. It is therefore important that
a curriculum/framework is developed collab-
oratively, where different opinions are heard
on which elements should be included or ex-
cluded. If one succeeds in having a curriculum/

framework that is supported broadly, it will
lead to a common professionalisation of the
work conducted in ECEC centres. It will also
enhance the professional development of
teachers and kindergarten leaders.

Implementing the intentions of the
curriculum/framework in local quality
development

A good curriculum/framework alone is not
sufficient for achieving high quality in ECEC.
Centre leaders must also assume responsi-
bility for ensuring that the intentions of the
curriculum/framework plan are implemented
in the centre’s day-to-day work. Professionals
should use the curriculum/framework as a
tool for local quality development. This can
establish a shared vision and shared practices
among staff, for instance. This takes time,
skill, reflection, and a willingness to change
(Ogden and Fixsen 2014). In order to main-
tain high quality in ECEC, it is important to
step back and evaluate the work. Teachers
can reflect on whether their work corre-
sponds with the intentions of the regulations,
and on the challenges they face in their sys-
tematic quality work.

Important research and policy
development in ECEC

There is more research happening now
about ECEC than ever before, and quality
development has come a long way. Nation-
al understanding of the implementation and
implications of these curriculum/framework is

CIDREE YEARBOOK 2022 - Introduction
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important for policy development. This CIDREE year-
book explores a number of research projects and dis-
cussions about quality in ECEC which can be valuable
for all CIDREE countries regardless of where they are
in their quality development work.
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B Albania

Albania’s journey toward
quality education and
care in early childhood

1 Which department/ministry does
ECEC sit under?

Ministry of Health for children aged 0 to 3
Ministry of Education and Sport for children aged 3 and up

2 What programs/settings exist for children
between the ages of 0-7?

Creches/nurseries for children aged 0 to 3 (non-compulsory)
Pre-school/kindergarten for children aged 3 to 6
(non-compulsory)

Preparatory classes/kindergarten for children aged 5 to 6
(non-compulsory)

Primary school for children aged 6 to 11 (compulsory)

3 What percentage of children are in
ECEC centers?

71.8% of children aged 3to 6

4 Link to national/local curriculum for ECEC

Albania has a national curriculum for pre-school education.

Albania has been working on developing new curriculum

documents since 2017, including:

- A curriculum framework for pre-school education

- Standards for development and learning for children aged 3 to 6

- Curriculum programmes for children aged 3 to 4 (2017), 4to 5
(2018), and 5 to 6 (2019)

- Professional standards for pre-school teachers (2018)

- Assessment framework in pre-school education (2019)

- Professional standards for pre-school directors (2021)

5 Who is responsible for inspecting/
monitoring of ECEC?

The Ministry of Education and Sport is responsible for
inspecting and monitoring in order to ensure inclusive
education, implementation of the curriculum and professional
development for teachers and directors.

Each municipality is responsible for inspecting and monitoring
the administration and management of its pre-school
institutions.

CIDREE YEARBOOK 2022 - Country - Albania
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ALBANIA

Albania’s journey
toward quality
education and care
in early childhood

ABSTRACT

In 2014, Albania began its journey toward the reformation of the entire
pre-university educational system, including its pre-school education, aimed
at children between three and six years of age. This level of education is not
compulsory in Albania. Providing the highest quality services from pre-school
education institutions and kindergartens is one of the main priorities for the
development of the Albanian education system.

A series of documents and legal acts have been formulated in this context,
focusing on: increasing access to pre-school education; designing the new curric-
ulum based on competency objectives; increasing the professional development
of teachers and kindergarten directors; and reforming the pre-school education
financial system for an effective fiscal decentralisation policy.

The kindergarten directors and pre-school teachers are guided by profession-
al standards, and the Ministry of Education and Sports supports them with
training sessions, based on the conclusions and recommendations of the
2021 national survey for their training needs and professional development.

Nevertheless, Albania is currently facing a new challenge at the pre-school
level, that of designing a system for monitoring and evaluating, to thus pro-
vide quality in Early Childhood Education and Care, based on the “Proposal
for a Council Recommendation” issued as of 22nd May 2018 from the High
Quality Early Childhood Education and Care Systems.
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Introduction

Albania’s educational reform first
included the pre-school education
system in 2014. The aim of this re-
form is to increase access to quality
education and improve the well-be-
ing of children during the years in
which they are in early childhood
education. Another important goal
of the reform is to fill the gap in the
legal and professional framework
currently lacking at this level of ed-
ucation.

In Albania, early childhood educa-
tion and care (ECEC) is provided
for children aged 0 to 6 years old.
Nurseries provide ECEC for children
aged 0 to 3. The operating of nurs-
eries comes under the responsibility
of local governance units. However,
kindergartens fall under the re-
sponsibility of two institutions: the
Ministry of Education and Sports,
when it comes to its teachers and
the curriculum, and the individual
municipalities, when it comes to the
management and administration of
the kindergartens.

The objective of the European Qual-
ity Framework, formally known as
the “Proposal for key principles
of a Quality Framework for Early
Childhood Education and Care”, is
to provide access to quality early
childhood education and care for all
children, which it aims to achieve by:
ensuring access, affordability, and
inclusiveness; supporting profes-
sional skills and tasks of the ECEC

'The National Education Strategy, 2021-2026

staff; enhancing the early years cur-
ricula in order to meet the well-be-
ing and educational needs of the
children; promoting transparent
and coherent monitoring and eval-
uating of approaches for early child-
hood education and care services at
all levels with a view to policy devel-
opment and; ensuring the adequate
funding and legal framework for the
provision of early childhood educa-
tion and care services.

The EU Quality Framework for Ear-
ly Childhood Education and Care is
built on five pillars:

1. Access

2. Workforce

3. Curriculum

4. Monitoring and Evaluation
5. Governance and Funding.

Based on these Quality Framework
pillars, this article presents the pro-
gress of each pillar in Albania, in ad-
dition to the challenges and future
plans for ECEC in our country.

Access

Albania has recently approved The
National Education Strategy, 2021-
2026. The vision of the Ministry of
Education and Sports (MoES) for
the education sector' is to build
an inclusive education system that
successfully addresses the indi-

~

((Inclusion

and equality

are necessary
prerequisites for
ensuring quality
training for all
individuals and
for narrowing the
gap of educational
attainment
between different
social groups.

vidual needs of all children and
students of all categories, treating
them equally and respecting di-
versity. Inclusion and equality are
necessary prerequisites for ensur-
ing quality training for all individ-
uals and for narrowing the gap of
educational attainment between
different social groups. The strate-
gy is based on the lifelong learning
paradigm, which covers all stages
of learning, from pre-school to the
post-retirement period and also in-
cludes all forms of learning, wheth-
er that be formal and informal.

The first objective (A1) of the Educa-
tion Strategy is to: ensure full inclu-
sion in pre-school and compulsory
education, as well as to increase

%
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access to pre-school and upper secondary
education by creating the appropriate infra-
structural conditions and friendly school en-
vironments. The desired result (A.1.1.) of the
first objective is to: Increase access to pre-
school education. To achieve this, the Ministry
of Education and Sport will take the following
actions:

in kindergartens or preparatory
classes. In the next five years,
optimal conditions will be created
for all children aged 5 to 6, to make
sure they have access to pre-school
education, either through enrolment
in 3rd groups at kindergartens, or in
preparatory classrooms.

- Raise awareness among parents and

the community about the importance
of pre-school education, which will
be carried out by implementing
well-planned activities at the local
level, through education offices and
pre-school institutions, as well as

at basic education schools of which
preparatory classes are attached,
all of which will be performed

in collaboration with the local
government. Such activities will also
be supported by the civil society
organisations and international
partners.

- Improve the coordination between
the Ministry of Education and Sports,
the Ministry of Health and Social
Protection and local government
for the education in early childhood
sector. A study will be conducted in
cooperation with the Government’s
international partners to compile
recommendations for the better
coordination of activities between
the line ministries responsible for
pre-school education and the local
government, in order to advance the
management of this sector.

- Ensure the inclusion of all children

aged 5 to 6 years old in the 3rd groups

Based on this strategy and the work plan, the
national experts across all relevant institu-
tions will work to plan, monitor and evaluate
the process of implementing the educational
strategy - step by step.

Workforce

The workforce is an important component
when it comes to ensuring the successful im-
plementation of the curriculum reform. Over
the last few years, Albania has worked on de-
velopment within the workforce, with both
pre-service and in-service teachers.

The education departments at the universi-
ties that provide courses to prepare teachers
for pre-school education are currently work-
ing together to prepare the syllabus for the
three year bachelor's degree, while the Min-
istry of Education and Sports endorsed the
professional standards for pre-school teachers
in 2017. The standards outline what the pre-
school teachers should know, demonstrate
and apply while working with children. The
documents consist of 11 professional stand-
ards relating to: the collaboration required
of colleagues and parents; professional de-
velopment; teaching methodology; the use
of technology; curriculum implementation;
growth; development and learning for pre-
school children; inclusive education; respect
for diversity; safeguarding and providing
a safe environment; and assessment. Each

CIDREE YEARBOOK 2022 - Country - Albania
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standard is further divided into in-
dicators, providing specific details.
The teacher can use the standards in
order to assess their performance,
strengths and needs for profession-
al development.

The professional growth

of pre-school teachers

A recent study was conducted in
2021 by the Agency for the Assur-
ance of Quality in the Pre-University
Education (AAQPUE) “on the identifi-
cation of the professional development
needs of pre-school teachers”. The
study was based on the 11 profes-
sional standards. The results found
that improvement on all standards
is required for the pre-school teach-
ers, especially in regard to profes-
sional development and when it
comes to planning and implement-
ing the curricula?. As noted in anoth-
er study carried out by the OECD in
2020, supported by UNICEF Albania
- “OECD Reviews of Evaluation and
Assessment in Education Albania” -
the quality of teaching staff and the
physical conditions of pre-schools
remain key challenges, for example,
in some regions, particularly areas
with higher [rates of] poverty such
as the northeast of the country, it
has been difficult to find qualified
pre-school teachers, in part due to

migration toward urban centres?® .
Another study conducted in 2017 -
the “Early Childhood Education in Al-
bania at a Glance Subsector Review™
- highlighted that: Recently, a new
curriculum has been designed to
make activities more developmen-
tally appropriate and to integrate
pre-primary and primary learning
more coherently. The findings of
the “Appraisal of the Pre-Universi-
ty Education Strategy 2014-2020"
stated that teachers need to be
better prepared, supported, and
given better resources, and that the
practical teaching component is the
least effective part of the system. In
the “European Commission Albania
2020 Report™ it is stated that: “The
new competence-based approach
requires pedagogical skills that cur-
rent teachers did not acquire at uni-
versity, as well as further training,
adequate ongoing mentoring, and
support. Such support should be
arranged in order to ensure effec-
tive and meaningful implementation
of the reform, help teachers make
the shift from memorisation type of
learning and teacher-centred learn-
ing to the child-centred approach”.

In 2016, under the professional de-
velopment reform, UNICEF support-
ed the Agency for the Assurance of

) S

Quality in the Pre-University Edu-
cation (AAQPUE) in the creation of
a network for teachers. WANDA® is
one of the methodologies used for
the capacity building of pre-school
teachers and aims to support pro-
fessional group self-reflection. The
practitioners/teachers are able to
come together and reflect on their
teaching practices, thus increasing
and rediscovering appreciation to-
wards the work (motivation) and
towards the people involved (chil-
dren, colleagues, parents, oneself,
community).

Another important document for
pre-school education in Albania is
the “Professional standards for kin-
dergarten directors”. This document
is based on 7 standards relating to
the administrative and pedagogical
functions of the director, such as:
communication; collaboration with
the staff; partnership between the
kindergarten, the families and the
community; engagement with pro-
fessional development; curriculum
implementation; the growth, devel-
opment and learning of pre-school
children; and human and financial
resource management. Each stand-
ard is further elaborated on by its
indicators. A recent study was also
conducted in this context in 2021,

2https://www.ascap.edu.al/identifikimi-i-nevojave-per-zhvillim-profesional-te-punonjesve-arsimore-ne-arsimin-parauniversitar/
3http://www.oecd.org/education/oecd-reviews-of-evaluation-and-assessment-in-education-albania-d267dc93-en.htm
“https://www.academia.edu/35872803/Early_Childhood_Education_in_Albania_A_Subsector_Review

*https://ec.europa.eu/neighbourhood-enlargement/sites/near/files/albania_report_2020.pdf

¢ Wanda is a method which was developed by VBJK and Artevelde University College in Belgium (Fl.) through a European Social
Fund (ESF) project and then adapted to the contexts of four European countries (Czech Republic, Hungary, Croatia, Slovenia)
within the ISSA (International Step by Step Association) network
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by AAQPUE: “On the identification of the profes-
sional development needs of kindergarten direc-
tors”. The study revealed that there is a great
need for all directors to be trained about their
standards and functions to provide better ser-
vices for pre-school children, their families and
the community.

Both studies - having had the mutual core
aim of uncovering the needs of teachers and
directors in regard to training - are crucial in
guiding the Ministry of Education and Sports
on the formulation of its future policies to ad-
vance professional growth in the field.

Curriculum

Albania has carried out significant work to
create a new curriculum, based on the 7 key
competencies:

- The competence of communication
and expressiveness

- The competence of thinking
- The competence of lifelong learning

- The competence for life, enterprise
and environment

- Personal competence

- Social and citizenship competence

- Digital competence.
All of the curriculum documents have been
created through the cooperation and mutual

efforts of international experts, UNICEF” (in-
cluding technical support) Albania. Every year

since 2014, Albania has worked to fill the gap
in the lack of the legal and professional frame-
works and guides. The curriculum package in-
cludes the following set of documents:

- The “Pre-school Curriculum
Framework” document (2016) was
drafted thanks to the contribution and
consultancy of international expertise
provided by: Sharon Lynn Kagan Ed.D.
Teachers College Columbia University,
Child Study Centre, Yale University,
USA. The pre-school curriculum
framework is in full compliance with
the compulsory education curriculum.
The document was drafted in respect
to the fundamental dimensions that
support the substantial growth of
education for children aged 3 to 6:

a. Respecting child individuality

b. Inclusiveness of the child regardless
of any prejudice

¢. Cultural diversity as a fact and value

d. Gender dimension beyond
stereotypes

The Preschool Curriculum Framework
is currently being implemented in
Albanian kindergartens.

- The Early Development and Learning
Standards for Children aged 3 to

6 (2016) were designed under the
guidance of an international expert

- Sharon Lynn Kagan - alongside

a number of national experts. The

"UNICEF Albania has for many years worked to support the Ministry of Education and Sports (MoES) towards ensuring
an equitable and quality system of education for all Albanian children with a special focus on those most vulnerable. -
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(( The aim of defining these standards, indicators and
strategies for their fulfilment is to educate and transmit
the human values and best qualities of the Albanian
people, such as: national pride, cooperation, assistance,
respect for others, empathy, honesty, love, will,
persistence, the management of emotions, tolerance,
understanding, diversity and so on.

standards define what
children can and are able
to do, say and show during
their growth, development
and transition from one age
group to another,

The aim of defining these stand-
ards, indicators and strategies for
their fulfiiment is to educate and
transmit the human values and
best qualities of the Albanian peo-
ple, such as: national pride, coop-
eration, assistance, respect for
others, empathy, honesty, love,
will, persistence, the management
of emotions, tolerance, understand-
ing, diversity and so on. The stand-
ards of development and learning
stem from the following five fields:

*  Health, physical well-
being and motor
development (6
standards)

« Social, personal and
emotional development
(11 standards)

e Language development,
reading and writing (7
standards)

«  Cognitive development
and general knowledge
(20 standards)

« Approach to learning (5
standards)

Each field then consists of its own
sub-fields, which make up the full set
of standards. Each standard is com-
posed of age indicators and show
what children know and are able to
do in different age groups, between
the ages of 3 and 6 years old.

In the same line of the standards
document, the Agency for the As-
surance of Quality in the Pre-Uni-
versity Education designed the Early
Development and Learning Standards
for 0-3 years old (2020). The key prin-
ciples for the standards are as fol-
lows: each child is able to learn from
birth; each child has special skills;
each child is unique and has its own
pace of developing; and each child

demonstrates the knowledge, skills
and competencies in every develop-
ment field.

- The pre-school subject programmes
are designed for each age-group:
ages 3-4, 4-5 and 5-6. The new
curriculum is based on the 7 key
competencies and is based on
each subject, including: Language,
Maths, Science, Citizenship, Arts
and Physical Education, Sports and
Health. The programmes provide a
foundation for the teacher to plan
activities based on the learning out-
comes, development, and learning
standards indicators outlined.

- The assessment framework in pre-
school education provides specific
strategies for classroom teachers
and contains crucial information
and strategies that kindergarten
administrators and other educa-
tors should be aware of, when sup-
porting and monitoring education
programmes. The document was
drafted in 2018 with the guidance
of an international consultant - Ms.
Teresa Gonzales.

%
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Monitoring and Evaluation

Following on from its work of ensuring gaps
in the documentation and legal guidelines
were filled, Albania moved on to focus on the
monitoring and evaluating of quality across
all pre-school service areas. The focus of this
process is on quality, namely that of: how
the new curriculum is being implemented,
the welfare of pre-school and kindergarten
children, staff qualifications, the partnership
with parents, the learning environment and
all aspects of kindergarten management.

The document based on monitoring and eval-
uating the quality of services will be ground-
ed in the European Commission documents
and adhere to the updated approaches to
pre-school education. With the support of
UNICEF, an international expert will guide Al-
banian experts in the designing of the Quali-
ty Framework for Early Childhood Education,
based on the 5 pillars of: Accessibility, Work-
force, Curriculum, Monitoring and Evaluation,
and Governance and Funding.

The process of monitoring and evaluating the
quality of pre-school education falls under
the responsibility of the Ministry of Educa-
tion and Sports as well as the relevant local
government unit.

Governance and Funding

As mentioned above, pre-school education
in Albania is a service offered through mu-
tual cooperation between the municipalities
(pursuant to Law 139/2015, for “Local Gov-
ernance”) and the Ministry of Education and
Sports (pursuant to Law 69/2012,"0On the
pre-university education system in the Re-
public of Albania” as amended).

Based on Article 21 (1) : “Pre-school educa-
tion aims the social, intellectual and physical
development of each child, exercise of basic
rules for hygiene, the cultivation of values,
and the preparation for primary education”.
Based on Article 32 “Educational institution”:
“The educational institution has the role for
creating a friendly environment for students
and the opportunities for each student to
demonstrate, develop individuality and real-
ize his potential in accordance with this law".
The cooperation between the Ministry of Ed-
ucation and Sports and the local authorities
for early childhood education is based on:

- Improving conditions of
kindergartens to guarantee children
welfare, growth, good education and

safety

- Preparing well-trained teachers for
pre-school education

- Drafting documents and didactic
materials for teachers and parents,
thus calling attention to the
importance of education during early
childhood

Within the framework of effective fiscal de-
centralisation policies, the Ministry of Educa-
tion and Sports and the Ministry of Finance
and Economy have worked in close coopera-
tion to ensure that the transfer of functions
at the local level is accompanied by effective
means and understandings to further ensure
the creation of an appropriate and beneficial
system. In this context, the 2022 budget will
continue to use a new formula for allocating
funds to the pre-school education sector,

8the amendment of Law 69/2012, “On the pre-university education system in the Republic of Albania”, which focuses on:
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conclusions and recommendations
of the national surveys on the needs
identified to ensure training and
professional growth.

which implements legislation on pre-univer-
sity education as well as on governance and
local finances, based on international best
practices and experiences.

Conclusions

A numbers of documents and legislation has
been formulated in Albania, within the con-
text of pre-school education, focusing on:

* Reforming the pre-school education
financial system for an effective fiscal
decentralisation policy. This reform
launched in 2019, and continues

to establish an appropriate and

* Increasing access to pre-school
education. Ensuring access to high
quality and inclusive early childhood
education and care as a specific
objective of the National Education

effective financing scheme that aims
to consistently improve the quality of
services provided in the pre-school
education system.

Strategy 2021-2026. However, Albania is now facing a new chal-
lenge at the level of pre-school education:
designing the Quality Framework for Early

Childhood Education and Care Systems.

* Designing the new curriculum
based on competencies. For the first

time in its history, Albania has a full
curriculum package, now including:
The curriculum framework for pre-
school education, development and
learning standards for children aged
3 to 6, as well as subject programmes
for each age group and an assessment
framework in pre-school education.
All of these documents were designed
together with international pre-school
experts and a focus on the well-being,
healthy development and fulfilling of
the educational needs of pre-school
and kindergarten-aged children.

* Strengthening professional
development among teachers

and kindergarten directors. The
kindergarten directors and pre-school
teachers are guided by professional
standards, and the Ministry of
Education and Sports supports them
with training sessions, based on the
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10 France

When the logic of
‘schoolification’ goes
against the quality of
preschool institutions

1 Which department/ministry does

ECEC situnder?

The Ministry of Solidarity and Health are responsible for the
French créches (for children aged 0 to 3)

The Ministry of National Education are responsible for French
pre-schools (écoles maternelles for children aged 2 to 6)

2 What programs/settings exist for children

between the ages of 0-7?

The créches do not follow a programme but a referencial
French preschools operate in line with in an official programme

3 What percentage of children are in

ECEC centers?

100% in French preschool

4 Link to national/local curriculum for ECEC

Click here for the national curriculum

Who is responsible for inspecting/

monitoring of ECEC?

Inspectors from the Ministry of National Education
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He has studied the ways in which
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the French pre-school context

has transformed since the 1980s

as a result of neoliberal policies
having remodelled this system,
seeking to make it more and more
profitable academically. Ghislain
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called alternative pedagogies within
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his research on pre-schools, schools
and families is to understand
contemporary child socialisation
and what we are trying to do with
children today.

institutions

ABSTRACT

Traditionally, pre-school systems in Europe
tend to aim either at the holistic development
of the child or at preparation for their future
schooling. That said, for several decades, the
logic of ‘schoolification” has taken hold in many
European pre-school institutions. Through a
study of the French context, we question the
consequences of this type of logic. It might, for
example, lead to a preference for implement-
ing a harsher vision of the pedagogical relation-
ship (enforcing obedience), a less playful peda-
gogy and less concern when it comes to taking
the children’s interests into account. The more
formal educational climate can also result in
such an increase in the pace of learning that it
reaches the point of prematurely marginalising
children who do not receive the same level of
academic support in their home environment.
Finally, this approach to pedagogy can also
lead to professionals being less focused on the
psycho-affective relationship with the children,
and of their emotional security. In short, the
logic of ‘schoolification’ can generate quality
deficits in Early Childhood Education and Care.
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Introduction

In Europe, pre-school institutions have tradi-
tionally held various educational purposes. It
is customary to compare systems that aim for
the overall and holistic development of the
child with those that focus more on prepara-
tion for the child's schooling. However, sever-
al studies have made it possible to question
recent widespread developments. For exam-
ple, the study looking into developments in
assessment practices by Veuthey, Marcoux
and Grange (2016) shows that pre-school in-
stitutions in French-speaking Switzerland, It-
aly, France and Belgium are undergoing fairly
similar transformations. Children are expect-
ed to be assessed more and more frequently.
An injunction to keep records of assessment
is reinforced. These assessments are not al-
ways used to regulate or improve teaching
either, but rather to justify the adults’ work.
These assessments also take up a lot of time,
and thus transform the teaching and learn-
ing practices. There is an increasing tendency
for such practices to be geared toward fu-
ture assessments (so-called ‘teaching to the
test’), meaning those activities or objectives
that are least prominent in the assessments
are relegated to the background (transversal
skills, for example those relating to learning
to live together for example). All of this can
create a stressful climate for both the teach-
ers and the children. These developments
raise questions about the logic of ‘schoolifi-
cation’ (Garnier, 2016; Kaga, Benett & Moss,
2010) that is now so common in many pre-
school institutions. In countries marked by
these changes, pre-school institutions are

increasingly responsible for providing basic
school learning, which is supposed to enable
children to succeed in their future education.
These educational developments correlate
with the new methods of managing public
policies, characterised by a concern with effi-
ciency (Bezes, 2009). The reasoning for this is
as follows: making pre-school practices more
academic or formal will make them more ef-
ficient and useful.

In this chapter, we will put forward the ques-
tions raised by this trend towards ‘schoolifi-
cation’ and the negative consequences it can
cause. It is not certain that the efficiency be-
ing sought is always even achieved. We there-
fore seek to identify the problems that this
specific schooling logic can bring about, while
also pinpointing ways in which it might be
countered. To that end, we will examine the
case of the French pre-school system (école
maternelle), which has been strongly marked
by this logic of ‘schoolification’ (Garnier, 2016;
Leroy 2020a). We have studied the evolution
of its official guidelines and other documen-
tation and conducted more than sixty days’
worth of direct observation across 20 classes
in Paris (with children aged 3 to 6), between
2011 and 2013, and then between 2017 and
2018. We have also compared a corpus of
25 inspection reports dating from the peri-
od 2000-2010 with a similar corpus dating
from the period 1965-1970, with the aim of
highlighting the evolution of the norms held
by the inspectors. Finally, we conducted ten
interviews with pre-school teachers (in 2009)
in order to update their ideas on what the
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adult/child relationship should be. In this text,
we will quote excerpts from these interviews
and from our observation notebooks, and will
also add some illustrative excerpts here and
there from our earlier work.

I. The rise of a schooling logic in official
instructions since 1977

The French preschool system has undergone
multiple curricular changes from 1977 to the
present day. In the guidelines published in
1977, priority is given to an analysis of the
child of psychological and psychoanalytical
inspiration.

“The excessive significance of the
models given by [the adult] would also
harm the development of creativity

by locking the personality into closed
structures of action and thought; the
demand for freedom, often mentioned
at the beginning of each educational
process, leads to the rejection of

any stereotype imposed from the
outside and likely to lock the child into
structures in which their personality
would remain a prisoner forever.”
(MEN, 1977)

These guidelines promote free experimen-
tation for children. Adults must let them ex-
periment and therefore keep a safe distance
and create a secure emotional environment.
As such, these guidelines value shared joy be-
tween children (laughter is encouraged), and
between children and adults, as well as the af-
fective connections between them. Traditional
school learning (mathematics for example) oc-
cupies a secondary place in these guidelines.
Indeed, the underlying idea is that if children
are emotionally well, they will learn readily.

From the 1986 guidelines onwards, things
change. The context was that of the end of
the “thirty glorious years” (1945-1975) of
economic growth following the end of the
Second World War and the attendant mass
unemployment and persistent economic cri-
sis. Education policies of the time were seek-
ing to ensure that children stayed longer in
school and that a higher share left with quali-
fications. Itis also a time when the libertarian
and anti-authoritarian educational approach-
es of the 1970s were coming under increasing
criticism. Different approaches to education
were emerging. The official guidelines of the
period noted that the French preschool sys-
tem was above all an education system and
insisted on the transmission of school learn-
ing. Children were not only to play, but also
to be introduced to the discipline of formal
education.

“From this we see that the personality
is not the simple manifestation of the
power and originality of the child;

it is also the acquired power to set
itself rules: in this it is characterized
by autonomy. [The child] remains
free while being able to accept the
ever-increasing constraints that will
inevitably be imposed by the demands
of later schooling and the tasks of
adult life.” (MEN, 1986)

In subsequent guidelines, this line of think-
ing is further reinforced. The 1995 guidelines
(MEN, 1995) no longer mention psychoanaly-
sis at all. The dominant approach was now a
didactic one, which was supposed to provide
the intellectual tools for preschool teachers
to set up the most elaborate learning se-
quences possible. This document insisted
that preschool staff must be “teaching profes-
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({ The 2015 and 2021 guidelines mark
a relative turning point, with psycho-
affective themes returning in some
passages. However, this return is

only relative and does not call into
question the many changes that have
occurred over recent decades, for
example the need for assessment,
the programming of learning, the
importance of traditional school
curricula (mathematics, for example),
preparation for primary school, etc.

sionals”; they were to organize their
learning over time and to carry out
multiple assessments. These new
guidelines were in keeping with the
1989 Guidance Law on Education,
which integrated the preschool
system into the rest of the French
education system, making it its first
cycle (it was then no longer an “else-
where” or a “before” school). These
developments are reminiscent of
those that took place at the same
time in multiple spheres of the world
of work, where the logic of qualifica-
tion was supplanted by the logic of
competence (Paradeise & Lichten-
berger, 2001). The aim was for indi-
viduals to become more and more
competitive and to be perpetually
improving their professional prac-
tices. On the preschool side, there
was an ever-increasing concern with
the intensity of daily learning, which
was supposed to justify the cost of
preschool that was being increasing-
ly questioned by certain politicians.
In the 1995 curricula, the passages

on psycho-emotional well-being are
very much reduced. The aim was to
turn preschool children into pupils,
i.e. formal learners, and to maintain
a didactic relationship with them.
The 2002 and 2008 guidelines were
to confirm the direction of change.
The 2008 version even insists on the
need for children to “control” their
emotions, and to develop “moral”
behaviour, contrary to the 1977
guidelines, which accepted children’s
deeply emotional character without
seeking to change it.

The 2015 and 2021 guidelines mark
a relative turning point, with psy-
cho-affective themes returning in
some passages. However, this re-
turn is only relative and does not
call into question the many changes
of recent decades, for example the
need for assessment, the program-
ming of learning, the importance of
traditional school curricula (mathe-
matics for example), preparation for
primary school, etc.

7

Il. The decline of practices
inspired by the New Education
movement

Our survey showed that these
schooling curricular developments
in recent decades have had an
impact on the ordinary practices
and representations of preschool
teachers. During our 2011-2013
survey, we were struck by the fact
that the classic values of the New
Education movement were not as
widespread among today's pre-
school teachers as they once were.
It is well documented that since
the beginning of the 20th century
they have been significantly influ-
enced by the values and practices
of the New Education movement
(Maria Montessori, Ovide Decroly,
Célestin Freinet, etc.). Antoine Prost
observed in his 1981 book (Prost,
1981) that it was these values that
united the body of French preschool
teachers. A sort of decline in these
values emerged from our survey. For
Prost, these values were summed up
in the expression “to learn without
being constrained”, through play or
playful situations. In our interviews,
these were not the key values to
which today’s teachers referred. For
many, children should attend pre-
school whether they like it or not. If
they do like it, fine; but if they don't,
they should attend anyway. Sever-
al respondents also said that it was
good for children to be introduced
to this school constraint, which is
part of life. We thus understand
that the underlying vision of the
preschool has changed significantly.

%

CIDREE YEARBOOK 2022 - Country - France

25

o



These teachers seemed to consider
it more as a place of initiation to the
constraints of formal school than
as a space where teachers seek to
articulate the interests of children
and learning (and to make learning
interesting). A harsher view of pre-
school might be said to prevail now.

“M (teacher): We come to
school to learn things and to
work...

I (investigator): and if they
don't like it, for example?

M: I tell them it's better if
they like it, but hey, it's very
difficult to do what you
don‘'t want to do and there
are inevitably things you
don’t have, don't want to do
but we have to do them

anyway...

E: so it has to be done...
(Laughs)

M: it's not necessarily
pleasant... it’s better if
they're happy to be there,
but there are things even if
they don’t want to, you have
to! You have to brush your
teeth, you have to wash, you
have to eat, you have to
come to school... that’s it.”

(Isabelle, interview of
21.01.2009)

This also explains why the use of

Artistic and manual activities in

the corpus 1965-1970

Pottery; ceramics; basket weaving;

cut-outs; modelling; sewing;
needlework and embroidery
(placemats, snack bags, book
covers); weaving; do-it-yourself;
glueing; creation of decorated

and painted key rings; glued seed

S

Artistic and manual activities in
the corpus 2000-2010

Volume decoration of plastic
bottles; glueing; chalks; stickers;
creations from geometric shapes;
caress, poke, scrape the paint

charts; papier maché; potato prints

on fabric

Figure 1. Decline in diversity of artistic and manual activities
between the reports of 1965-1970 and those of 2000-2010

teaching methods inspired by the
New Education movement seems
today to be left to teachers' dis-
cretion. Some use them, others do
not. Inspectors no longer really ex-
pect to find such methods in use.
It seems to us no coincidence that
“worksheets"” (a sheet of A4 paper)
were disseminated in preschool
establishments from the 1990s on-
wards, that is to say as the logic of
schooling gained ground at the lev-
el of prescriptive texts. These work-
sheets, often found on the Internet,
are supposed to practise a specif-
ic learning point (knowing how to
write a particular letter, to work on
a particular number, etc.). But they
go hand in hand with a very tradi-
tional, if not austere, pedagogy, that
diverges very significantly from the
New Education tradition, with its
emphasis on taking account of chil-
dren’s interests (learning through
manipulation games, for example).
In recent decades, many activities

have disappeared from the French
preschool curriculum. If we take
the example of art activities (Leroy,
2020b), we can see that today's ac-
tivities aim to develop graphic abil-
ity or mathematical skills (rather
than experimentation or creation).
The activities of the 60s and 70s
were much more varied, with ce-
ramics, potato prints, embroidery,
etc. All these activities have now
disappeared, surely because their
“schooling” benefit was uncertain.

Our observations of 2017-2018 re-
vealed that Montessori practices
had made a comeback in French
preschools (Leroy & Lescouarch,
2019). Should this be seen as a
return to “new education” values?
It is not certain. Indeed, it seems
that this return has not been ac-
companied by a break with the
developments in practices and
representations of recent decades.
For example, the establishment of

%
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Montessori practices is going hand
in hand with a very strong evalua-
tive follow-up. Similarly, it appears
that this recourse to Montessori
appears more as a pedagogical
technique intended to produce
great results in learning rather
than as an ethics of the relation-
ship between children and between
adults and children, with the aim,
for example, of creating a commu-
nity or even political links between
children. Célestin Freinet pursued
this type of political objective more
than Montessori. This is perhaps
the reason why his approach is not
so widely adopted today.

I1l. Schooling logic and exclusion
of the less well-off

During our surveys, we found that
French preschool teachers set up
learning situations earlier than in
the past, and in new forms, closer
to those used in primary schools.
In the 1970s, some teachers’ manu-
als advocated not putting a chair in
the very young children’s section (3
year olds). The learning challenges
were much lower at the time, with
a significant amount of free play
in particular. Our inspection re-
ports show that this did not pose
a problem for the inspectors at
the time. Today, from the start of
the école maternelle (2 and 3 year
olds), there are learning situations
that rely heavily on children’s aca-
demic autonomy. All of them have
an activity that they are supposed
to carry out fairly quickly and in-
dependently. This requires a great

deal of concentration and organi-
zational skills, which are unequally
distributed, in particular by social
origin.

In the current context, teachers
are expected to keep detailed re-

((Intruth, strong
expectations of
autonomy exist
from the very start
of kindergarten,
which seem to
favour the children
most privileged
academically as

a product of their
background.

cords that can be seen by parents
and inspectors. This productivist
climate means that time is a scarce
commodity and that teachers are
too busy elsewhere to work with
the least advanced children. Left
to work almost independently, the
children must carry out their activ-
ities gradually, step by step, using
prior knowledge and resisting the
distraction of their classmates. In
truth, strong expectations of auton-
omy exist from the start of kinder-

garten, which seem to favour the
children best endowed academical-
ly by their background. In our book
“L'école maternelle de la perfor-
mance enfantine” (Leroy, 2020a) as
well as in an article (Leroy, 2020c¢),
we described specific situations
in which the weakest children in
school found themselves excluded
from ordinary activities on a dai-
ly basis due to being less “school
ready” than their peers. In these
cases, preschool not only does not
reduce social inequalities, but it
reinforces them, allowing the best-
equipped pupils to perfect their
already well-established academic
skills. This is another very impor-
tant and alarming deviation from
certain early schooling contexts.
These findings are all the more
worrying as the “schoolification” of
preschool has regularly been legit-
imized as being more effective in
combating social inequalities.

It seems necessary here to defend
a kind of Copernican revolution
within the pedagogy. Currently,
teachers seem to rely on pupils
who are expected to be autono-
mous, and the usual classroom
organization seems in a sense
designed for them. It seems nec-
essary to us to reverse this order
of things, and to focus particularly
on the weaker children, by asking
ourselves if they benefit from daily
activities. Are they adjusted to their
current level? Do they allow them
to progress to the maximum? This
also requires teachers to reflect on

%
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their own role in the activities. Too great a
distance from the weakest pupils in the class
cannot be defended. They surely need more
help, explanations, sometimes specific sup-
port (even if they should also be left alone
sometimes). These pupils must be at the
heart of daily pedagogical thinking.

IV. The importance of psycho-affective
analysis

Finally, it appears that the schooling logic
can become established to the detriment of
a relationship with children that we call “psy-
cho-affective”. In the 1960s and 70s and again
in the 1980s, the prescriptive texts insisted
on the fact that preschool teachers were also
professionals in the psychological care of chil-
dren. Advice was given, for example, on how
to comfort a child who was experiencing grief.

Our observations showed us that the school
climate could sometimes work against the
psycho-affective care of children. Indeed,
some preschool teachers have come to see
themselves only as teachers. They do not pay
attention to children’s spontaneous sayings,
hardly enter into dialogue with them on sub-
jects other than school learning (for example
during breaktime) and basically maintain a
distant relationship with them, unwilling to lis-
ten to confidences or various remarks, which
can also give rise to multiple learnings, or
quite simply play an educational role to help
them develop well by answering their many
questions. We have seen situations where
children are left to cry sometimes for a very
long time, “waiting for it to pass”.

“Next to Jason, a little girl has been
crying for a long time (it's 8:55 a.m.,
she has been crying from the start
[8:30 a.m.]). She will be anxious all

morning. Him is engaged in his activity
[pupils must recognize their first
name]. It's not that he isn't concerned
about her; he will tell me to have
sympathy for her, to be attentive to
her problems integrating into the
class, and will call her a“fragile little
thing"during an informal interview.
But he does not abandon his activity
in order to dedicate himself solely to
consoling her, showing here that she
is attached to her learning objectives.
[Jason, 08.11.2012]

The teacher then devotes himself to what he
considers to be his main professional task,
teaching school content with the other chil-
dren (affectively autonomous). This type of
situation seems to us to be very probably as-
sociated with significant adverse impacts on
children’s psychological development of chil-
dren and their relationship to school.

Finally, as unpleasant as this reality is, there
are also teachers who set up violent behaviour
with children. Violent situations have existed
in school for a long time (Merle, 2005). But we
hypothesize that they could be reinforced in
preschool by this schooling climate and these
expectations of many results. Indeed, we had
the opportunity to see very stressed teachers,
who in turn stressed the children by imposing
an intense learning climate. Physical signs of ill
health among the children were then evident.

Among these teachers, violent behaviour
sometimes existed; the slower children might
be publicly humiliated or there might be ag-
gressive physical gestures, such as grabbing a
child violently by the shoulder or chin, when
the teacher was overwhelmed. Humiliating
punishments have been observed: a child

"4
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punished by being forced to wear just his un-
derwear and sit with his head in his hands or
a child left in his urine after a nap to punish
him for not having gone to the toilet.

“For Violette, a teacher with high
academic standards, the climate of
very high expectations leads to similar
stressful situations, both for the pupils
and for the teacher. “The GS [5 or 6
years old children] are almost all on
the benches now. “l would be on the
verge of murder!!” said the mistress

to Garance which is not yet on a
bench”. This mistress also sometimes
demonstrates physical violence, in

at least three ways: “She pulls Jean’s
[emphasis] chin [...]"; “Alimatou can't
do it, she circles before the teacher
has even said which word to circle. The
mistress corrects her, pointing this out
to her. She taps on the head [emphasis
added] of Alimatou: “I didn't say what
we circle!”; “The teacher notices that a
student from the other half group has
not gone to get his worksheet alone
thinking about it alone: she takes

him by the collar and drags him to

the worksheets very very vigorously.
(Violette, 05.22.2012). Under these
conditions, | had the opportunity to
observe that a student often seemed
stressed in this class, having trouble
getting organized or following the
activities.”She pulls Jean’s chin, who
seems lost, still with that anxious face.
This child seems lost in the class and

I have the feeling at this moment that
the autonomy that is asked of him is
too hard for him. (Violet, 05.22.2012)

Extract from: Leroy, G. (20200).
Lécole maternelle de la performance
enfantine, chapter 4.

({ Preschool establishments
were supposed to be small,
joyful communities, welded
together and united by
emotional bonds. Given the
state of research on this
period, it is not possible

to know what was going

on in reality. We do not
wish to idealize this period
retrospectively, but simply

to indicate that there

were norms that could be
levers for other types of

relationships with children
and to give them legitimacy.

Reading the inspection reports from the
1960s and 70s shows that at this time the
norms around these psycho-affective issues
were different. It was appreciated that there
was a friendly, even joyful atmosphere be-
tween children, and between children and
teacher. The emotional bonds between them
were welcome. Preschool establishments
were supposed to be small, joyful communi-
ties, welded together and united by emotion-
al bonds. Given the state of research on this
period, it is not possible to know what was
going on in reality. We do not wish to ideal-
ize this period retrospectively, but simply to
indicate that there were norms that could be
levers for other types of relationships with
children and to give them legitimacy.
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(( One of the current challenges facing
pre-school institutions today seems to be
their (not always successful) attempts to
combine different educational objectives,
in particular, the psycho-affective and
formal learning objectives.

Conclusion
To conclude, one of the current challenges facing pre-school institutions
today seems to be their (not always successful) attempts to combine dif-
ferent educational objectives, in particular, the psycho-affective and formal
learning objectives. We suggest the following avenues for being able to
achieve this:

* The objectives of academic success must be adjusted to match
the children’s diversity, and take into account their specificities,
that is to say their unequal preparedness for playing the role of
pupil. The emphasis on early performance can reinforce social
inequalities. This is not only an ineffective way of narrowing the
gap between children of different abilities and backgrounds
but is also psychologically damaging for those less academically
prepared(often from popular social classes), which can lead to a
loss of confidence in themselves and in education.

* Pursuing academic goals should not cause other, non-academic
goals to be undervalued. Instilling confidence in children, paying
attention to what they say, entering into dialogue with them on
subjects they themselves bring up, allowing them to achieve things
or have personal opinions, ensuring that they experience joyful
moments, alone or in groups, that they have happy encounters
with adults who can become stable figures and reference points,
as well as with other children: all these objectives are not directly
academic, but they are crucial. Furthermore, it may well be that
they could also indirectly support more strictly educational
purposes. Emotional well-being, or the ability to have a personal
opinion, is also useful academically.
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— Hungary

Some regulatory
elements of Hungarian
pre-school education
(ISCED 0.2) based on the

quality framework ”
1

»

S
7

’

1 Whichdepartment/ministry does
ECECssit under?

Ministry of the Interior

2 What programs/settings exist for children
between the ages of 0-7?

Nursery (from 4 months to 3 years)
Kindergarten 3 to 6 years

3 What percentage of children are in
ECEC centers?

96% of children aged 4 to 6 attend ECEC centres (2021)

4 Link to national/local curriculum for ECEC

Click here for the national curriculum

Who is responsible for inspecting/
monitoring of ECEC?

Ministry of the Interior
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HUNGARY

Some regulatory
elements of Hungarian
re-school education

FISCED 0.2) based on
the quality framework

ABSTRACT

Hungary has traditionally been committed to providing high-quality,
child-centred early childhood education. The institutional system of early
childhood education and care in Hungary is divided into two parts: nurs-
ery (ISCED 0.1) and kindergarten (ISCED 0.2). The Council Recommenda-
tion of 22 May 2019 on High-Quality Early Childhood Education and Care
Systems (2019/C189/02) contains a quality framework whereby five key
components have been identified: access to services, staff, curriculum,
monitoring and evaluation, and governance and financing. The present
study, which covers four dimensions, sheds light on the situation, recent
measures, and expected challenges of some of the elements of this pro-
posed quality framework in pre-school education in Hungary (ISCED 0.2).
In Hungary, several elements defining pre-school education that represent
quality have been subject to definitive regulation. These reinforce the
preventative role of pre-school education and the associated responsi-
bilities, while at the same time signalling challenges in making pre-school
professions attractive and valued.
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Introduction

As the location of the first kindergarten in
central Europe, Hungary has a tradition of
being committed to providing high-quality,
child-centred early childhood education,
complemented by comprehensive family
policy measures. The institutional system of
early childhood education and care in Hun-
gary is divided into two parts: nursery (ISCED
0.1) and kindergarten (ISCED 0.2)

The Council Recommendation’ of 22 May
2019 on High-Quality Early Childhood Ed-
ucation and Care Systems (2019/C189/02)
contains a quality framework whereby five
key components have been identified: ac-
cess to services, staff, curriculum, monitoring
and evaluation, and governance and financing.

In Hungary, several elements defining pre-
school education that represent quality
have been subject to definitive regulation.
The direction of these interventions can be
identified by one of the five dimensions de-
fined by the recommendation, which can
be integrated into a framework. The recom-
mendation states that each nation should
develop its own framework in line with these
foci. At the same time, there is a lot involved
and many challenges to overcome in mak-
ing the career of a kindergarten teacher in
Hungary attractive?, as well as in the further
specification of kindergarten education as
part of the national public education system.

This study presents a domestic regulatory
element for kindergarten education (ISCED
0.2) related to the three elements of this

proposed quality framework?® (curriculum,
monitoring and evaluation, access to ser-
vices) which determines the provision of
high-quality early childhood education.
These include the revised National Basic Pro-
gramme for Pre-school Education published in
2012 and adapted to the spirit of the times,
and the obligation to monitor a child’s devel-
opment, making early diagnosis possible for
all children. In Hungary, the introduction of
compulsory kindergarten education from
the age of 3 in 2015 was crucial. Thanks to
professional, high-quality care, it can help the
development of disadvantaged children in
particular. As a model developed for the sys-
tem-wide monitoring and evaluation of staff,
the regulation of the supervision of kinder-
garten education has been in operation since
2016.1n 2019, the National Assembly passed
a minor amendment to the regulation con-
cerning the duration of compulsory school-
ing, as well as the coordination of schooling
in Hungary. This strengthened the role of
the child* and of compulsory schooling in
the transition from kindergarten to school.

In this article, two of these regulatory el-
ements are presented in more detail, the
National Basic Programme of Kindergarten
Education, which functions as a curriculum,
and the mandatory requirement to moni-
tor the development of the child as a quality
component in monitoring and evaluation.
The remarkable innovation of the latter, the
kindergarten module of eDia, will be briefly
presented. This supports the Hungarian prac-
tice and was developed by the Educational
Theory Research Group of the University of

"COUNCIL RECOMMENDATION of 22 May 2019 on High-Quality Early Childhood Education and Care Systems (2019/C189/02)

2(17)
*(16)
4(12) -
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Szeged and the Skills Development
Research Group of the Hungarian
Academy of Sciences

1.Framework of ECEC quality
determinants

The Hungarian regulators of kin-
dergarten education allow for a
framework-like interpretation of
the quality determinants of the
council's report.

This study briefly describes some
of these and looks at them in more
detail in two dimensions: the issue
of “Curricula” (National Basic Pro-
gramme for Kindergarten Education)
and “Monitoring and Evaluation”,
which relates to the domestic as-
pects of kindergarten education
(Monitoring Child Development).

In order to elucidate the connec-
tions between these two frame-
work elements and the other
elements, we will briefly look at
the regulatory environment of all
five elements, without going into a
detailed discussion.

1.1. Access to early childhood
education and care®

According to the Hungarian basic
law, every Hungarian citizen has the
right to education. The basic law is
the highest judicial level in Hungary
and itis not possible to enact legis-
lation that is contrary to its content.
It forms the basis of Hungary's legal
system (The Basic Law of Hungary,
2011). Hungary guarantees the

5The concept of access is defined in the Public Education Act as disproportionate unencumbered access

right to education by expanding
and generalising public education,
through free and compulsory pri-
mary education made accessible
to all, through higher education
accessible to all according to their
ability, and through financial sup-
port for those receiving education
as defined by law.

1.2. Staff: training and working
conditions of staff responsible
for early childhood education
and care

In Hungary, a role in early child-
hood education requires a specific
qualification, both in nursery and
kindergarten education. The train-
ing requirements of early child-
hood educators and kindergarten
teachers are supplemented by a
system of promotion (teacher ca-
reer progression) and in-service
training during the period of work.
In kindergartens, the position of
kindergarten teacher can be filled
by someone with a (higher) kinder-
garten teacher qualification. The
position of early childhood educa-
tor can also be filled by someone
with a vocational qualification in
higher and secondary education.
The Public Education Act stipulates
that the right and obligation of a
teacher to participate in in-service
teacher training requires ongoing
training. The in-service training
obligations of pre-school teachers
are the same as those of teachers
and educators, as well as of teach-
ers working in other public educa-

7

tion institutions. The obligation of
the professional development of
teachers in Hungary is set forth in
a government decree. The decree
defines two basic forms of teach-
er training, compulsory in-service
training every seven years and
in-service training for teachers.

1.3. Defining curricula

In the case of kindergarten edu-
cation in Hungary, the curriculum
refers to a two-level regulation
whereby the first, central level is
represented by the national basic
programme of kindergarten edu-
cation - the so-called kindergarten
framework curriculum - and the
second level is represented by the
local pedagogical programmes of
each kindergarten, which are local
curricula that must be in line with
the aims and tasks of central-level
regulation.

1.4. Monitoring and evaluation

In 2015, the education manage-
ment introduced a new structured
network of institutions to serve as a
management and control model to
improve the quality of the Hungari-
an public education system and its
efficiency, effectiveness, and equi-
ty indicators. As a result, like most
other Member States of the Euro-
pean Union, Hungary has a Self-As-
sessement Manual (2021). This
is a uniform, public set of criteria
for regular self-assessment-based
external professional audits and
evaluations based on a system of

%
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expectations and tools. This in turn forms
part of the national pedagogical-professional
audit (supervision) . This focus of this study is
not on the experience of system-wide moni-
toring, but on the individual work of the kin-
dergarten teacher and the practice of directly
monitoring child development.

1.5. Governance and financing

At present, nursery and kindergarten edu-
cation is managed by different government
agencies. While the Ministry of Culture and
Innovation is responsible for ensuring nurs-
ery care, kindergarten education belongs to
the Ministry of the Interior as part of pub-
lic education. Kindergartens can be main-
tained by several organisations in Hungary.
Although most kindergartens are maintained
by municipalities, the number of church nurs-
ery schools has also increased significantly
in recent years. The Budget Act determines
the type and amount of subsidies to be paid
from the state budget to local governments
in a given year, and this legislation also deter-
mines the procedure for using the subsidies.

The financing structure of the local govern-
ments maintaining the majority of kindergar-
tens has changed, with the normative form
of financing changing to task-based financ-
ing. All of this has a significant impact on
the operation of kindergartens and schools
(Kalmar, 2018).

2. Some elements of the quality
framework

According to the council recommendation
(2019), “a quality framework or equivalent
document can be an effective factor in the
proper regulation of early childhood educa-
tion and care.” There is no developed frame-
work for early childhood education and care

(¢ Outlines the tasks of
kindergarten life, the rules
of organising kindergarten

life, the forms of activities of

kindergarten life, the tasks
of kindergarten teachers,
and the characteristics of
development at the end of
kindergarten education.

in Hungary. There are institution-specific
framework regulators that function as cur-
ricula.

The purpose, task, content, and activities of
kindergarten education are defined by the
National Basic Programme of Kindergar-
ten Education (hereinafter “the basic pro-
gramme”), while those for nursery education
are defined by the National Basic Programme
of Nursery Education.

These regulators are constantly reviewed and
amended to in order add content identified
through the quality frameworks. The most
basic regulatory element in kindergarten
education is the National Basic Programme of
Kindergarten Education.

2.1. National Basic Programme of Pre-
school Education

The basic programme applies to all Hungari-
an kindergartens. It provides a clear overview
of children and kindergartens and outlines
the tasks of kindergarten life, the rules of
organising kindergarten life, the forms of
activities of kindergarten life, the tasks of kin-
dergarten teachers, and the characteristics
of development at the end of kindergarten
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Figure 1. The history of the development of the basic programme

education. The basic programme
provides a level of professional
quality mandated by way of a gov-
ernment decree that kindergartens
must meet, adapted to their local
environment. Adaptation to the
local environment can be estab-
lished by way of the kindergarten’s
institutional-level pedagogical pro-
gramme.

The National Basic Program for
Kindergarten Education, was writ-
tenin 1996 and has been amended
several times since then. As a gov-
ernment regulatory document, it
prescribes high professional qual-
ity. Its content is in line with some
of the quality criteria of the council
report (e.g. child-centredness, pre-
ventative measures, the key role

of the family). Other basic issues
(monitoring, evaluation, children
with special educational needs,
supportive working conditions, etc.)
are governed by other sectoral leg-
islation. The identifiable nature of
the basic principles of quality is a
guarantee that European and do-
mestic values are reflected in Hun-
garian kindergarten education in all
the institutions that provide it. It is
stated that “in addition to the pro-
fessional autonomy of the individ-
ual institutions and the diversity of
pre-school education, the general
professional demands that society
formulates in respect of kindergar-
ten education for the harmonious
development of the child shall pre-
vail.” (363/2012. (XIl.17.) Govern-
ment decree, 2021).

In addition, the basic programme is
a key document for external profes-
sional audits and evaluations based
on self-evaluation, and for national
pedagogical-professional audits and
supervision (Self-Assessment Man-
ual, 2021). The professional basis
of the study supervision is provided
by way of the general pedagogical
aspects, the value system of the
National Basic Programme of Kin-
dergarten Education, and the own
value system of each institution
(Introduction to 363/2012. (XI1.17.)
Government decree, 2021). We are
at the end of the third stage in the
history of the development of the
basic programme, in which the in-
stitutions have gained at least two
decades of experience in its imple-
mentation and have been involved
in system-level monitoring and eval-
uation for several years (Figure 1).

The basic programme defines the
principles of pedagogical work in
kindergartens in Hungary, build-
ing on the traditions, values, na-
tional peculiarities of the history of
Hungarian kindergarten education,
the results of pedagogical and psy-
chological research, and the inter-
nationally recognised practice of
education. In defining the pedagogi-
cal principles of kindergarten educa-
tion, it must be assumed that a) the
child, as a developing person, is en-
titled to loving care and special pro-
tection; b) the upbringing of a child
is primarily the right and duty of the
family, in which kindergartens play a
complementary role and sometimes
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(( All children receive
an equally high-quality
and loving education
and that their existing
disadvantages are
reduced.

work to compensate for disadvantages; (c)
pre-school education should aim to promote
the full development of the child's personality,
while respecting human rights and the rights
of the child; in such a way that all children
have an equal opportunity to receive a quality
education (Introduction to 363/2012. (XI1.17.)
Government decree, 2021).

According to the basic programme, different
(e.g. innovative) pedagogical aspirations may
appear in kindergarten education, as the ba-
sic programme ensures the enforcement of
the pedagogical views, values, and method-
ological freedom of kindergarten teachers,
and contains restrictions only for the pro-
tection of the child's interests.

The basic programme states that kindergar-
ten education is child-centred and inclusive,
and accordingly seeks to promote the devel-
opment of a child's personality, ensuring that
all children receive an equally high-quality
and loving education and that their exist-
ing disadvantages are reduced. There is no
room for any prejudice to unfold (363/2012.
(X11.17.) Government decree, 2021).

The fund programme, which has gained
stability in its current form, operates in an
ever-changing legal environment. It is impor-
tant that problems that arise in the operation
of a high-quality early childhood care system
are identified and that a collaborative solu-
tion is found. At present, we need to address

National Basic
Programme for
Early Childhood

Education

Kindergarten
pedagogical
program

Kindergarten
group diary

The kindergarten
teacher’s portfolio,
the child's individual
development plan

Figure 2. Compilation of documents defining
the professional activity of a kindergarten
teacher (Szent-Galy, 2018)

two major issues. One is the growing need
for inclusive care for children with special ed-
ucational needs, which we will not cover at
this time. The other relates to the regulation
of the outcome of kindergarten education,
which is closely related to the institutional
practice of monitoring child development.

2.2. New issues in output control

25 years ago, the nature of the framework
of the basic programme marked a significant
change compared to its predecessor, the Kin-
dergarten Education Programme, which has
been in force since 1989. This programme
detailed the expectations for each age group
and the levels of development to be achieved.
Due to its decentralised nature, the basic pro-
gramme records the characteristics of devel-
opment as general output characteristics by
the end of kindergarten. These are not stand-
ardised skill levels, but guidelines for a child's
physical, mental, and social maturity.
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Although this approach to output
control” provides considerable
room to manoeuvre in interpreting
the maturity to be reached by the
end of pre-school, there is no meas-
urable standardised expected value
associated with the characteristics.
An example from the normative
text reads: “The intentional atten-
tion that forms the basis of learning
appears, the content and scope of
the attention gradually increases,
and it becomes easier to share and
transfer it.” In other words, there
is no age-related expected range
(time interval) of intentional atten-
tion and the extent of attention in
the framework regulation (also for
other abilities).

Judging the appropriate develop-
ment of skills is down to the compe-
tence of the kindergarten teacher.
Where suitability for the school life-
style is in doubt, the child will be
examined by the pedagogical ser-
vices and the necessary develop-
ment intervention and/or a further
year of pre-school education will be
determined.

Consequently, the regulation of the
output of kindergartens in Hungary
provides freedom in terms of time
and space for the development of
skills at the child’s own pace, but at
the same time an important task
of the kindergarten is to prepare

for a school lifestyle. Adaptation to
a school lifestyle is slow and is in-
terpreted by the basic programme
as a unique, specific maturation
process of the child. At the end of
pre-school, the child enters a pro-
cess of slow transition from kinder-
garten to school in which he or she
can gradually adapt to the require-
ments of school. (National Public
Education Act, 2011, 88).

Primarily, this psychological illus-
tration of education, and the di-
verse pedagogical culture of the
institutions is the reason for there
not currently being any uniformly
applicable measurement and eval-
uation system for certain abilities of
children in kindergarten education.
In the cases in question (e.g. matu-
rity for a school lifestyle), the expert
opinion of the pedagogical service
that decides. In addition, however,
monitoring the child’'s development
is an important and mandatory
task® which the parents should be
regularly informed of.

If we look at the use of professional
services, the demand for the oper-
ation of diagnostic measurements
supporting output control is increas-
ing.® Consequently, a significant
proportion of kindergartens have
developed or adapted some kind
of measurement tool to test their
suitability for the school lifestyle.

\A

Until 2018, children could start
school atthe age of 6 or 7 to ensure
that they had reached the required
maturity, based on the opinion of
the kindergarten. This changed
slightly in 2019, as it appeared that
many people abused this flexibility
to the detriment of children. Now,
in order for a child to remain in
kindergarten after the age of 6, the
parent must submit an application
to the Education Office (National
Public Education Act, 2011, 458).

3. A basic criterion: monitoring
children’s development

The introduction of the above pro-
cedure has aroused interest in
monitoring the development of the
child’s abilities and possible local
pre-school practices for measure-
ment and evaluation. The monitor-
ing of children’s abilities and the
practices for the measurement and
evaluation of kindergartens was
brought to the forefront. In Hun-
garian practice, the two elements
mentioned are separate from each
other, because while the measure-
ment of a kindergartener's abili-
ties (through the use of diagnostic
tests, criteria, or norm-oriented
assessment forms, for example) is
not mandatory, the monitoring and
documentation of a child’s develop-
ment are.

This documentation contains: (1)

7 By output regulation, we mean the system of conditions laid down by law for all kindergartens, i.e. the content of the child’s
level of development in the transition from kindergarten to school.

8 provided for in a ministerial decree

9 Monitoring the Development of Pre-school Children, Budapest Pedagogical Education Centre, 2nd revised edition, 2019. 7.0
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the child's developmental status; (2) the
developmental process; (3) the direction of
differentiated development; (4) the child's
medical history; (5) the indicators of the
child’s intellectual, mental, social, and physi-
cal development; and (6) the findings of the
kindergarten teacher and an expert com-
mittee, and interventions which support the
child’s development. This documentation
also contains notes on informing the parents.

In Hungary, the monitoring of the devel-
opment of kindergartners and the regular
informing of parents are regulated by a
ministerial decree (20/2012 (VII1.31.), so ear-
ly diagnosis based on the observation and
anamnesis of the kindergarten teacher may
be possible for all children from the age of 3.

The pedagogical professional services carry
out screening examinations focusing on the
speech and language development of chil-
dren between the age of 3 and 5. The focus
of speech screening at the age of 3 is on lan-
guage development (receptive and expressive
language), while the focus of screening at the
age of 5 is primarily on speech articulation
as well as on prereading and prewriting/fine
motoric skills. Based on the results of these
screenings, further logopedic examinations
should be performed as necessary, and fur-
ther special educational, psychological, and
medical examinations should be initiated
(15/2013.(11.26.) EMMI rendelet 25.8(3)).

A few years ago, the former “personality de-
velopment diary” evolved into a mandatory
document for monitoring kindergartners'
development, usually called a “Development
Diary”. A large number of kindergartens, in
addition to this document, use a valid assess-
ment tool for measuring kindergarteners’

cognitive, affective, and motoric skills. Ideal-
ly, the two are interrelated, and the meas-
urement results support a developmental
intervention.

The development diary contains four distinct
threads: (1) results of the obligatory logope-
dic screening; (2) the results of the non-com-
pulsory screenings and examinations of the
pedagogical professional service (based on
the initiative of the kindergarten teacher and/
or the parents) - the proposed developmen-
tal method; (3) mandatory monitoring of kin-
dergartens/kindergarten teachers following
the regulation, developed using their meth-
odology and/or the results of test-based as-
sessments - proposed development; and (4)
the content and results of the proposed im-
provements resulting from the above three
condition surveys.

The complexity of the system requires ef-
fective co-operation between parents, kin-
dergarten teachers, staff of the specialist
services and, in the case of maturity for a
school lifestyle, between the officials of the
Educational Authority.

3.1 Rules and difficulties in the
monitoring process

Although there is no common, mandatory
method for documenting the development of
kindergarteners, several sample documents
are available which enable the creation and
dissemination of innovative good practices,
and allow for corrections, such as in the de-
termination of the monitoring criteria.

The mandatory monitoring of kindergarten-
ers' development also causes dilemmas for
researchers dealing with early childhood as-
sessment. The questions are caused by a lack
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of definitions for the concepts of school read-
iness and maturity for a school lifestyle. For
example, there is no clarification on which
components should be measured or wheth-
er certain components are more important
than others. Phonological awareness, early
mathematic skills, and thinking skills could
be easily measured by way of tests, while in
other areas the only appropriate solution is
the subjective observation of kindergarten
teachers. The measured and observed are-
as are not as distinctly separate as these few
sentences may suggest, as each component
of sociality (e.g. task performance) may be an
important consideration in answering tasks.

({ The mandatory
monitoring of
kindergarteners'’ skills
has opened up a new
approach and new
possibilities in the
field of measurement
evaluation.

The mandatory monitoring of kindergarten-
ers’ skills has opened up a new approach and
new possibilities in the field of measurement
evaluation.

A wide range of measuring instruments are
available to teachers, and institutions can
choose which ones to use. However, the re-
cording of several tests requires special qual-
ifications (e.g. a psychological certificate).

Presumably, the choice between subjective
observation and a valid assessment method
is because kindergarten teachers are condi-
tioned for the full development of the child’s
personality, which is also reflected in the Na-
tional Basic Programme of Pre-school Edu-
cation. At the same time, a relevant criticism
is the questioning of objectivity: “However,
the question arises as to the accuracy with
which the subjective diaries completed by a
kindergarten teacher provide the standard
and results of development.” (Apré, 2013)

3.2 First steps of assessment methods

On average, a healthy child becomes fit for
school around the age of 6. Development
monitoring is intensified for children who
have some kind of impairment. When making
a later diagnosis, it is very important when and
in what situation the teacher/service staff no-
ticed the first signs. Development logs indicate
the child’s current stage based on the obser-
vation of their ability level. Follow-up involves
continuous monitoring and is primarily suit-
able for making significant deviations visible
and signalable in time. In most cases, a kinder-
garten teacher can note five skill levels: emerg-
ing, basic level, close to average, above average,
and outstanding. One of the most commonly
used templates includes a methodological
recommendation and development sugges-
tion for tracking ability development, which
helps the kindergarten teacher select the
child's ability level. From here, in essence, the
ability of the kindergarten teacher to identify
the child's ability level determines the level at
which the child's particular ability is classified.
The manifestations of the abilities are shaped
by several factors (e.g. the circumstances and
participants of the observation situation, the
current stage of the child, the factors influenc-
ing the kindergarten teacher).
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In Hungarian practice, two mod-
els can be observed in relation to
monitoring and measurement: one
model states that the current state
of children’s development is record-
ed by way of prepared or adapted
documentation every year and if, for
example, there is a suspicion of par-
tial disability or behaviour disorder,
they shall inform the competent
pedagogical professional service.
Special education teachers and a
psychologist of the mentioned in-
stitute then measure the child’s
skills and determine the necessary
development. In the other model,
the kindergarten performs both the
measurement and the observation,
and based on this then determines
the necessary development and
analyses the results.

3.3 Challenges in
documentation management
Observations require extreme
concentration from kindergarten
teachers because, in the continuous
presence and activities of 20 to 25
children, a certain ability level of a
child must be identified.

Itis important that the observation-
al aspects are interpreted within the
same framework and that the defi-
nitions of the concepts are accurate.
This requires the regular collabora-
tion, review, and ongoing training of
kindergarten teachers. Apré (2003)
has pointed out that although ed-
ucators consider documentation to

be important, everyday administra-
tion imposes a significant burden
on them. Overall, the “follow-up
obligation” introduced 10 years ago
also contributes to early diagno-
ses. Unfortunately, the number of
children and students with special
educational needs is increasing,
and consequently the professional
needs and workload of the peda-
gogical professional services are
also increasing (Central Statistics
Office,2022).10

In addition to the available human
resources, quality care can also be
supported by way of careful regula-
tion. The provision related to com-
pulsory schooling - according to
which a child who stays in kinder-
garten at the request of a parent for
an additional year - should involve
special developmental activities for
the reorganisation of the kindergar-
ten, with the aim of ,increasing the
quality of kindergarten education.

A well-designed, easy-to-use, and
uniform measurement tool would
be needed to monitor progress and
measure school readiness skills.

The nature and complementary role
of measurement as an activity tool
is emphasised in particular because
the basic values of Hungarian kin-
dergarten education continue to be
free play, movement, support for
learning through activities, love and
respect for the child, and supporting

7

the child's self-development.

The pre-school module of the eDia
system developed by the MTA-SZTE
Research Group on the Develop-
ment of Competencies and the
SZTE Centre for Research on Learn-
ing and Instruction is an innova-
tive, online platform that provides
methodological support for exam-
ining children’s cognitive abilities,
enabling it to complement develop-
ment monitoring and function as a
measurement tool in the transition
between kindergarten and school.

4. The eDia system as a
supporter of children’s
development/diagnosis
Numerous research findings indi-
cate that children’s development of
school readiness skills plays a key
role in their later school abilities.
Therefore, it is advisable to start
personalised development as early
as possible, which requires appro-
priate feedback mechanisms: we
need to identify a diverse picture
about each child’s abilities, see the
differences between children, and
have the right tools to examine
their development. However, if chil-
dren solve tasks on paper, and their
school maturity skills are assessed
in a face-to-face way, data collec-
tion could be a time-consuming and
strenuous process for kindergarten
teachers. Computer-based assess-
ment can provide solutions to these
problems.

10 Number of children and pupils with special educational needs by type of disability https://www.ksh.hu/stadat_files/okt/hu/

0kt0006.html (utolsé letéltés: 2022. 08. 23.)
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The main goal of the development of the eDia
system (Csap6 & Molnar, 2019) was to explore
and to measure the abilities of children in
grades 1 to 6. Students were measured via the
online assessment system in the three main
fields of education - mathematics, reading
comprehension, and science - along three di-
mensions of knowledge (the internal/psych-
logical, the disciplinary/content, and the social
and cultural/application dimensions) (Csap6 &
Molnar, 2019). Educators received immediate
and individual feedback on children that could
be easily incorporated into the differentiated
development methodology.

Seeing the advantages and objectivity of the
system from 2014, it was possible to expand
the system to kindergarteners. The develop-
ment of the system facilitated a tablet-based
testing format, allowing kindergarteners to
solve play-based tasks using touch-screen
devices. With the help of headphones, it was
possible to test up to five children simulta-
neously. The system offered a faster, more
playful testing method for kindergartens.

4.1. Using the eDia system in
kindergarten

The organisation of the kindergartens in the
sample came about during the work of the
MTA-SZTE Research Group on the Develop-
ment of Competencies and the SZTE Centre
for Research on Learning and Instruction.

The tests of the School Readiness Measure-
ment Toolkit provide a comprehensive as-
sessment option. The tests are specifically
designed to monitor the sensitive period of
the kindergarten-school transition, proved to
be a valid assessment tool in the last years
of kindergarten and for ability structure, and
their results are comparable. The tests of the

School Readiness Measurement Toolkit were
recorded by both the mentioned research
groups, within the network of the Hungarian
Educational Longitudinal Programme (HELP)
and the partner school network of the SZTE
Centre for Research on Learning and Instruc-
tion, with the participation of thousands of
first graders.

4.1.1. The adaptation of a face-to-face
test within an online system

The development of the computer-based
school readiness test battery began with
the adaptation of the face-to-face DIFER test
(Nagy et. al., 2004) into an online environ-
ment (Csapd, Molnar & Nagy, 2014).

The DIFER test is one of the most common
school readiness measuring instruments in
Hungary, which aims to measure the ability
of children aged 4 to 8. Consequently, as a
measuring instrument, it appears that it can
also be used for the pre-school age group.
First, the tests were carried out among first
graders in a primary school context. The
online version included the speech sound
discrimination sub-test, all four versions of
the relational reasoning test, the elements
of basic numeracy skills, and inductive and
deductive reasoning tasks. During the kin-
dergarten measurements, the abilities of
248 children were assessed. The results show
that the speech sound discrimination and the
relational reasoning sub-test are valid meas-
urement tools in the kindergarten context.

4.1.2. The School Readiness
Measurement Toolkit

The School Readiness Measurement Toolkit is
a self-developed online assessment tool from
the MTA-SZTE Research Group on the Devel-
opment of Competencies and the SZTE Cen-
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Figure 4. A sample task for phoneme
synthesis: Il say a word, but listen
carefully, because I will say it slowly,
broken down into sounds! Which picture
am | talking about? Click it! /b/-/a/-/l/-/l/

tre for Research on Learning and
Instruction that is directly integrat-
ed in the eDia online interface. The
test battery measures children’s
tablet-using skills, prereading skills,
early numeracy skills, and inductive
reasoning.

To improve children’s motivation,
the tasks were incorporated as part
of stories. During the tests, children
meet friendly characters like Pami,
Potyi, and a small hedgehog. Chil-
dren help them to collect the bal-
loons that have been lost (Figure 3).

The tablet-using test and items give
children the opportunity to practice
the ICT skills that will be necessary
for solving digital tasks (e.g. tap-
ping/clicking, drag and drop, col-
ouring items, or connecting items).

Figure 5. A sample task for elementary
counting: There are now two apples in
the basket. Drag enough apples into the
basket to have a total of five in it!

The prereading skills tasks contain
phonological awareness tasks. Dur-
ing the development of language,
syllable-level phonological aware-
ness appears already at pre-school
age. Certain sub-skills of phoneme
awareness and the identification or
differentiation of speech sounds
also develop at this age. Accord-
ingly, the focus of the tasks is on
identifying the inner units of words
and measuring phonological and
phoneme awareness (Figure 4).

The assessment of early numeracy
skills refers to the knowledge of the
correct order of numbers, numeri-
cal operations with different quan-
tities, and recognition of numbers
and Arabic numerals. The test in-
cludes three sub-areas: elementa-
ry operation, elementary counting,

Figure 3. Pdmi, Potyi and
Hedgehog as motivation
elements for children

Figure 6. A sample task for figural series:
Continue the pattern! Which image fits the
yellow frame? Drag it there!

and Arabic numerals and quantities
(Figure 5).

During the induction process, chil-
dren have to observe individual
cases, compare the cases with their
properties and their relationships
with each other, and then create gen-
eral rules during the process. Induc-
tive reasoning is also closely related
to learning potential, problem-solv-
ing, concept development, and sci-
entific thinking. The assessment tool
contains sequences, analogies, and
classification tasks that contain figu-
rative elements (Figure 6).

4.2. Results and experiences

A total of 472 children from 18 kin-
dergartens participated in our first
kindergarten measurements. The
initial results show that all three
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cognitive measurement tests in the
School Readiness Measurement
Toolkit (prereading skills, early nu-
meracy, and inductive reasoning
sub-tests) are reliable and can be
used separately and also togeth-
er to measure children’s abilities
(Cronbach-a =.84-.94) (Kiss, Mokri, &
Csapd, 2019; Pasztor, 2016; Rausch,
2018). On average, children perform
above 80% on tablet-use tests, which
demonstrates that touchscreen de-
vices are easy for kindergarteners to
use as well. Our calculations show
that the relationship between cog-
nitive measurement tests and tab-
let-use tests is negligible.

Following the initial results and
experiences, seeing the positive
reception and interest of kindergar-
ten teachers, the research team ex-
panded the availability of the tests.
All tests in the School Readiness
Measurement Toolkit are availa-
ble to institutions once they have
pre-registered and are free to use
at any time of the year. The test re-
sults obtained from the system can
be incorporated into pedagogical di-
agnostics. The two sub-tests of the
DIFER test adapted to the online in-
terface can also be used. The staff of
our research groups are currently in
contact with 248 kindergartens.

4.3. The kindergarten

test module and direct
developmental intervention
Based on the measurement proce-
dures and in order to overcome the
difficulties caused by the pandemic,

the research group’s colleagues cre-
ated the kindergarten test modules.
In the case of the kindergarten test
module, measurement and devel-
opment tasks can be compiled fol-
lowing a simple e-mail registration.
The tasks can be selected from a
task bank that supports mathe-
matical skills, prereading skills, and
active knowledge of the outside
world, which in the context of kin-
dergartens refers to science.

((Our initial results
highlight that our
online development
tools can have a
positive impact on
children’s ability
levels,

In January 2022, a managed ten-
week development process was
launched with the participation of
nearly 30 registered kindergartens
nationwide, which was framed by
pre-and post-intervention assess-
ment. The developmental tasks and
the related measurement tests map
children’s mathematical and read-
ing skills. Our initial results high-
light that our online development
tools can have a positive impact
on children’s ability levels, while

well-designed computer-based de-
velopment programmes with ap-
propriate instructions and feedback
can prevent skill gaps in prereading
and early mathematical skills even
at this early stage, without the pres-
ence of the kindergarten teacher.

5. Summary

The most important professional
regulatory element in the Hungarian
kindergarten system is the National
Basic Programme of Pre-school Edu-
cation. Throughout its development,
at now at a stage where quality is
to be raised and where dilemmas of
measurability need to be overcome,
the benefits of strong regulation are
clear. For 25 years, the basic pro-
gramme has provided stability and
represented both European and do-
mestic values.

Following the introduction of com-
pulsory pre-school education from
the age of 3, a review of the pos-
sibilities for regulating outcomes
began, and several measures were
taken in this regard. The focus of
compulsory schooling at the age of
6 is on the obligatory monitoring
of children’s development and its
quality-professional criteria.

The role and importance of diag-
nostic measurements have been
strengthened which is also justified
by the growing number of children
with special educational needs.

A system that reduces the admin-
istrative burden on kindergarten
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(( The eDia online system thus provides a
diagnostic and development procedure covering
a complex cognitive area in the sensitive phase of
the transition between kindergarten and school.

teachers and provides the same basis for
interpretation would be best supported in
monitoring the child’'s development and
providing a non-mandatory measurement
of these abilities.

At present, in addition to making kindergar-
ten teaching more attractive as a career, our
most important task is to consider other pos-
sibilities of outcome regulation, especially
for marginalised groups, in order to support
kindergarten measurements and gain ex-
perience. The valid School Readiness Meas-
urement Toolkit, presented in the study and
developed by Hungarian researchers, can be
adapted for introduction at the reference level
following a policy decision.

The eDia online system thus provides a di-
agnostic and development procedure cover-
ing a complex cognitive area in the sensitive
phase of the transition between kindergarten
and school. The system not only provides an
objective measurement procedure but also

facilitates teachers’ work on diagnostics.
Children solve tasks in a playful, colourful,
and interactive environment during testing
and development, their frustration decreas-
es, their motivation increases, and they look
forward to the next playful opportunity. The
system not only tests pupils and helps them
to develop along normal lines, but also meas-
ures children with developmental disorders
or difficulties.

Kindergarten teachers need to have the same
basis for interpretation in order for the meas-
urement results to be comparable. This could
be followed by the development of a kinder-
garten measurement environment based on
the consensus of the group of participants
and the domestic conditions.

The intention to regulate must be brought
into line with system-level pedagogical-pro-
fessional controls, part of which examined
the measurement and evaluation system of
the institution.
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11 Ireland
Updating Aistear - j

Ireland'’s early childhood
curriculum framework

1 Which department/ministry does
ECEC sit under?

There are two main government departments involved in

ECEC in Ireland: the Department of Education (DE) and the
Department of Children, Equality, Disability, Integration and
Youth (DCEDIY) (formerly the Department of Children and Youth
Affairs (DCYA).

2 What programs/settings exist for children
between the ages of 0-7?

The National Childcare Scheme (NCS) provides financial support
to help parents with childcare costs. There are two types of
childcare subsidy for children over 6 months of age: A universal
subsidy for children under the age of 3, and an income-assessed
subsidy for children up to the age of 15. It is means tested.

The Early Childhood Care and Education Programme (ECCE)

is a universal two-year pre-school programme available to all
children within the eligible age range.

In Ireland, although the compulsory school age is six, many
children aged four and most five-year-olds attend primary
school (OECD, 2021).

3 What percentage of children are in
ECEC centers?

95% participate in the universal pre-school programme before
starting primary school (DCEDIY, 2022).

4 Link to national/local curriculum for ECEC

Click here for the national curriculum

Who is responsible for inspecting/
monitoring of ECEC?

There are a number of different inspection processes that ECEC
settings in Ireland must adhere to, some related to funding,
some related to environmental health, but two in particular
relate to curriculum and quality. These are Tusla Early Years
Inspections and DE Early-Years Education Inspections, which
help to ensure that early childhood settings deliver a high-
quality curriculum which promotes children’s holistic learning
and development. In primary schools, inspections are also
carried out by the Department of Education.
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IRELAND

Updating Aistear -
Ireland’s early childhood
curriculum framework

ABSTRACT

Aistear, the Early Childhood Curriculum Framework (NCCA, 2009)
provides information for adults on planning for and providing
high-quality, enjoyable and challenging experiences so that all
children from birth to six years can grow and develop fully within
loving relationships. This article will outline the NCCA's ration-
ale and plans for updating Aistear to ensure that it continues to
support high-quality curriculum experiences for babies, toddlers
and young children.

The article begins with an outline of governance in the early
childhood sector in Ireland, followed by details of the contents of
Aistear with an outline of its contribution to quality development.
It continues with the rationale for updating Aistear, including the
main changes that have taken place since its publication in terms
of national developments, policies and strategies related to early
childhood. Critically, the focus of the update will be on changes
in children'’s lived experiences, including those during the COVID
pandemic. The article will conclude with the timeline for finalis-
ing Aistear in its updated form.
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Introduction

In Ireland, the National Council for Curric- Department Department
ulum and Assessment (NCCA) is updating of Education gfﬁgl'i'g,re"'
Aistear. the Early Childhood Curriculum D?sabilit'y,
Framework (NCCA, 2009). Aistear is the Irish integration
and Youth

word for journey and Aistear itself is funda-

mental to children’s lived experiences in Ire-
land. The aim of the updating process is to
ensure that it continues to support high-qual-
ity curriculum experiences for children from
birth to six years, as it has been doing since
its publication by the NCCA in 2009.

The NCCA advises the Minister for Education
on curriculum and assessment for early child-
hood education, primary and post-primary
schools. This advice is developed through
research, deliberation, consultation and our
work with networks (NCCA, 2022). In 2001,
the NCCA was asked to develop a curriculum
framework for the early years and did so in
partnership with the early childhood sector
(Daly and Forster, 2009). This partnership in-
volved a range of stakeholders including chil-
dren, parents and practitioners. Aistear was
the result of this extensive engagement, and
it is embedded in a complex early childhood
sector, some aspects of which will be outlined
in later sections.

This paper introduces the contents of Aistear;
outlines its contribution to quality; provides
some background on the context in which it
is implemented; describes the rationale for
updating it at this particular point; and pro-
vides details of the consultation taking place
with stakeholders, including children, to in-
form developments.

Figure 1: Governance background

Background

As a starting point and a backdrop to this
paper, it will be useful to the reader to ap-
preciate that there are two main government
departments involved in the early childhood

sector in Ireland: the Department of Educa-
tion and the Department of Children, Equali-
ty, Disability, Integration and Youth.

Department of Education

In addition to the Department of Education’s
role as the lead government department for
curriculum development in Ireland, the de-
partment also leads in the areas of training,
qualifications and quality assurance in the
early childhood sector. This includes quality
assurance of all further and higher education
qualifications in early childhood education
and care, which has ensured that Aistear is
a key focus in such programmes as a critical
contribution to the professionalism of grad-
uates (Department of Education and Skills
(DES), 2019). In addition, the Department of
Education Inspectorate looks at the quality of
provision under the ECCE Programme' and
Aistear is central to this inspection process

" The Early Childhood Care and Education (ECCE) programme is a universal two-year pre-school programme available to all
children within the eligible age range. Those providing the programme have to adhere to the principles of Aistear and Siolta. -
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(DES, 2018b). In acknowledgement
of the connections in the work of
both government departments ref-
erenced above, a specialist unit in
the Department of Education, the
Early Years Education Policy Unit,

services, as well as for overseeing
and reporting on the implementa-
tion of First 5 - A Whole-of-Govern-
ment Strategy for Babies, Young
Children and their Families 2019-
2028 (Government of Ireland (Gol),

works with the Department of Chil-
dren, Equality, Disability, Integration
and Youth to ensure that policy de-
velopments in the early childhood
sector take place within an overall
strategic policy framework for chil-
dren. In addition, this unit is re-
sponsible for the implementation of
Siolta: the National Quality Framework

2018). First 5 is a broad-based and
wide-ranging element of the early
childhood landscape in Ireland and
contributes to the rationale for up-
dating Aistear, which will be dealt
with in a later section. Arising from
commitments in First 5, Nurturing
Skills: The Workforce Plan for Early
Learning and Care and School-Age

for Early Childhood Education (Centre
for Early Childhood Development
and Education (CECDE), 2006). Siol-
ta is the Irish word for ‘seeds’ and
its purpose is to define, assess and
support the improvement of quality
across all aspects of practice in out-
of-home settings for children from
birth to the age of six. Siolta has 16
standards of quality, many of which
are aligned with and support Aistear.

Department of Children,
Equality, Disability, Integration
and Youth

The Department of Children, Equal-
ity, Disability, Integration and Youth
is responsible for ensuring access
for children and families to high
quality and affordable Early Learn-
ing and Care and School-aged
Childcare. Additionally, this depart-
ment is responsible for a number
of initiatives to develop the work-
force and improve the quality of

Childcare 2022-2028? (Gol, 2021a)
is designed to support progress
towards a graduate-led workforce,
along with minimum qualifications
for childminders and those working
in School-age Childcare, as a key
contributor towards enhancing the
quality of provision. The implemen-
tation of the workforce plan will be
led by the Department of Children,
Equality, Disability, Integration and
Youth in collaboration with the De-
partment of Education and other
departments and agencies. Another
important quality driver emanating
from this department is the Part-
nership for the Public Good A New
Funding Model for Early Learning
and Care and School-Age Childcare:
Report of the Expert Group to de-
velop a new funding model for Early
Learning and Care and School-Age
Childcare (Gol, 2021b). This report
sets out a new funding model to
support the quality of provision, in-

~

cluding improved staff pay, and sup-
port for sustainability with increased
public management of settings. A
core aim of the report is to employ
more graduate staff. In addition, the
report proposes new universal and
targeted measures to address the
needs of children living in socio-eco-
nomic disadvantaged conditions.

Aistear, the Early Childhood
Curriculum Framework

As noted earlier, in 2001 the Depart-
ment of Education asked the NCCA
to develop a curriculum framework
and Aistear was the culmination of
this work. Aistear is for all children
from birth to the age of six and is
predicated on a view of children as

(( Aistearis for all
children from birth
to the age of six and
is predicated on

a view of children
as competent and
confident learners.

competent and confident learners.
It supports adults in the provision
of appropriately challenging, moti-
vating and enjoyable learning expe-
riences within loving relationships.

2 First 5 is a whole-of-government strategy to improve the lives of babies, young children and their families. It

is a ten-year plan to help make sure all children have positive early experiences and get a great start in life.
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Table 1:
Aistear’s
principles

Well-being
This theme is about
children being
confident, happy
and healthy.

Identity and Belonging
This theme promotes
children developing a

positive sense of who they
are and feeling that they
are valued and respected
as part of a family and
community.

N

Communicating
This theme encourages
children to share their
experiences, thoughts,
ideas and feelings with
others, with growing
confidence and competence
in a variety of ways, and for
a variety of purposes.

Table 2: Aistear’s themes

Exploring and Thinking
This theme supports
children to make sense of
the things, places and
people in their world by
interacting with others,
playing, investigating,
questioning, and forming,
testing and refining ideas.

\ 4

It can be used to support learning and de-
velopment in early childhood settings. Aistear
is underpinned by 12 principles which are
presented by way of a short statement fol-
lowed by a description of the principle from
the child’s perspective. The principles are set
out in three groups as outlined in Table 1.

Aistear uses four broad themes to describe
children's learning and development (see Ta-
ble 2). The themes are presented using Aims
and broad Learning Goals and are illustrated
using sample learning opportunities (SLOs).
The SLOs are presented in three overlapping

age ranges - babies (birth to 18 months), tod-
dlers (12 to 36 months) and young children (2
% to 6 years). Through the four themes, the
focus of Aistear is on developing children’s
dispositions, skills, attitudes and values,
knowledge and understanding.

Aistear also includes four sets of guidelines
that describe good practice. These are:

+ developing partnerships with
parents and families

+ interacting with children

+ learning through play

* using assessment to support early
learning and development.

Within these guidelines, a series of reflective
prompts help adults to think about their ped-
agogy, while the sample learning experiences
highlight key messages (NCCA, 2009).

Contribution of Aistear to quality
development

Since 2009, many in the early childhood sec-
tor have embraced Aistear and used it as the
basis for their curriculum development work
(Department of Education and Skills (DES),
2018a). Support for the sector in becoming
familiar with and skilled in enacting Aistear
has been gradual, and the absence of a clear
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(( Five key areas: holistic learning and
development; partnership with parents;
interactions; play and the learning environment;
and assessment and documentation

implementation plan has meant it has nev-
er reached its full potential (French, 2013;
Farrell, 2016; Walsh, 2016). The publication
of Aistear in 2009 coincided with severe eco-
nomic recession which resulted in limited
resources for its implementation. However,
there have been a limited number of small-
scale initiatives to support the sector's en-
gagement with Aistear (NCCA, 2013).

In the period following its publication, the
NCCA undertook a small-scale project with
settings participating in the ECCE programme
to illustrate Aistear's potential for supporting
quality practice. This initiative, entitled Aistear
in_Action, was a partnership between the
NCCA and Early Childhood Ireland (ECI), a
national voluntary childcare organisation. It
involved working with a small group of set-
tings to promote positive change through the
implementation of Aistear, and it provided the
NCCA with examples of good practice to share
on the website (Daly, Grogan-Ryan, Corbett
and Connolly, 2014). Participants noted that
the main impacts on quality related to five
key areas: holistic learning and development;
partnership with parents; interactions; play
and the learning environment; and assess-
ment and documentation (NCCA, 2013).

In Ireland, although the compulsory school
age is six, many children aged four and most
five-year-olds attend primary school (OECD,
2021). While pedagogy in primary school is

guided by the Primary School Curriculum,
Aistear's Guidelines for Good Practice offer
guidance for teachers, particularly on teach-
ing and learning through play, a key factor in
the quality of children’s learning experiences.
To promote this aspect of quality, from 2010
to 2019, the NCCA supported the Association
of Teacher Education Centres Ireland’s Aistear
Tutor Initiative which focused on appropri-
ate pedagogical approaches and interactive
strategies for primary schools, drawing on
Aistear's guidelines and principles (Ui Chadh-
la, Forster and Hough, 2014).

Since that time and in more recent years,
the OECD has noted increased expectations
around quality in early childhood settings in
Ireland as a result of the co-ordinated rollout
and implementation of Aistear and Siolta:

Together they provide a strong basis
for further action to embed a more
comprehensive quality culture across
the ECEC sector, one which addresses
process aspects as well as structural
aspects, and the quality of pedagogy
and learning environments provided.
(OECD, 2021, 90)

As will be evident from later sections of this
paper, there is considerable policy devel-
opment underway in Ireland, the focus of
which is on improving the quality of provision
across the early childhood sector. However,
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First 5 acknowledges that: “Implementation
of the national quality and curriculum Frame-
works for ELC is inconsistent across services”
(Gol, 2018, 7). It also notes that the effective
implementation of Aistear is broadly depend-
ant on early childhood practitioners, recognis-
ing them as one of the main drivers of quality
provision, reinforcing the importance of initial
and ongoing training, continuing professional
development (CPD) and mentoring support.
Nurturing Skills (Gol, 2021a) sets out a series of
actions to meet workforce-related targets and
includes commitments on the national imple-
mentation of Aistear as central to the national
quality agenda.

This contribution of Aistear is also evident in
the inspection processes in Ireland, which
form another important aspect of the quality
agenda. There are a number of different in-
spection processes within the early childhood
sector, some related to funding, some related
to environmental health, but two in particular
relate to curriculum. These are Tusla, the Child
and Family Agency Early Years Inspections and
the Department of Education’'s Early-Years
Education Inspections, both of which help to
ensure that early childhood settings deliver
a high-quality curriculum that promotes chil-
dren’s holistic learning and development.

* Tusla, the Child and Family Agency
Early Years Inspectorate
Tusla, the Child and Family Agency
offers a range of universal and
targeted services including an
inspectorate for early childhood
settings for children from birth to
the age of six using the Quality and
Regulatory Framework (QRF). Aistear
is cited as one of the sources that has
informed the QRF (DCYA, 2016a) and

the categories for inspection cover
governance; health, welfare and
development of the child; safety; and
premises and facilities (Tusla, 2018).

* Department of Education Early-
Years Education Inspections
Early-Years Education Inspections
(EYEIs) are carried out in settings
participating in the ECCE Programme,
all of which are also inspected by
the Tusla Early Years Inspectorate.
Inspections are structured using The
Quality Framework for Early Years
Education (DES, 2018b) with a focus
on the quality of children’s learning
and development, and ensuring that
“provision is informed by Aistear: the
Early Childhood Curriculum Framework”
(DES, 2018b, 19). First 5 includes a
commitment to extend the education-
focused inspections to services for
children from birth to the age of three
(Gol, 2018).

A review of early-years education-focused in-
spections from April 2016 to June 2017 (DES,
2018a) highlighted positive aspects of practice
and also addressed key issues related to im-
provements needed to ensure progress to-
wards high-quality provision, including those
related to Aistear. The report acknowledges
that 867 out of 4,227 (20.5%) settings contract-
ed to deliver the ECCE Programme had not yet
received basic training in Aistear (DES, 2018a).

The national context and rationale for
updating Aistear now

This section considers the national context
and includes policy and strategic develop-
ments that impact both Aistear and the quality
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agenda in general and form part of
the rationale for updating Aistear.

The Aistear Siolta Practice Guide
(Practice Guide) and National
Siolta Aistear Initiative (NSAI)
The close connection between
Aistear and Siolta is embedded at
both policy and practice level, and
this relationship is most evident
in the Aistear Siolta Practice Guide
(Practice Guide) The Practice Guide
is an online resource which sup-
ports the use of Aistear and Siolta
together (NCCA, 2015) to enhance
the quality of provision. It is part of
the National Siolta Aistear Initiative
(NSAl) which was established in
2016 to support the co-ordinated
roll-out of Aistear and Siolta.

The Practice Guide includes videos
of practice, practitioner and aca-
demic inputs, self-evaluation tools,
action planning tools and print re-
sources on a variety of topics. A
key element of the Practice Guide
is Curriculum Foundations which
focuses on developing a curriculum
based on the principles of Aistear
and Siolta. There are also six pillars
of practice which are:

« Parent partnerships

* Learning environment

+ Play

* Interactions

+ Planning and assessment

* Transitions

In addition to these resources, the
Practice Guide hosts a dedicated
space for self-directed continuous
professional development (CPD)
aimed at supporting early child-
hood practitioners in becoming fa-
miliar with some of the resources
on the website. The publication of
Aistear predates the development
of the Practice Guide and now that
aspects of Aistear have been illus-
trated and mediated through the
Practice Guide resources, it is timely
to review the support provided and
to update it accordingly.

Other key policy initiatives
There has been significant policy
development with an impact on
the early childhood sector in Ireland
over the past decade. Although it is
beyond the scope of this paper to
address the full range of such devel-
opments, this section will reference
those most pertinent to Aistear. As
noted in the introduction, First 5
(Gol, 2018) is a significant feature
of the early childhood policy en-
vironment in Ireland and will con-
tinue to have impact in the coming
years. It commits to an effective
early childhood system for all chil-
dren from birth to the age of five.
Goal D states:

Through the National Siolta
Aistear Initiative (NSAI),
develop and implement a
national plan for the phased,
supported and simultaneous
implementation of Siolta,

the National Quality

7

Framework, and Aistear, the
Early Childhood Curriculum
Framework, in all ELC
settings for babies and
young children, including
making the application

of these frameworks a
contractual requirement

of Department of Children
and Youth Affairs funding
schemes and give
consideration to, over time,
making adherence to the
frameworks a statutory
requirement. Over the
lifetime of First 5, review
Aistear and Siolta. (Gol,
2018, 157).

Ten years ago, Literacy and Nu-
meracy for Learning and Life: The
National Strategy to Improve Liter-
acy and Numeracy among Children
and Young People 2011- 2020 (DES,
2011) was published, and a new it-
eration is currently in development
by the Department of Education.
The literacy and numeracy strategy
has a strong focus on Aistear and in-
cludes a number of actions for ear-
ly childhood settings and the early
years of primary schools, including
the development of a process for
the sharing of information between
pre-schools and primary schools at
the point of transition. The policy
also called for the sections of the
Primary School Curriculum (DES,
1999) that apply to the first two
years of school, where many chil-
dren are under the age of six, to re-
flect more fully the principles and

%
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methodologies of Aistear. This has highlight-
ed issues of connectivity and coherence in
curriculum provision, a key element of the
rationale for updating Aistear at this juncture.
This issue is considered further in the section
of this paper on curriculum and assessment.
‘Education for Sustainability’ The National
Strategy on Education for Sustainable De-
velopment (ESD) 2014 - 2020 (2014) and the
allied Education for Sustainable Development
Action Plan Q4 2018 - Q4 2020 highlight the
contribution that early childhood education
can make towards a more sustainable future,
a critical issue that warrants interrogation in
the Aistear update to ensure that it supports
young children’s engagement with issues of
sustainability.

Early childhood workforce qualifications
At the time of Aistear's publication in 2009,
there was no minimum qualification require-
ment for staff in early childhood settings.
Shortly thereafter, a Workforce Development
Plan (DES, 2010) was developed to help stand-
ardise training in the early childhood sector.
Significant developments have been achieved
over the past decade, with most of those
working in the sector now having at least a
Quality and Quialifications Ireland (QQI)? level
5 qualification, as shown in Figure 2.

92%
87% 88%

Figure 2: Percentage
of staff who have

an NFQ Level 5
qualification or
above (from 2010

to 2018/19) (Pobal,
2019, 128)

94% 94%

2015/16 2016/17 2017/18 2018/19

There has also been a considerable increase
in the number of early childhood degree
programmes, with 19 providers nationally
(DES, 2019). This has resulted in a steady in-
crease in the number of graduates working
in the sector (Gol, 2021). However, a survey
conducted in 2015 indicated that the level of
preparedness in implementing Aistear was
a significant gap identified by practitioners
in both further and higher education pro-
grammes (DES, 2016). In 2019, in response
to this finding, the Professional Award Criteria
and Guidelines for Initial Professional Education
(Level 7 and Level 8) Degree Programmes for the
Early Learning and Care (ELC) Sector in Ireland
stated a requirement that:

“..national practice Frameworks
such as Aistear, the Early Childhood
Curriculum Framework (National
Council for Curriculum and
Assessment [NCCA], 2009) and Siolta,
the National Quality Framework for
Early Childhood Education (Centre
for Early Childhood Development
and Education [CECDE], 2006) are
incorporated in the knowledge element
of initial professional education
courses” (DES, 2019, 11).

3 QQl is responsible for the quality assurance of further and higher education and training in Ireland. This organisation is re-
sponsible for the development and review of the National Framework of Qualifications (NFQ) which is a ten-level system used to
describe qualifications in the Irish context. The NFQ is aligned with the European Qualification Framework and the Qualifications

Framework of the European Higher Education Area. (National Framework of Qualifications, 2022)

%
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Significant developments have
been achieved in early childhood
workforce qualifications over the
past decade, which has made a
significant contribution to quali-
ty improvement. The update will
consider the ways in which Aistear
should reflect this changing profes-
sional profile and the interaction
between Aistear and the ongoing
professionalisation of the early
childhood workforce.

Stakeholders

Initiatives by both the Department
of Children, Equality, Disability, In-
tegration and Youth and the De-
partment of Education as set out
above have led to an expansion
of the stakeholder base in relation
to Aistear since 2009 and there are
now stakeholders such as Better
Start National Early Years Quality
Development*, Department of Ed-
ucation Early Years Inspectors and
providers of degree and training
programmes that were not in exist-
ence when Aistear was developed.
It is now timely to hear from these
stakeholders on their experiences
with Aistear, as well as reflecting
with those that were involved in the
development of Aistear in the years
leading up to 2009.

Curriculum and assessment
developments
The NCCA values synergy, con-

sistency and continuity across its
curriculum and assessment de-
velopment work, and a number of
NCCA developments contribute to
the rationale for updating Aistear.

In 2020, the NCCA published a Draft
Primary Curriculum Framework that
sets out a vision for primary educa-
tion (NCCA, 2020). The development
of this document was informed by
Aistear, with particular reference to
its principles. The NCCA carried out
an extensive consultation on the
Draft Primary Curriculum Framework
and the findings from the consul-
tation, while the finalised Primary
Curriculum Framework will be par-
ticularly salient to the updating of
Aistear to ensure curriculum and
pedagogical continuity and progres-
sion for children.

Following on from the request in
the Literacy and Numeracy Strategy
(DES, 2011) for transition informa-
tion sharing, as referenced earli-
er, the NCCA developed reporting
templates through an initiative with
settings and schools. The templates,
entitled Mo Scéal, which means ‘My
Story’ were designed to transfer in-
formation on children’s learning and
development between pre-schools
and primary schools (NCCA, 2019;
Daly and Grant, 2021). A renewed
focus on the transition from pre-
school to primary school and indeed

S

all transitions will feature in the up-
dated Aistear. Indeed, Objective 9 of
First 5 sets out a series of priorities
related to transitions during the first
five years of a child's life (Gol, 2018)
and will merit further exploration in
the update.

Children’s lived experiences

Children and their lives are at the
heart of Aistear, which celebrates
early childhood as a time of being,
and of enjoying and learning from

((Children and
their lives are
at the heart of
Aistear, which
celebrates early
childhood as a
time of being, and
of enjoying and
learning from
experiences as
they unfold

experiences as they unfold (NCCA,
2009, 6). Since Aistear was pub-
lished, Ireland has become more
ethnically, socially, culturally and

4 ‘Better Start ... is a national initiative to promote and enhance inclusive high-quality Early Learning and Care ... for children
from birth to six years of age in Ireland’ (Better Start, n.d.) Better Start personnel make extensive use of the Practice Guide in

their work with services

CIDREE YEARBOOK 2022 - Country - Ireland

60



https://www.betterstart.ie/
https://www.betterstart.ie/
https://www.betterstart.ie/
https://ncca.ie/media/4456/ncca-primary-curriculum-framework-2020.pdf
https://ncca.ie/media/4456/ncca-primary-curriculum-framework-2020.pdf
https://ncca.ie/en/early-childhood/mo-sc%C3%A9al/

A\

linguistically diverses Census 2016
results show that Ireland’s popula-
tion was 4,761,865 at that time and
the number of newcomer Irish re-
corded was 535,475. 612,018 Irish
residents spoke a foreign language
at home and Polish was the most
common language, followed by
French, Romanian and Lithuanian
(CSO, 2019).

The range of languages spoken by
children in early childhood settings
has increased and it is now timely
to consult with the sector on the
degree to which Aistear helps them
in supporting children for whom
English is an additional language.
Cultural sensitivity also requires at-
tention; for example, the NCCA has
begun work on Traveller culture and
history for Ireland’s ethnic minority
(NCCA, 2018). A Diversity, Equality
and Inclusion Charter was published
in 2016 (DCYA, 2016b) followed by
Universal Design Guidelines for
Early Learning and Care Settings
in 2019 (Gol, 2019) and Leadership
for INClusion training (LINC) (Lead-
ership for Inclusion, 2022).6 These
correlate with the intention of the
updating process to ensure that
Aistear fully reflects children’s lived
experiences and is as inclusive and
empowering as it can be for every

child. In addition, the experiences
of children during the COVID-19
pandemic and children coming to
Ireland from war-torn areas such
as Ukraine will be considered in the
updating process.

This outline of national develop-
ments along with the changes
in children's lived experiences il-
lustrate the breadth of change
since2009 and clearly shows why
it is now timely to update Aistear
and to re-affirm its relevance in this
changed landscape to support qual-
ity curriculum provision for babies,
toddlers and young children.

Timeline and process

The following section explores the
phases and the timeline of the
updating process. The key consid-
eration of the updating process is
that Aistear is fundamental to chil-
dren’s lived experiences in Ireland
and has become the foundation of
good practice in many settings. It is
crucial that we nurture and develop
Aistear into the future to ensure its
continued relevance and impact in
enhancing quality curriculum provi-
sion for our youngest children. Con-
sideration is being given to Aistear's
strengths, as well as to identifying
updates that would further enhance

the framework. Updating Aistear will
provide an important platform for
collaboration, deliberation and re-
search with stakeholders including
children, parents, practitioners, re-
searchers and interested parties in
a process that will:

« underpin the view that
babies, toddlers and young
children and their lives are
at the heart of Aistear and
that this must be a starting
point for all dialogue;

« focus on the context of
babies, toddlers and young
children’s lives in the 21st
century including, but
not limited to, well-being,
inclusion and voice;

« recognise the changes
in the early childhood
landscape including those
emerging from the unique
time during the COVID-19
pandemic; and

« provide an opportunity to
reflect on the past while
looking ahead to future
opportunities for further
enhancing the quality of
curriculum provision for
our youngest children’s
learning and development.

5 Census 2016 results show that Ireland’s population was 4,761,865 at that time and the number of newcomer Irish recorded
was 535,475. 612,018 Irish residents spoke a foreign language at home and Polish was the most common language, followed by
French, Romanian and Lithuanian (CSO, 2019).
6 LINC is a Level 6 Special Purpose Award, which began in 2016. It is designed to support the inclusion of children with additional
needs into early childhood settings. It highlights how Aistear enables early childhood practitioners to develop an inclusive curric-
ulum (Leadership for Inclusion, 2022). This training model is particularly noteworthy in that it was the first training programme

ever offered nationally through a blended model of online and face-to-face contact with all settings in the country.
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Consultation

The NCCA conducts extensive con-
sultations with the aim of making
sure that any person or organi-
sation that wishes to share their
views will be able to do so, and this
is the case with the consultation
for updating Aistear. The updating
process will take place over two
phases between 2021 and 2024.
Consultation with stakeholders will
be central in both phases. Phase 1
began in May 2021 and ended in
April 2022. It involved extended en-
gagement with the early childhood

(( The focus of the
consultation is on
supporting broad,
far-reaching and
inclusive awareness
of and engagement
in the updating of
Aistear.

sector that mirrored the partner-
ship approach taken in the original
development of Aistear (Daly and
Forster, 2009). The NCCA is commit-
ted to a consultation process that
ensures that the knowledge and
experience of the early childhood
sector are brought to bear on any
changes that are realised as a result
of the updating process. The focus

of the consultation is on supporting
broad, far-reaching and inclusive
awareness of and engagement in
the updating of Aistear. The consul-
tation has been promoted in order
to generate interest and engage-
ment, and to encourage responses.
Various communication tools have
been used in order to build on pri-
or communications work. Informa-
tion on how to access and partake
in questionnaires, written submis-
sions and online focus groups has
been widely shared by the NCCA
through a variety of media. These
include the NCCA website, tradi-
tional media channels, social me-
dia, published articles and targeted
e-communications  which  were
distributed to organisations, indi-
viduals and interest groups who
expressed interest in the updating
process. The dedicated Updating
Aistear pages of the NCCA website
provide all the information and as-
sociated materials/tools related to
the process, including an informa-
tion webinar on the principles and
themes of Aistear, a short informa-
tion video on the updating process,
and a short background paper.

A variety of data collection methods
was used in phase 1. There were
two online questionnaires, one for
those working in or involved in ed-
ucation, and one for parents/guard-
ians. The interest in Aistear among
parents/guardians and educators is
very evident from the very high re-
sponse rate, with more than 2,000
responses received.

S

A series of twelve online focus
groups were held, aimed specifical-
ly at those working directly with ba-
bies, toddlers and young children,
those in management and leader-
ship roles, those involved in further
and higher education and those in
support and mentoring roles. Two
events for parents and guardi-
ans were also held. These began
in autumn of 2021 and continued
into the spring of 2022. They were
scheduled at various points of the
day, including the morning, after-
noon and evening, to ensure wide
reach and accessibility for interest-
ed stakeholders. This is alongside
an face-to-face consultation event
aimed at stakeholders with an inter-
est in the impact of policy develop-
ments on Updating Aistear.

The NCCA also invited written sub-
missions from stakeholders, and a
significant number have been re-
ceived from a variety of organisa-
tions and individuals. Submissions
to the consultation process will be
published on the NCCA website in
conjunction with a final consulta-
tion report. In the interests of inclu-
sion, all relevant documentation is
published in both English and Irish,
Ireland’s national language.

Since the NCCA's ground-breaking
Portraiture study carried out with
babies, toddlers and young chil-
dren in 2007 (NCCA, 2007), the in-
clusion of child and student voice
in matters that have an impact on
their lives has become increasingly
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(( The central tenet of the updating process is
that Aistear is fundamental to children’s lived

experiences in Ireland.

prevalentin Ireland, and particularly so in the
NCCA's work. The updating process continues
this approach and a consultation with chil-
dren under the age of six is being undertak-
en on behalf of the NCCA by a consortium of
Maynooth University, Early Childhood Ireland,
and Stranmillis University College, Belfast.

An audit of early years and primary curricula
in eight jurisdictions (O'Donnell, 2018) has in-
dicated that the four themes of Aistear remain
broadly relevant and appropriate when com-
pared with international ECCE curricula. How-
ever, 13 years on from its development, it is
important to review the research base for the
themes so as to reflect any advances made
during that time. Therefore, a literature review
is being undertaken on the NCCA's behalf by
a team of researchers at Dublin City Univer-
sity. The focus of this will be on Aistear’s four
themes and the review will highlight relevant
research from the last decade to be consid-
ered in the update.

Armed with the findings from phase 1 of the
consultation, the NCCA will develop proposals
for an updated Aistear. These proposals will
form the basis for phase 2 of the consultation
process and here again the NCCA will gather
feedback from stakeholders on those propos-
als to inform the finalisation of the updated
Aistear at the end of 2024.

Conclusion

The NCCA has started a process to update
Aistear (NCCA, 2009). This paper outlined the
contents of Aistear, along with its contribution
to the quality agenda in Ireland. It includes
the context and rationale for Updating Aistear
now, along with plans for the updating pro-
cess. The central tenet of the updating process
is that Aistear is fundamental to children’s lived
experiences in Ireland. The process provides a
welcome opportunity to create new momen-
tum and interest in Aistear as it is key to ensur-
ing good quality curriculum experiences for
babies, toddlers and young children in Ireland.
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Kosovo

Challenges facing

the organisation and
realisation of pre-school
education in Kosovo

1 Which department/ministry does
ECEC sit under?

Ministry of Education, Science, Technology and Innovation

2 What programs/settings exist for children
between the ages of 0-7?

Kindergarten for children aged 0 to 6

Pre-primary classrooms affiliated with the school for children
aged5to 6

Children can start primary school at age 6

3 What percentage of children are in
ECEC centers?

For children aged 0 to 5: 6.7%
For children aged 3 to 6: 36.4%
For children aged 5 to 6: 88.1% (2021)

4 Link to national/local curriculum for ECEC

5§ Whoisresponsible for inspecting/
monitoring ECEC?

The monitoring/inspection of pre-school institutions and
schools is carried out by the Education Inspectorate within
MESTI. The monitoring/inspection of finances in pre-school
institutions and schools is carried out by the relevant
municipality
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Challenges facing
the organisation
and realisation

of pre-school

education in Kosovo

ABSTRACT

Pre-school education in Kosovo has undergone a number
of modifications in recent years. According to the existing
legislation, pre-school education includes children aged 0
to 6 years old. However, this paper will only be focusing
on pre-school education in Kosovo for children aged 3
to 6 specifically, and will present the country's achieve-
ments to date as well as the obstacles that this level of
education, including all of its organisational entities, has
faced. In addition to this, the legal and administrative
framework, programmes, management, educators, their
inclusion within pre-school education, and other areas of
this sector will also be discussed in this paper. The quality
analysis technique considers all stakeholders involved in
this level of education, as well as the legislative framework
and official documents currently in force.

The purpose of this analysis is to highlight the challenges
Kosovo is facing in the organisation and implementation
of its pre-school education for children aged three to six.
Regarding the methodology employed for this study, a
thorough review of official documents was carried out,
as well as a summary of the existing research findings
and recommendations on pre-school education in Koso-
vo, which were summarised, and through which, further
recommendations are proposed.
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KOSOVO

ABSTRACT

The findings of this analysis point to a num-
ber of challenges in the organisation and
implementation of pre-school education,
including the need: to develop appropri-
ate legal infrastructure for the level of pre-
school education; for official documents; for
the monitoring of quality in both private and
state pre-school institutions; for central and
local level cooperation; to increase and plan
for pre-school education budgets; for greater
involvement of children in pre-school educa-
tion; to solve the lack of sufficient support
staff for children with special needs; and for
the professional development of the coun-
try's educators.

Keywords: pre-school/pre-primary educa-
tion, educator, children, pre-school institu-
tion, inclusion.

INTRODUCTION

This analysis summarises the issues in the
planning and implementation of pre-school
education in Kosovo, and provides an over-
view of the current situation facing this level of
education. Our findings show the need for all
local and central levels, families, schools, pre-
school facilities, and other participants in this
sector to implement further work together to
ensure a higher quality of education provision.
We live in a country where children are under-
represented in pre-school education. There
are several factors affecting this high exclusion
rate of children in pre-school education, such
as: maternal unemployment (according to the
KAS 2020 report employed 14.1% of women

aged 15-65 years) (KSA, 2021); the small num-
ber of state kindergartens; the high cost of
paying for private kindergartens; the parents’
awareness of the importance of pre-school
education, and so on. Efforts to make pre-pri-
mary education mandatory (for children aged
5 to 6) have not yet been successful, and many
children continue to be denied access to insti-
tutional pre-school education.

There are minimal state-run pre-school insti-
tutions, and the number of private pre-school
institutions continues to grow in major cities,
including some that operate without a li-
cense. On top of this, both state and private
institutions are few and far between in small
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(({ Pre-school education in Kosovo was
introduced in September 1999, shortly after
the war ended, a time in which children and
educators returned to kindergartens.

towns and rural areas. Community-based
kindergartens, both state and private kin-
dergartens, and pre-primary classes have
been introduced in primary schools to cre-
ate opportunities for more children to attend
pre-school, which has thus increased the en-
gagement of more children age 5 to 6 years
old. However, children aged 0 to 5 are still
underrepresented. The issues focused on in
this analysis revolve around the stakeholders
responsible for the smooth operation of the
pre-school education on offer in Kosovo.

The Ministry of Education, Science, Tech-
nology, and Innovation (MESTI) is responsi-
ble for: the legal regulation of the country’s
pre-school education; the drafting of edu-
cational policies; developing the pre-school
curricula and standards; professional de-
velopment of educators; the inspection of
pre-school institutions and schools (through
Education Inspectorates); educator licensing;
and technical assistance to municipalities in
the construction of pre-school institutions,
among other duties. On the other hand, the
international development partners such as
UNICEF, Save the Children, Swiss Caritas, the
World Bank, the European Union, and other
non-governmental organisations continue to
promote pre-school education with the goal
of increasing access and enhancing quality.

The Municipal Directorate of Education (MED)

is legally responsible for: enforcing policies;
establishing space for the construction of
pre-school/ school facilities; financing staff;
recruiting employees; and providing financial
support for work materials.

In collaboration with the MED, MESTI, the ed-
ucators and the administration of pre-school
institutions/schools are collectively responsi-
ble for the progress and quality implemen-
tation of the country’s pre-school education.
Educators are those who put pre-school ed-
ucation into action. Recruiting educators re-
quires a multi-step process. They can employ
a variety of approaches considered appro-
priate depending on the age and interests
of the children.

The findings of this analysis can be used as
a reference for responsible stakeholders to
promote pre-school education and overcome
the problems that come with improving the
situation in pre-school/pre-primary educa-
tion in Kosovo at the central, local, institu-
tional levels, and the level of the instructor.

Organisation of pre-school education
and implementation in the mesti
framework

Pre-school education in Kosovo was intro-
duced in September 1999, shortly after the
war ended, a time in which children and ed-
ucators. Who had been in the parallel system
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Internation-
al Standard Core
Classification Curriculums
of Education
(ISCED)
Core
Curriculum for
Primary Primary education Curriculum stage 2: pre-primary
ISCED 1 education Grades IlI-V Strengthening and grade and
(Grades I-V) orientation grades I-V
of primary
education
Pre-primary Primary education Curriculum stage 1
grade Pre-primary grade and Basic acquisition The curriculum
(Ages 5-6) Grades |-l for pre-school
education for
ISCED 0 children aged
0-5isin the
process of
Pre-school Curriculum being drafted.
education Ages 0-5 preparatory
stage

returned to kindergartens. UNMIK" Provision-
al Self-Government Regulations governed
this level of education until 2006. Then, in
2006, the Kosovo Assembly approved Law

Table 1. Structure of pre-school education in Kosovo

No. 02 / L-52 on pre-school education for
children aged 3 to 6 years old. While MES-
Tl is working on drafting a new law on Early
Childhood Education, the former law is still
in force. MESTI is in charge of drafting the
legal and administrative framework for ed-
ucation at all levels in Kosovo, including for
pre-schools.

TUNMIK - United Nations Mission in Kosovo

The Administrative Instruction 19/2016 (2016)
on the inclusion of children in pre-school institu-
tions regulates the inclusion of pre-school age
children in education in Kosovo, stating that
children aged 9 months to 6 years old may en-
rolin pre-school institutions.2 According to the
Law on Pre-University Education in the Republic
of Kosovo - No. 04 / L-032 (2011), article 10,

2 Children who have reached the age of 6 by September are required by the Law on Pre-University Education
(2011) to enrol in the first grade of primary education. Before this age, children have the opportunity to attend

pre-school education.
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point 1 and 2 are defined as follows:

1. Providing pre-school education
for children under the age of five
(5) forms phase 0 of the Kosovo
Curriculum Framework - NQF,
ISCED level 03, early care and
education of children. This level
includes children from the age of
9 months to 5 years (divided into 9
age groups, up to 3 years and then
3 to 5years).

2. Ensuring pre-primary class* for
children over the age of five (5) is
part of the 1st key phase of the
NQF, level 0 of ISCED. (Kuvendi i
Kosoves, 2011)

Pre-school education in Kosovo is voluntary
and not compulsory education. The inclusion
of children in pre-school education is among
the lowest in the neighbouring countries in
the region, based on the data provided by
the Information Management System in
Education - SMIA 2020/2021. In the school
year 2020/21, the gross enrolment rate in the
country's pre-school education for children
aged 0 to 5 was 6.7% of all children enrolled
in pre-school education, while the gross en-
rolment rate for children aged 3 to 6 years
old was 36.4% and 88.1% for children aged 5
to 6 years old (MASHTI, 2021)

Given the high cost related to developing
pre-school institutions, increasing both the
number of educators in employment and
the participation levels of children in school
education are thus some of the main chal-

lenges facing institutions at the local level
(the municipalities) as well as at the central
level (MESTI). However, MESTI has allowed for
the opening of private pre-school institutions,
community-based centres, state/private insti-
tutions, and other alternatives to expand the
number of children enrolled in pre-school in-
stitutions.

(({ The inclusion of children in

pre-school education is among
the lowest in the neighbouring

countries, based on the data
provided by the Information

Management System in

Education - SMIA 2020/2021.

Several Administrative Instructions have been
drafted in too, in order to regulate: the nec-
essary standards for professional staff work-
ing in these institutions; (MASHTI, 2006) the
number of children in educational groups;
healthy nutrition in educational institutions;
pre-university education and training; and
the licensing of private pre-school institu-
tions, among other factors. These include the
drafted General Pre-school Education Stand-
ards for 3 to 6 year olds in Kosovo, (MASHTI,
2006), the Guidelines for Pre-school Facility
Norms and Standards (MASHTI, 2018) and
the Standards for Development and Learn-

3 ISCED (the International Education Classification Standards) adopted by UNESCO at the General Conference, in its 29th
session held in November 1997, and subsequently amended
4 Pre-primary classes include pre-school education for children aged 5 to 6 within the primary school
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Early Learning Development Standards for Children aged 0-6

Value

- Individualism

- Autonomy

- Holistic child development

- Communication

- Creativity

- Respect and love for his/her country/identity
- Social competence (responsibility)

Physical health and
motor development

Development areas

Sub-areas - Development of
basic motor skills

(large muscles)

- Development of
fine motor skills
(small muscles)

- Development of
sense-movement skills

- Physical health and
self-care

Standards

- Equity

Principles

- Overall development of the child’s personality
- Cooperation between educational factors

- Interactive playing and learning

- Every child is willing to learn from birth

- Child as an active participant

The development Emotional and social
oflanguage and development
communication

- Listening and
speaking

- Social development
based on the child’s
. . interactions with his/
- Reading basics
her peers and adults
- Writing basics .
- Emotional
development
based on how the
child develops a
positive concept of
themselves and their
emotions

Cognitive and Development of
general knowledge access tolearning
development

No sub-areas, there
are only standards

- Thinking and logic

- Science (nature and
society)

- Expressing
creativity

- Mathematical
development

Standards refer to statements based on the expected results regarding the behaviour of the child and their achievements

across various areas of development and learning, by reflecting on what they should know and be able to do at certain
stages. These standards are set for various developmental sub-areas which are the same and apply to the entire age

group of children aged 0 to 6 years old.

Learning activities

Standards refer to statements based on the expected results regarding the behaviour of the child and their achievements
across various areas of development and learning, by reflecting on what they should know and be able to do at certain
stages. These standards are set for various developmental sub-areas which are the same and apply to the entire age
group of children aged 0 to 6 years old.

Learning activities refer to examples of simple activities that can be performed by all individuals who are close to the

child. The development and implementation of these activities help to promote and ensure the child’s achievement of
the indicators. The examples provided in the learning activities can then also serve as guidelines or templates for other
examples of activities that can be carried out, of which serve the same purpose.

Table 2. Early Childhood Development and Learning Standards Framework

ing in Early Childhood for Children
Aged 0 to 6 (2011), which apply to
all educational institutions that work
in early childhood education. MES-
Tl has also trained educators from
the state pre-school institutions and
pre-primary classes to implement
them, while their implementation
in private pre-school institutions and
community-based centres is a work

in progress. These standards serve
as formulations that represent what
children need to know and be able
to do, and further explain the expec-
tations for their behaviour and per-
formance/achievements in several
areas of development and learning.

The principal goal of the standards
is to encourage the best possible de-

velopment of each child, regardless
of gender, individual characteristics,
their family's socioeconomic status,
orientation, or abilities, by always
putting the best interests of the child
first (MASHTI, 2011).

The Curriculum for Pre-school Edu-

cation for Children Aged 3 to 6 was
drafted in 2006, as a curriculum

%
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based on objectives. However, this
curriculum is now outdated and
does not meet the current needs
of pre-school education, (MASHTI,
2006) namely because reforms in
pre-university education in Kosovo
introduced a competency-based
curriculum, and the 2006 curricu-
lum does not include the age group
of children aged 0 to 3 years old.
Yet, the drafting of the new curric-
ulum based on competencies for
pre-school education for children
aged 0 to 5 also poses a challenge.

The Core Curriculum (2016) pro-
vides a competency-based curric-
ulum that is being implemented
in practice, but was only designed
for the preparatory class (children
aged 5) and for primary education
in Kosovo. According to the research
carried out by the Kosovo Pedagog-
ical Institute (KPI, 2019), there have
been shortcomings and difficulties
in its implementation, and the study
thus concluded with a recommen-
dation to revise the Core Curriculum
for the preparatory class and further
draft a guide for its implementation
in the preparatory class too (MASH-
TI, 2016). Pre-school education is
implemented using a variety of ap-
proaches, including Step-by-Step,
Education through Play, Majeutika,
Montessori, and the Reggio Emilia
Approach, which is now being pi-
loted. These techniques have been
adopted for use in the educational
process with the help of numerous
organisations that assist pre-school
education.

MEST has also created and imple-
mented the Distance Education
Platform - Care, Development, and
Early Childhood Education for ages
0 to 6, as a result of the situation
caused by the COVID-19 pandemic.
This platform has proven beneficial
as it has greatly aided the successful
implementation of distance learning
and has been used, and is still be-
ing used, across the sector, by all
involved in institutional pre-school
education, such as the educators,
parents, and children, as well as the
children and parents whose chil-
dren aren't enrolled in pre-school
institutions. The challenge here,
however, is the difficulty in using the
technology among some educators
and parents, and ensuring that all
call access it, in order to continue
this cooperation in educating chil-
dren remotely.

Inclusion of children aged 3 to 6
in pre-school education

To align with international policies
on achieving the Millennium Devel-
opment Goals, MESTI has based its
own development policies on the
concept of Education For All, with-
out distinction - an equal rights pol-
icy based on the understanding that
“no person should be denied the
right to education”. MESTI defines
inclusion as a principle in its Law for
Pre-University Education, meaning
that all children have the right to
an education regardless of: gender;
race; sexual orientation; physical,
intellectual, or any other disability;
skin colour; religion; or national,

ethnic, or social origin (Kuvendi i
Kosoves, 2011).

The full legislation is based on this
idea, but special articles focus on
improving assistance for children
with special needs, particularly ar-
ticles 39-43, according to which
MESTI strategies are designed. Ad-
ministrative instructions, strategic
plans, and other specific papers
have also been produced to aid in
the execution of the law based on
the inclusion of children with special
educational needs, and those with
disabilities within the educational
system (MASHTI, 2011). A number
of children with special needs, spe-
cifically from the group of children
with disabilities - whom are consid-
ered to belong to a more marginal-
ised category, which is then further
exacerbated when they belong to
wider marginalised communities -
are involved in the school system. In
addition to mobilising for the impor-
tance of early childhood education.

According to the MESTI 2020/2021
statistics, 502 children with special
needs were enrolled in regular in-
stitutions for children aged O to 6
(MASHTI, 2021), while there is no
data on children with special needs
outside of the education system as
children are only assessed after the
enrolment process in educational
institutions. Furthermore, munici-
palities are exempt from 100% pay-
ment for children with special needs
(KKP, Decision no.03-271), while 11
public pre-school institutions have

%
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been transformed into “inclusive” institutions,
with supportive educators whose task is spe-
cifically to support the children attending the
relevant institution and make sure they are
included (MESTI, 2021).

Support staff for children with special
needs in pre-school institutions

Recently, a larger mobilisation in this area of
education has been initiated - thanks to MES-
Tl, 2022 was named the Year of Persons with
Disabilities in Kosovo, and certain pre-school
institutions are also beginning to employ as-
sistants for children with specific education-
al needs. In addition to this, the Education
Faculties have added the subject “Inclusive
Education” to their curricula, with MESTI pro-
viding accredited programmes for inclusion
for educators who working within the system.

Despite the fact that important local policies
have been developed in accordance with ed-
ucation reform movements, their implemen-
tation in practice faces numerous challenges,
including: the lack of an organised inter-insti-
tutional system for the identification and eval-
uation of the child from their early stages of
life; a support system; statistical data on the
total number of children with special educa-
tional needs; and a small number of state pre-
school institutions that have hired supportive
educators while other professional groups are
understaffed, such as psychologist, speech
therapist, physiotherapist, doctor, assistant
(Recica-Havolli, S & Mekolli, S, 2018).

To conclude, educators working in the pre-pri-
mary classes attached to the schools are not
supported by anyone when it comes to en-
suring the inclusion of children with special
educational needs. The main issues revolve
around the facts that: some of the educa-

tors in pre-school institutions do not devel-
op individual plans for children with special
needs who are enrolled in their classes; only
a small number of educators have participat-
ed in inclusive training programmes; some
pre-school and pre-primary institutions lack
the necessary space and didactic tools and
materials; some of the classrooms are over-
crowded with children; some educators need
greater awareness about inclusion; and some
parents do not accept the special needs of
their children, and so on (Gashi, Plakolli, Mo-
rina, & Recica Havolli, 2021, pp. 255-258).

The organisation and realisation of
pre-school education within municipal
education directorates

In addition to MESTI, the municipalities share
some of the responsibilities when it comes
to overseeing pre-school education. The Law
on Pre-University Education in Kosovo (Kuven-
di i Kosoves, 2011) and the Law on Education
in Kosovo Municipalities - No.03 / L-068 both
regulate this (Kuvendi i Kosoves, 2008).

According to research conducted by the Koso-
vo Pedagogical Institute (2021), municipalities
have shown progress in implementing laws,
administrative instructions, regulations, devel-
opment plans of institutions, and the like. In
addition, their finances are successfully man-
aged, budget increases have been awarded,
and many projects have benefited from work-
ing closely with the parents, community repre-
sentatives, MESTI, and local and international
NGOs. As a result of this cooperation, the in-
volvement of children aged 5 has increased in
the following areas: pre-primary classes within
schools; the inclusion of children with special
needs in pre-school education; and in the reg-
ulation of the environment in the relevant in-
stitutions and pre-primary classes. There has
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also been progress in regard to improving the
quality of educational work services and infra-
structure in early childhood, according to the
data recorded by the EMIS. With the increase
of parents’ trust in the system, the interest
when it comes to enrolling their children in
pre-school education has also increased
(Gashi, Plakolli, Morina, & Recica Havolli, 2021)

Despite the obstacles and challenges the sec-
tor has faced, equitable opportunities for all
- including children with special needs - has
been achieved through active engagement
in training and close professional interac-
tions with relevant parties. Although most
pre-school institutions have a Municipal
Assessment Team for children with special
needs, and municipalities have provided the
required support for all children that need
it, the number of children with special needs
actually attending pre-school institutions re-
mains unsatisfactory.

The majority of educators have been trained
in the implementation of the curriculum, and
the network of cooperation connected to
the new curricula has been deemed as sat-
isfactory. The Administrative Instruction on
healthy nutrition in pre-university education-
al and training institutions in Kosovo - which
defines the role of Municipal Directorates of
Education in its implementation and in this
regard, in addition to carrying out numerous
activities - regulates the nutrition of children
in pre-school education. This has also been
introduced to raise awareness and to pro-
mote health education and professional ser-
vices in institutions, as well as the promotion
of healthy eating.

Yet, even with these accomplishments, a
number of challenges have been identified

7

at the municipal level when it comes to the
effective implementation of pre-school edu-
cation. These issues primarily revolve around
the difficulties faced in ensuring more chil-
dren are enrolled in pre-school institutions,
not being able to employ more educators,
and lacking the capacity to build necessary
and appropriate spaces for this level of ed-
ucation (Gashi & Plakolli, 2016). There are
also challenges regarding management and
educators at the pre-primary/pre-school lev-
el, such as: the small number of state pre-
school institutions; the lack of inclusion of
certain groups of children, especially those
coming from minority communities; the high
demand for child registration in cities; the
small number of children in rural areas; the
lack of textbooks and materials available; the
lack of support for educators and assistants;
the lack of psychologists, pedagogues and
doctors; the lack of qualifications for educa-
tors working with the children aged 0 to 3
years old; the insufficient training of educa-
tors when it comes to the implementation of
the curriculum (continuous organisation of
educators' trainings and parents); the lack of
knowledge about the use of technology (es-
pecially among older educators); difficulties
faced in the educational institution-parent
cooperation; mentoring issues; the manage-
ment of staff with health problems; the lack
of a budget; elderly and chronically ill staff;
and the lack of didactic tools and playing cor-
ners for the involvement of children in joint
activities, and so on (Gashi, Plakolli, Morina,
& Recica Havolli, 2021).

Organisation and realisation of pre-
school education in the framework for
pre-school institutions

In addition to educational policies, the ad-
ministration of a pre-school institution is a
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critical and determining factor in the quality
of the educational service on offer. According
to the law, the administration of pre-school
institutions must take the following respon-
sibility: the planning, coordination, and su-
pervision of the entire process relating to
the implementation of pre-school education,
both technically and professionally, as well
as pedagogically. Furthermore, the manage-
ment of said institutions are responsible for
working with parents and other partners
at the local (MED) and central (MESTI) level,
while conducting internal evaluations of the
institution’s outcomes in every aspect of its
implementation.

Several achievements and challenges at the
level of the pre-school institutions have been
reported, based on the findings of research
done by the Kosovo Pedagogical Institute
(2021), and these are primarily: Pre-school
institution-MESTI cooperation; pre-school
institution-MED cooperation; principal-ed-
ucator cooperation; pre-school institution-
parent cooperation; and the overall quality
of education at the pre-school institution.
Achievements to date include: the creation
of better conditions in pre-school institu-
tions; the implementation of joint projects;
the organisation of educators’ professional
development; the inclusion of students in
internships within the pre-school institution;
the support for children whose families are
in social schemes; and the inspection of the
quality of the education provided.

The importance of pre-school education has
been raised within pre-school institutions,
as has the importance of: parental involve-
ment in professional activities and their role
on projects as a sponsor; parental assistance
to children with special needs; cooperation

with a doctor for occasional visits; coopera-
tion with a speech therapist for special cases;
the cooperation with psychologists and ad-
dressing problems to the appropriate staff,
and training for healthy nutrition of children.

The specifics of service in pre-school institu-
tions are challenging courses: the lack of pro-
fessional pre-school officers in municipalities
to supervise pre-school institutions; the lack
of adequate training for quality work; the lack
of curricula for ages 0-5; the lack of appropri-
ate or practical pedagogical documentation;
and the lack of performance-based training
for school principals and educators.

With the pandemic and the crises that fol-
lowed, other challenges emerged in carrying
out online work via the available platforms,
including an inability to use the technology
due to the instructors’ own technological lim-
itations and lack of computer literacy skills.
Meanwhile, the main and ongoing difficulties
are: the non-integration of private pre-school
institutions; educators’ lack of involvement
in their professional development processes;
MEST's indifference to private kindergarten IP
(particularly in training); and the non-licens-
ing of private pre-school institutions. The fre-
quent change of governments in recent years
has proved to be a challenge to the entire
education system, resulting in policy changes
that have impacted the operation and man-
agement of pre-school facilities.

The role of educators in the organisation
and implementation of pre-school
education

The work carried out by educators of children
is a practice that best demonstrates how pre-
school education functions in Kosovo, as well
as the benefits and challenges of doing so,
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(( The challenges in the carrying out their educational work are
mainly seen in the planning of, and achieving quality in, pre-
school education, as well as in adapting the contents along with
the changes that occur in educational policies, and doing this
in cooperation with parents and with the need for continuous
monitoring and for receiving adequate training.

which are described through the
following findings.

The Faculty of Education is respon-
sible for ensuring the preparation
and qualification of educators in the
Pre-school Education Programme,
and this qualification is a require-
ment for employment. The Admin-
istrative Instruction 10/2018 (2018),
for the norms regarding the profes-
sional staff of general education, de-
fines the educator’'s work rate. The
Pre-Primary Core Curriculum (2011)
is a competency-based curriculum,
and the aim of its implementation
is to achieve a national unity of
programme content, as well as the
recording of all activities, results of
competencies, and so on.

Because the 2006 Curriculum for
Pre-school Education for Children
Aged 3 to 6 does not meet the needs
and interests of children, educators
use the Standards of Development
and Learning in Early Childhood for
Children Aged 0 to 6 to guide their
programme. According to research
carried out by the Pedagogical In-
stitute (2019), educators are over-
loaded with administrative work,

the topics of the teaching units in
subject programmes are unsuitable
for teachers, and it is arduous work
as each teaching unit and activity
requires them to prepare separate
plans for the desired outcomes and
competencies (Mehmeti et al., 2019)

The performance of the educators
is usually monitored by the school
principal, while in some situations,
they are also monitored by the MED
and the Education Inspectorate; nev-
ertheless, there are also cases when
no one is ever monitored. Working
conditions in the institutions where
they work, including facilities, class-
rooms, and the environment, are
considered to be good, with just a
relatively small number of educators
stating that working conditions are
insufficient.

The challenges in the carrying out
their educational work are mainly
seen in the planning of, and achiev-
ing quality in, pre-school education,
as well as in adapting the contents
along with the changes that occur in
educational policies, and doing this
in cooperation with parents and with
the need for continuous monitoring

and for receiving adequate train-
ing. The needs of educators when
it comes to their professional de-
velopment are most clear when it
comes to the training they receive
in working with children with spe-
cial needs, the use of technology,
and for any additional training that
supports the teaching philosophy
of “the child in the centre” (Gashi,
Plakolli, Morina, & Regica Havolli,
2021, p. 265).

The planning and quality imple-
mentation of pre-school educa-
tion in Kosovo, adapting content
to changes in educational policy,
collaborating with parents, the ne-
cessity for ongoing monitoring, and
receiving adequate training are all
challenges the sector faces in being
able to provide sufficient education-
al activities. Educators' professional
development requirements are ad-
dressed through trainings for chil-
dren with special needs, the use of
technology, and additional trainings
that support the philosophy of “the
child in the centre” (Gashi, Plakolli,
Morina, & Recica Havolli, 2021, p.
265).
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Conclusion

The conclusions were drawn based on the summary of the analysis, which
presented the current issues facing Kosovo's pre-school education, as
follows:

Despite efforts to increase the number of children enrolled
in pre-school, participation remains low, particularly in
rural regions, and children from minority groups are
underrepresented.

The Law on Pre-school Education was drafted in 2006 and no
longer meets the needs of pre-school education in Kosovo; as a
result, in anticipation of a new Law on Early Childhood, there are
gaps in this level of education.

The Core Curriculum, which includes the pre-primary class, has
been prepared but is proving difficult to implement, while the
2006 Curriculum for Pre-school Education for Children Aged 3
to 6 is outdated and thus does not satisfy the requirements and
interests of children, nor does it cover all age groups.

The design of the online distance learning platform for pre-
school education, which is also used by parents, is one of the
current achievements within the sector, although the education
system has also faced issues in using the technology, both by
educators and parents.

Although the law allows for the founding of private pre-schools,
some have not been monitored for quality in regard to their
operations, nor have they been substantiated by official
paperwork, training, or other means.

There are insufficient numbers of professional associates,
support educators, and assistants working within the educational
system in addition to the sector having a lack of general records
of children with special needs in municipalities and few inter-
institutional organisations to cooperate with in order to receive
their support and help. Finally, the pre-school educators need
training based on their requirements and needs, especially the
PIA plan and in their approaches to working with children with
special needs.
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Recommendations
Recommendations for MESTI

1. Increase the government's funding for
pre-school education and expanding
spaces and conditions to increase the
number of children enrolled in these
institutions.

2. Draft and approve the Early Childhood
Law, as well as revising the pre-school
and pre-primary curricula to make them
more feasible to implement.

3. Implement continuous quality monitoring
and evaluation in state and private pre-
school institutions, pre-primary classes,
and CBK where there is insufficient data
on the quality of education provided in
these institutions, as well as monitoring
the operation of private pre-school
institutions operating without a license.

4. Provide training according to the needs
of educators for their professional
development.

J\;

Recommendations for MED

1. Create conditions for the involvement of
children from rural areas and children
from minority groups in pre-school
education.

2. Implement Municipal budget planning
and a proposal for an increase in the
budget for pre-school education.

3. Create settings for inclusive education
by hiring professional associates,
supportive educators, and assistants.

4. |dentify and prepare for the inclusion
and assistance of children with special
needs in each municipality.

Recommendations for the management of
pre-school institutions

1. Monitor the quality of performance by
the management of such institutions.

2. Create opportunities for improving
the conditions for children with
special needs.

Recommendations for educators

1. Provide quality education for children
and ensure a commitment to
overcoming the challenges.

2. Design and implement individual
education plans for children with
special needs.
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— Luxembourg

Childcare centres have
evolved over time into
non-formal education
facilities

1 Whichdepartment/ministry does
ECEC ssit under?

Ministry of Education, Children and Youth.

What programs/settings exist for children
2
between the ages of 0-7?

Multilingual education programme (ages 0 to 4)
Early education (ages 3 to 4): optional, not mandatory
Pre-school (ages 4 to 6)

3 What percentage of children are in
ECEC centers?

The total population of children under the age of 12 residing in
Luxembourg is estimated at 86,980.

49,035 of children in Luxembourg benefitted from the CSA in
December 2020, i.e. 56.38% of the total resident population

4 Link to national/local curriculum for ECEC

Multilingual education for children up to 4 years of age
National framework of non-formal education (ages 0 to 4/5 to 12)

5 Whoisresponsible for inspecting/
monitoring of ECEC?

* Ministry of Education, Children and Youth
* National Youth Service - monitors process quality in the ECEC
via regular inspections conducted by regional agents
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LUXEMBOURG

Childcare centres have
evolved over time into

non-formal education
facilities

ABSTRACT

The fact that children are increasingly cared for out-of-home in
the daytime is having an impact on the growing institutionalisa-
tion of the early phases of childhood. Since the implementation
of the Youth Law in 2016, developing and promoting the quality
of non-formal education in the early childhood sector in Luxem-
bourg has been one of the government’s priorities. A framework
was introduced to set quality standards in order to harmonise
childcare and educational practices and to ensure that educa-
tion is inclusive and accessible for all. This chapter outlines the
development of the non-formal education sector and highlights
the mechanisms that have been putin place to develop quality.
The national reference framework for instance, describes the
fundamental educational objectives and the implementation of
the plurilingual education programme. It also implies that the
external follow-up is carried out by regional agents whose aim
is to assess the written guidelines of the services and to provide
long-term support for the progress of educational quality within
these services.
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({ The education and childcare sector in
Luxembourg have undergone profound
changes in the past fifteen years.

1. Introduction

The education and childcare sector in Luxem-
bourg have undergone profound changes in
the past fifteen years. These changes have
been marked by a succession of State meas-
ures that have, on the one hand, favoured
the quantitative and diversified expansion of
childcare facilities, and on the other, focused
on the introduction of a quality system,
through the amendment of the Youth Law
in 20167. The Lisbon strategy (2000)2 - which
aimed to facilitate the reconciliation of family
and professional life, and the encouragement
of States to develop the number of day-care
facilities for children - was a precursor to
the development of childcare facilities and
their diversification. Today, the vast majority
of childcare facilities are subsidised by the
State. The sector, however, also includes fa-
cilities run by private managers in the form of
non-profit associations and public managers
(municipal administrations), as well as private
day-care. In Luxembourg, there are several
types of facilities that cater for children from
infancy to the age of 12. Thus, in terms of
childcare provision, depending on the age of
their children and their needs, resident and
cross-border parents? have a wide choice of
educational and childcare facilities, particu-
larly in regard to educational and childcare

services for school-aged children or young
children including maisons relais, day care
centres, creches, mini-créeches (2018)4 and
family childcare.

This article will outline the measures intro-
duced by the State that contributed signif-
icantly to the development of non-formal
education in the Luxembourg context.

1.1 Evolution of institutional childcare in
Luxembourg

In this section, we will discuss the evolution
of institutional childcare in Luxembourg.

According to Achten and Bodeving (2017) the
first childcare facilities in Luxembourg were
founded in 1980. The aim of these private facil-
ities, registered mainly as non-profit organisa-
tions, was to support disadvantaged families.
In this context, access to these facilities for chil-
dren was based exclusively on social criteria.
In terms of funding, these facilities had agree-
ments in place with the State, represented by
the Ministry of Family and Integration. Subse-
quently, the succession of socio-economic and
political orientations in Europe, and in particu-
lar the Lisbon Strategy (2000), created a new
landscape for the child and the youth care
sector in Luxembourg. In 2005, the creation

" Loi du 24 avril 2016 portant modifucation de la loi modifiée du 4 juillet 2008 sur la Jeunesse.

2 https://www.europarl.europa.eu/summits/lis1_en.htm.
3 with at least one parent working in Luxembourg

4 Mémorial A : Réglement grand-ducal du 19 octobre 2018 concernant I'agrément a accorder

aux gestionnaires des mini-créches.
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of the maisons relais pour enfants
5 (childcare centres) was launched
with the goal of increasing oppor-
tunities for children to receive day
care and to facilitate the insertion
of parents into the labour market.
This type of daycare facility comes
under the responsibility of the
municipalities and therefore pro-
motes a new form of socialisation
for children outside of their family
and school environments. In addi-
tion, with a view to expanding the
number of available childcare facil-
ities and to meet the high demand
for childcare for children aged 0 to
12, the law regulating the activity
of parental assistance came into
force in 2007, and allowed those
concerned - subject to compliance
with the prerequisites (level of
study, linguistic knowledge, train-
ing, etc.) - to be granted the status
of self-employed worker. To this
end, people who have obtained
the status of parental assistant (PA)
may take care of up to 5 children
(aged 0-12) in their home, not tak-
ing into account their own children.

The “Chéque service d’accueil” (CSA)
¢ scheme, which came into force in
2009, has contributed greatly to
the expansion of childcare facilities
and is also a measuring tool used

by State in order to promote access
to non-formal education for all chil-
dren and to reduce the cost of child-
care for parents. The CSA is geared
towards children aged 0 to 12 and,
depending on their income and the
child’s rank in the sibling group,
allows parents to benefit from re-
duced rates or even free childcare in
educational and childcare facilities.

The State’s contribution” to the cost
of childcare varies according to the
type of care the child receives (col-
lective or parental assistant). This
is provided in the form of financial
aid, equalling up to a maximum of
60 hours of childcare per week.

According to Neumann (2018)8, the
CSA has been an important fund-
ing tool for pre-school and out-of-
school care for children aged 0-12
since 2009. This tool has led to the
number of places available tripling,
and to parents using these services
more and more. The introduction of
the CSA should be seen as an im-
portant strategic decision that has
enabled the quantitative expansion
of the childcare sector. Indeed, since
2009, there has been an evolution
in the number of approvals issued
to education and childcare services
and an increase in the number of

available places, as shown on the
graph below. In addition to this,
the CSA has been associated with
a notable increase in the quality of
childcare facilities and has, since
2016, become a steering tool for the
non-formal education sector.

In Luxembourg, a total of 59,891
pre-school and after-school care
places were available in 2020. As far
as education and care services are
concerned, the number of places in
the subsidised sector is significant-
ly higher than in the private sector.
Moreover, it can be seen that from
2009 to 2020, the number of plac-
es in the subsidised sector more
than doubled. On the other hand,
in the private sector, the number
of places has increased more than
fivefold. The number of places in
the parental assistance sector in-
creased steadily between 2009 and
2015 and then decreased slightly,
but continuously, from 2016 to 2020
(Hekel & Loureéiro, 2021)%. This de-
crease can be partly explained by
the implementation of the quality
system, brought into force by the
2016 Youth Law which led to the
withdrawal of accreditations, and
partly by the desire of some pa-
rental assistants to stop practising
this profession. However, in 2017,

5 Mémorial A : Réglement grand-ducal du 20 juillet 2005 concernant I'agrément & accorder aux gestionnaires de Maison relais

pour enfants.
6 childcare service voucher

7 The scale of parental participation in the scheme can be found by clicking on
https://men.public.lu/dam-assets/fr/enfance/fr/02-cheque-service/bareme.pdf.

8 Rapport national sur I'éducation au Luxembourg 2018. National report on education in Luxembourg 2018

9 https://www.script.lu/sites/default/files/publications/2021-12/Rapport-national-sur-leducation-Luxembourg-2021.pdf
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Overall, between 2009 and 2020,

the budget devoted to education Evolution of the number of children benefiting from the CSA
and childcare services in Luxem-
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al increase. Thus, the budget for
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Figure 3: Source: Ministry of Education, Children and Youth, Activity Report 2020
19 Rapport national sur I"éducation nationale
Luxembourg 2021, P.41 -
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well as the 2016 law coming into
force, the focus was no longer on
female employment, but rather,
child development. Thus, there was
a shift from ‘childhood care’ (Honig,
2011) to ‘childhood education’ (Neu-

(( This reference
framework not
only allows for the
harmonisation

of educational
practices within
the ECEC sector,
but also sets out
the conditions that
ASPs must meet in
order to be eligible
for State subsidies
through the
childcare service
voucher.

mann, 2014). This, coming from the
fact that children are increasingly
being looked after outside of the
family environment. The focus is
therefore on developing the quality,
structure and pedagogical concept

of the provision. The child is thus the
focus of the policy. Indeed, this is a
marked shift from a policy focused
on the labour market to a policy fo-
cused on the child and their devel-
opment. In 2016, this transition was
confirmed by the Youth Act, which
introduced non-formal education
and developed the quality system.
This law marks the beginning of
the implementation of a reference
framework for childcare in Luxem-
bourg, with a particular emphasis on
educational quality. In this context,
childcare services became education
and care services. In 2013, education
and care services were placed under
the supervision of the Ministry of Ed-
ucation, Children and Youth and the
pedagogical reference framework
to which childcare facilities must
conform to was also gradually de-
veloped. This reference framework
not only allows for the harmonisa-
tion of educational practices within
the ECEC sector, but also sets out
the conditions that ASPs must meet
in order to be eligible for State sub-
sidies through the childcare service
voucher.

An overview of State measures for
children shows that over time, meas-
ures have progressed from those
focused on the promotion of wom-
en's work to a vision focused on the
development of the child, which is
materialised by the combination of
a pedagogical concept, multilingual
education and the establishment of
a quality system, monitored in the

1 https.//men.public.lu/fr/enfance/05-plurilingue.html

field by the National Youth Service
(SNJ) and carried out by regional
agents.

The following paragraphs will ex-
plain the pedagogical elements of
Luxembourg's childcare.

2.Non-formal education in
childcare

2.1.Promoting access to non-
formal education and equal
opportunities for all children
Luxembourg's special status as a
multilingual country and its mul-
tilingual education system (Lux-
embourgish, German and French)
encouraged the implementation
of the multilingual education pro-
gramme in 2017 for children aged
1 to 4 years attending a collective
childcare facility. This governmen-
tal programme encourages children
to come into contact with Luxem-
bourgish and French and aims to
promote early language develop-
ment and the enhancement of
the children’s family languages in
order to give everyone “the best
possible start in life and school"".
Thus, given the linguistic proxim-
ity between Luxembourgish and
German and the official and social
status of French in Luxembourg
society, there is an intrinsic link be-
tween the early learning of school
languages and pupils’ performance
at school insofar as, being “exposed
from a very early age to both Lux-
embourgish and French, [meaning

%
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that] the child has more opportunities and
more time to enjoy listening to and express-
ing [themselves] in these two languages
- and to become accustomed to them be-
fore going to school"’2 In the same vein, the
multilingual education programme is an im-
portant component of early childhood edu-
cation, which aligns with the State’s policy of
equal opportunities, inclusion and diversity
in that all children (aged 1-4), regardless of
their parents’ income, can benefit from 20
hours of quality childcare per week, free of

charge, for 46 weeks a year.

In order to ensure the quality of multilin-
gual education in day care, a pedagogical
representative is appointed as part of the
pedagogical team, in order to guarantee the
implementation and continuity of the pluri-
lingual education programme. All pedagogi-
cal representatives have to follow a specific
training programme totalling 30 hours or-
ganised by the National Youth Service (SNJ).
In addition, each member of the educational
staff has to partake in regular in-service train-
ing on multilingual education. This training
allows them to specialise in language ac-
quisition for very young children. Similarly,
collaboration with parents and networking
with schools, libraries, associations and oth-
er practitioners is an important aspect of
the promotion of childhood education, as
through these synergies the State seeks to
maximise the exposure of children to other
educational structures and reinforce the im-
age of their being ‘social and cultural beings
"3 Finally, in order to monitor the quality sys-
tem, activities are monitored and evaluated
in the field by regional agents working in all

regions of the country.

12 https://men.public.lu/fr/enfance/05-plurilingue.html

\A

In the same vein, in order to promote access
to non-formal education and equal oppor-
tunities for all, from September 2022, the
State will make a more significant contribu-
tion to the cost of out-of-school care facilities
for children attending a collective childcare
facility or those being looked after by a pa-
rental assistant. Specifically, children subject
to compulsory schooling will benefit from
free meals and partially free childcare. This
measure implemented by the State aims, on
the one side, to reduce inequalities between
household incomes, and to ensure the over-
all development of young children on the
other, by focusing on the development of
individual skills, social skills, cognitive skills,
technical skills and methodological skills, in
the hope of considerably reducing the skills
gap that can sometimes exist between chil-
dren who attend out-of-school care facilities,
potentially due to financial reasons, and their
peers who attend regularly.

2.2. The concept of non-formal education
With the amendment of the law of 2016
(“amended Youth Law"), the term “non-formal
education” was officially introduced to refer
to pedagogical work in day care for children
and in youth work (“youth houses”). Within the
framework of a holistic approach to education
- which takes into account formal education,
non-formal education and informal education
(i.e. the acquisition of knowledge and skills
through everyday experiences and without
learning being organised by an educational
structure) - non-formal education is defined as
educational work “which is organised outside
the formal school system, which is aimed at a
defined target group and which pursues spe-
cific educational objectives” (UNESCO 1998).

13 Cadre de référence national sur I'éducation non formelle des enfants et des jeunes, Edition 2021. p. 17-18.
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In the Luxembourg context, this type
of non-formal education generally
takes place in educational work in
childcare and education services
such as maison relais, créches, mi-
ni-care centres and through parental
assistants.

In general, the notion of education
includes both a right to autonomy
and a right to take responsibility in
society. In Luxembourg, the concrete
implementation of this non-formal
education is at the centre of current
pedagogical discussions and the
resulting requirements, for exam-
ple for the design of space and the
work of pedagogues, are being in-
creasingly adapted to the age of the
children (the reference framework
on non-formal education is divided
into three age categories: early child-
hood, school age and youth). This
adaptation is considered essential
when it comes to supporting chil-
dren’s self-learning processes, which
is not to be confused with ‘learning
by oneself, rather, the child's desire
to explore and curiosity to learn is
actively encouraged by educational
staff. At the same time, self-learn-
ing means that children’s interests
and needs are considered and that
non-formal education relies very
little on predefined learning objec-
tives, but instead on the child’s own
processes, starting from birth and
throughout their individual learning
paths. Certain pedagogical principles
are considered to be “characteristics
of non-formal education” and are
given special attention in the con-

text of external monitoring. These
characteristics do not, of course,
take place exclusively in education
and care services, but together they
distinguish the field of non-formal
education as a specific place of ed-
ucation (see SNJ 2021). The charac-
teristics of non-formal education as
defined in the framework include:

+ Discovery learning: a variety
of opportunities to try and
experiment.

+ Process-oriented learning:
no time limits or pressure
to perform.

* Learning in partnership:
cooperation and regular
exchanges between
children.

+ Participation: involvement
of children in decisions.

+ Relationship work:
pedagogues create a
climate of trust, caring and
open communication.

While these characteristics appear
at first as theoretical models of
thought, they are nevertheless
very concrete in their practical im-
plementation and help trigger de-
velopmental processes, such as the
that of the “children’s participation”
which is weighted and realised dif-
ferently in education and care ser-
vices, both conceptually and in its
direct implementation: “Many situ-
ations in everyday life lend them-

The characteristics of
non-formal education as
defined in the framework
include:

+ Discovery learning:
a variety of
opportunities to try
and experiment.

* Process-oriented
learning: no time
limits or pressure to
perform.

+ Learningin
partnership:
cooperation and
regular exchanges
between children.

* Participation:
involvement of
children in decisions.

* Relationship work:
pedagogues create
a climate of trust,
caring and open
communication.

selves to giving children a voice.
Depending on their age, even the
youngest children can be involved
in decision-making processes and
be allowed to express their inter-
ests. In this way, children confront
themselves and their social en-
vironment: the decision-making
power of third parties decreases

%
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(( The national reference framework on non-formal
education also contains concrete guidelines for the
implementation of various pedagogical approaches.

and self-determination increases.
(Service national de la jeunesse
2021, p. 28).

2.3. The national reference
framework

All of the above-mentioned reflec-
tions have been introduced by the
national framework on non-formal
education in Luxembourg, which is
addressed to parental assistants,
childcare services and youth cen-
tres. In addition to the pedagogi-
cal principles, the framework also
includes themes on which the
structures must emphasize in their
educational practices. There are
seven fields of action:

*  Emotions and social
relations

+ Values, participation and
democracy

* Language, communication
and media

« Creativity, art and culture

+ Movement, body awareness
and health

* Natural sciences and
technology

* Transitions

These fields of action are not seen as

learning objectives, but rather, in ad-
dition to the targeted activities, they
exist primarily as a way of creating
the necessary framework conditions
(e.g., the design of the space) so that
children can explore these areas and
make their first experiences and dis-
coveries (cf. SNJ 2022a). While these
fields of action thus describe the
“what” to be learned or explored, the
“how"” remains decisive, depending
on the pedagogical attitude of the
educators: how to promote an ed-
ucation of children that places the
competent child with his or her own
rights in the foreground.

As the role of a pedagogue is that
of someone who guides a child’s
education, they are thus subject
to a self-learning approach of the
children and at the same time to a
co-construction approach of educa-
tion. Childcare can only be “really
implemented in a developmentally
supportive way if there is a contin-
uous reflection on one’s own (edu-
cational) biography, a reflection on
the educational work as well as the
willingness to learn throughout life
and to develop personally” (Krenz,
2018).

The national reference framework
on non-formal education also con-

tains concrete guidelines for the im-
plementation of various pedagogical
approaches. For example, guidelines
for the development of a written
concept, validated by the ministry,
are part of the national frame of
reference, as are guidelines for the
development of a logbook that pro-
vides for regular description and re-
flection on the educational activities
and networking of the institution.

For early childhood, separate guide-
lines describe the implementation of
plurilingual education and include:

* The creation of a
stimulating environment for
languages,

+ Familiarisation and
playful contact with the
Luxembourgish and French
languages of education
according to the individual
needs of the children,

« Valuing and supporting the
children’s family languages.

2.4. Quality assurance of
educational work

An obligation in the framework of
quality assurance for non-formal ed-
ucation services is the realisation of
a written concept (“general concept

%
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of action”) which must contain the following
elements:

+ A pedagogical component
describing the basic pedagogical
objectives and principles at local or
regional level,

« The implementation of the fields of
action,

+ Self-evaluation measures,

+ The plan for further training of staff.

This obligation is included as a measure to
verify the implementation of the nation-
al frame of reference. The same applies to
the regular updating of a “logbook” by each
education and care service, which is intend-
ed to assess the conformity of educational
achievements to the indications of the writ-
ten concept. In addition, each service must
produce a framework concept describing
the implementation of the plurilingual edu-
cation programme in everyday life (SNJ 2018).
At the national level, the implementation of
the multilingual education programme is
accompanied by a specific scientific council.
The quality framework is monitored by spe-
cially trained officers of the National Youth
Service (‘regional officers’) who:

+ Compare pedagogical practices with
the pedagogical concepts,

+ Check compliance with the
provisions for the ongoing training
of staff,

« Support the quality development
process,

+ Make proposals for quality
development.

On the basis of this external evaluation, the
education and day care services receive a
written report at least once a year, which
contains both an analysis of the implementa-
tion of non-formal education and proposals
for quality development. Possible sanctioning
possibilities are linked to the childcare ser-
vice voucher system. From 2022 onwards,
the quality controls carried out by the Minis-
try and the SNJ will be divided into six areas:

1. The qualification and continuous
training of educational staff (‘quality
of guidance’)

2. The relationship between
educational staff and children
(‘quality of interaction’)

3. The educational offer of the care and
education service, e.g. the diversity
of the offer (“quality of the child's
experiences”)

4. The design of the spaces, e.g. the
play materials and the atmosphere
of the rooms (“quality of the design
of the spaces and materials”)

5. Cooperation with parents (“quality of
partnership with parents”)

6. Constant critical control of one’s own
work (internal quality management).

Regional officers analyse and highlight the
strengths and weaknesses of a service and one
of their objectives is to encourage self-reflec-
tion, meaning, to help the structures to posi-
tion themselves in relation to the pedagogical
requirements of the reference framework. In
order to encourage continuous development,
a recently introduced scheme allows educa-
tional staff to participate in free in-service
training. Given the fact that it is essential that
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managers and educational staff are convinced
of the need for continuous development of the
services provided and thus of the importance
of innovation and openness of processes, the
use of self-evaluation methods is actively sup-
ported by the national reference framework
(National Youth Service, 2022b).

3. Conclusion

The article has discussed the evolution of the
childcare sector in Luxembourg. Since 2019,
the expansion of the offer and the financial
support provided through the childcare ser-
vice voucher have both led to an adjustment
in the objectives of childcare, and pedagogical
considerations have since become increasing-
ly important. With the introduction of several
quality assurance measures, the monitoring
of pedagogical quality in education and child-
care services has, since 2016, received special
attention. The national reference framework
on non-formal education, validated by a na-
tional commission, describes the basic prin-
ciples and pedagogical implementation and
is regularly linked to the educational prac-
tices offered in the facilities. The concept of
non-formal education places particular em-
phasis on a child-centred approach, such as
on considering the interests and well-being of
the child and on encouraging their enjoyment
of discovery.

As this shift from childcare to non-formal edu-
cation implies a rethinking of the pedagogical
work, in addition to reflecting on the role of

pedagogues, the future of this sector should
include the continuation of close cooperation
with schools (e.g. in relation to ‘plurilingual
education’) and ensuring that parents can be
more involved in pedagogical reflections. In

(( The concept of non-
formal education places
particular emphasison a
child-centred approach,
such as on considering
the interests and well-
being of the child and

on encouraging their
enjoyment of discovery.

addition, a particular challenge could be to
take children’s views into account and involve
them more, to consider their wishes, interests
and proposals for change as an integral part
of the quality development process.

Finally, the development of quality measures,
including the national reference framework,
must always be centred on the overall goal of
the child's well-being and should be assessed
with this objective in mind.
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Montenegro

Dimensions of the pre-
school curriculum in
Montenegro - advantages
and challenges

1 Which department/ministry does
ECEC situnder?

Ministry of Education, Science, Culture and Sports

2 What programs/settings exist for children
between the ages of 0-7?

Pre-school for children aged 0 to 6.
Primary school starts at the age of 6.

3 What percentage of children are in
ECEC centers?

In the 2019/2020 school year, the total coverage of pre-school
children (aged 0 to 6) in Montenegro came to about 52%.

The amount of children attending centres was significantly
lower for children up to 3 years of age attending creche (about
37%) while the number of children attending ECEC centres aged
3 to 6 was significantly higher (around 77%).

4 Link to national/local curriculum for ECEC

The primary programme consists of:

a) The Care and Education Programme for Children Under Three
Years, issued in 2011

b) The Programme for the Areas of Activity in Pre-school
Education for Age Groups Three to Six, issued in 2004 and
revised in 2011

¢) The Brief Programme for Pre-schools - Working with Children
About to Enrol in Primary School, issued in 2011

d) The Three-Hour Pre-school Educational Programme, issued
in 2011

e) The Programme for English Language, issued in 2004 and
revised in 2016

The revision of the programmes for children aged 0 to 3 and 3
to 6, and the programme for English as a second language are
ongoing.

Click here for the national curriculum

G Whoisresponsible for inspecting/
monitoring of ECEC?

The Bureau for Education Services monitors the quality of
the education process and Education Inspection controls the
implementation of the legislative framework.
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MONTENEGRO

Dimensions of the
pre-school curriculum

in Montenegro

— advantages and challenges

ABSTRACT

The leading theoretical-scientific paradigms, pedagogical-psy-
chological theories of learning, and the dominant models of the
child/childhood constitute the foundation of which all concepts
for pre-school programmes are based on. The adopted concepts
for the programme are designed through various filters, such as:
traditional models of work in educational practice; the affirmed
best interests of the child; and the teachers’ experiences.

After decades of behaviourally-oriented and didactically-spe-
cific structured practice, an open and humanistic-oriented pro-
gramme has been implemented in the Montenegrin pre-school
context since 2000. The transition to a new paradigm meant the
transformation of the entire pre-school environment, as well
as that of internal and external factors of influence, including
the children, teachers, families, the wider community, and other
stakeholders.

After two decades of experience implementing the current cur-
ricula, we have examined the opinions of pre-school teachers
from Montenegrin pre-school institutions on the quality of and
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ABSTRACT

challenges in the implementation of the new
programme. We have applied a combination
of quantitative and qualitative approaches,
i.e. a questionnaire (of 260 respondents) and
interviews (focus groups) with pre-school
teachers from the three Montenegrin re-
gions. The results indicate a high level of un-
derstanding of the concept and the efficient
implementation of the programme in prac-
tice, as well as some contradictory attitudes
about the quality of the current pre-school
environment.

Keywords: curriculum, child, open system,
pre-school teacher, process

Introduction

At the beginning of the 20th century, the re-
search interests of scientists, experts, and
practitioners were all intensely focused on
the early developmental potential of child-
hood, from various disciplinary perspec-
tives. The results of extensive and serious
research studies unequivocally indicated
the significant capabilities of the child when
encouraged and complemented by the care-
fully organised attention of parents and other
adults. According to Vygotsky: “What is main
and most important in child development
happens in the first years, and even in the
first months of life. Subsequent develop-
ment, taken as a whole, is not worth as much
an act of this drama, which is largely filled
with content” (1983, p. 195).

As regards the quality of the pre-school system

(¢ What is main and
most important in child
development happens in
the first years, and even
in the first months of life.

in general, there are many different perspec-
tives of this complex, ambiguous construct
that to discuss. By trying to bring together dif-
ferent dimensions of quality within the pre-
school context, we can conditionally make a
recognisable distinction between measur-
able, ‘tangible’ structural benchmarks and,
conversely, procedural, contextual-formative
descriptors of the unique processes of the
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educational environment (Novovi¢, 2018).

The structural quality aspects of the pre-
school context refer to the pedagogical norms
relating to the number of children, the num-
ber of pre-school teachers, and other partic-
ipants directly or indirectly involved in the
educational practices, as well as the condi-
tions of the infrastructure for the kindergarten
environment. Considering aspects of the ped-
agogical process across 17 pre-school institu-
tions, the research project “Self-evaluation of
Pre-school Education: Quality Evaluation” by
Ljubica Marjanovi¢ Umek et al. (according to
Kovac Sebart and Hocevar 2014, p. 543) em-
phasises three key components of the struc-
tural, ‘indirect’ and procedural components, as
well as a respective series of indicators across
different areas.

In the Jan Peeters Report (2016) on the qual-
ity of pre-school education, the qualitative
EU framework for early childhood education
(ECE) provided the basis for the defining key
indicators used to analyse the current sit-
uation in our country and the surrounding
countries. The quality criteria for assessing
the pre-school context were: accessibility, hu-
man resources, the curriculum, monitoring
and evaluation, and the methods of financing
the pre-school institutions.

The foundation for the process in ensuring
quality of the pre-school environment is
based on the curriculum, as it functions as a
meeting point of the programme and the re-
lational and interactive activities carried out
by the institution, as well as serving as a kind
of dynamic ‘game’ in which children, teach-
ers, and other participants in kindergarten
life participate.

In this paper, we discuss the key dimensions
of the theoretical and scientific concept that
forms the basis for the curriculum and the
quality of pre-school education in Montene-
gro, and highlight how the curriculum, the
official programme concept, and the meth-
ods for the quality assessment are used in
pre-school education. We will also review the
Strategy of Early and Pre-school Education in
Montenegro 2021-2025, and list the activities
that have been introduced as a result of the
Strategy, of which the implementation has
already been initiated. Through our survey,
the respondents - the practitioners - also re-
flected on the particular dimensions of qual-
ity, and their opinion was taken into account
in the implementation of a series of activities.

1.Curricula in the pre-school
environment

We can find several frameworks for crite-
ria in the basis of choices made within the
pre-school programme and its fundamen-
tal concepts, with the key criteria being: the
theoretical and scientific paradigms, peda-
gogical-psychological theories of learning,
and the dominant models of the child/
childhood. However, all of the three basic
determinants are insufficient, in the sense
of being able to lead the programme as a
whole, and in particular, being able to im-
plement the curriculum specific, contextual
situations. After being officially adopted, the
prescribed model inevitably passed through
various contextual filters, such as traditionally
adopted exemplary models of work in edu-
cational practice, culturally adopted values
and the best interests of the child, as well as
individual-implicit theories of practitioners on
desirable pedagogical practice.
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Under the auspices of the behav-
ioural, theoretical, and scientific
concepts, we find traditional pro-
grammes to be linearly arranged,
with a detailed didactic structure
aimed at the transmission and
memorisation of knowledge, with
an obvious emphasis on the cogni-
tive domain of child development
(Petrovi¢-Soco, 2013). The effects of
such work are, as a rule, assessed
through visible/measurable indica-
tors of certain children’s achieve-
ments and skills. This approach
to educational practice seems
clear, predictable, and structurally
sound, so it is not surprising that it
has survived for such a long time
in different educational environ-
ments, even in our Montenegrin
context. Nevertheless, although
such a precisely-structured pro-
gramme and the rigid planning
of the educational process seems
predictable and comfortable, the
practice is always more demanding
and multi-faceted. This is especially
so in regard to the pre-school envi-
ronment, as the pre-school teach-
er is obligated to plan the contents
of the programme by months and
days, and then prepare and me-
thodically adjust the selected ac-
tivities according to an imaginary,
average child. At the same time,
there are always unique dynam-
ics in the educational group, given
that each consists of unique partic-
ipants - both children and adults.
In a very structured temporal and
spatial organisation of the educa-
tional process, teachers turn to

transmissible learning strategies,
according to the predictable ‘ped-
agogy' focused on the ‘average
child’ (Novovi¢, Micanovi¢, 2019).
The role of a pre-school teacher is
that of being dominant, a leader,
and a disseminator of information,
while a child is given the position
of being a receptive listener in the
expected hierarchical ‘pedagogical
order’. A desirable, didactically-ori-
ented environment within these
institutions has thus been carefully
planned, with children divided into
age-specific groups and subjected
to the established ‘regime’ of the
day (regardless of the context and
situational circumstances). Given
such firmly established frame-
works for these educational envi-
ronments and their predominantly
one-way communication - from a
teacher/pre-school teacher to the
child - this specific model of which
the curriculum was once based
on is, in the scientific literature,
referred to as ‘engineering’ (Sten-
house, 1975) or ‘technological’ (El-
liot, 1998). Contrary to the closed,
didactic and strictly organised con-
ception of the programme, modern
trends within scientific findings of
children’s needs and rights (Con-
vention on the Rights of the Child),
their potential, changes in peda-
gogical perceptions and concepts
have led to the revision of such
curriculum models. For the cur-
rent model, that of now following
a humanistic, developmental con-
cept of upbringing and education,
a more holistic approach has been

S

taken in regard to how practition-
ers think about the child and their
environment. This includes a focus
on the integration of content from
various different fields, and on the
partnership/team relationship be-
tween children and adults. The new
child-oriented programme, and
its rough guidelines, enables pre-
school teachers to create a more
flexible environment, adapted to
the needs of the children, parents,
other participants, and their unique
situational circumstances (Petro-
vi¢-Soco, 2013).

1.1 The programme in
Montenegro - a starting point
for designing a new learning
environment

In the Montenegrin educational
system, a humanistic, goal-orient-
ed programme has been in use for
the last two decades. The uniquely
conceived reference framework for
the programme was operational-
ised through four primary and two
special education programmes.

For the children of creche age
in the Care Programme (2011),
specific guidance was given to
pre-school teachers on how to or-
ganise a responsive learning envi-
ronment, categorised by age across
all developmental domains (phys-
ical, socio-emotional, intellectual
development, sensory sensitivity
and perception, music-rhythmic
and communication development)
in addition to guidelines on how to
choose the appropriate activities

%
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and teaching tools to support the children,
taking into account their differences and
specificities. The programme is further struc-
tured into ten more specific sections. The
overall goal of the programme is outlined out
at the top of the guidelines. Following that,
the specific, long-term objectives are set for
each developmental domain.

The Programme for Areas of Activity
(2011) highlights the overall objectives of the
pre-school education, focusing on cognitive,
motor, and affective development, and has
been designed from the perspective of the
child (Matijevi¢ 2010, p. 396). It is divided into
seven areas of activity (physical and health
activities; language activities; logical-math-
ematical activities; social interactions and
exploring the world; activities of under-
standing and mastering the environment;
art and music activities) (Programme for Ar-
eas of Activity... 2011, p. 9). For each of these
areas, more detailed objectives have been
set, which have also been divided into three
segments, implying three universal spheres
of child development and upbringing, those
of: self-discovery and self-mastery; the culti-
vation of relationships and the development
of own knowledge about others; and discov-
ering the world and developing knowledge
about it.

The proposed activities were then organised
into three separate, coherent units: practi-
cal life activities (daily life activities), specific
activities (relevant to the nature of the field/
area), and the complex activities that com-
bine different areas. This model is open to
adaptation depending on the particular edu-
cational context and is ‘suitable’ for the diver-
sity of its participants; however, it is up to the
pre-school teachers to ensure it is usable by

\A

all participants. The discussed programmes
underline the importance of the children’s
proactive participation in a continuous, per-
meable, developmental relationship within
the context that supports their right to par-
ticipate, to act autonomously, and the devel-
opment of a participatory attitude among all
those involved.

Finally, the special programmes, Entrepre-
neurship and Sustainable Development are
an integral component and a kind of supple-
ment to the Programme for Areas of Activity
(2011), while also functioning as part of a
unique package of sustainable development
and entrepreneurial learning programmes
for all educational stages in Montenegro.
These programmes complement a set of
general objectives and guidelines for pre-
school children and consist of modern, life-
long learning competencies.

1.2 The programme in action - thematic
planning

In pre-school institutions in Montenegro,
pre-school teachers implement the official
programme through the thematic plan-
ning of the programme objectives, through
its principles of: democracy and pluralism,
programme openness, equal opportunities,
balance, horizontal and vertical integration,
cooperation with family and community,
team planning, and critical evaluation (Pro-
gramme for Areas of Activity...2011, p. 6). They
also start from the developmental and chron-
ological age of the children/groups, current
events, the children’s interests, proposals
from the parents and discussions within the
team (ibid., p. 42). In the process of achieving
the programme objectives within the themat-
ic units, it is necessary to take into account
the correlation between the different areas
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((In pre-school institutions in Montenegro, pre-school
teachers implement the official programme through the
thematic planning of the programme objectives, through
its principles of: democracy and pluralism, programme
openness, equal opportunities, balance, horizontal

and vertical integration, cooperation with family and
community, team planning, and critical evaluation

of activity and between the various
development domains (Novovi¢ et
al. 2015, p. 71). In the process of
developing and elaborating on the
topics, the pre-school teachers be-
gin with the objectives that will help
the children discover/get to know
themselves, master practical life
activities, through which they will
then acquire habits, and further de-
velop skills necessary for achieving
independence and solving real-life
problems (Programme for Areas of Ac-
tivity... 2011, p.7). At the same time,
the practitioners have the autono-
my to select the topics, materials,
instruments, type of play activities,
and contents, and these are pre-
dominantly guided by the children’s
needs, contextual aspects, team
judgments, and experience, etc. The
level of achievement gained through
the projected objectives, specifically
looking at the children’s progress -
monitored through the collection of
the children’s works and projects in
their portfolios - can highlight the
success of the pre-school teach-
ers. Through continuous group dis-
course, both within the kindergarten
team and with those outside of it,

such as the parents, the pre-school
teachers select the topics, discuss
the implemented activities, mark
the current challenges in practice
and plan the next steps, but more
appropriately such that progress can
be achieved. In so doing, they com-
bine the programme objectives with
the contextual requirements, and
the demands of both the children
and adults, as well as being able to
individualise the activities by taking
into account the balance between
the different types of work being
implemented and their difficulty
levels (Mi¢anovi¢ and Novovi¢ 2015,
p. 905). The main goal of the current
pre-school programme in Montene-
gro is to affirm the understanding
of the child as a thinker, who ‘learns
by working, who has the right to
choose and act, following their in-
terests, and who is not conditioned
by external requirements and pre-
scribed contents.

2. The capacity of the network
of pre-school institutions in
Montenegro

At present in Montenegro, there
are 52 pre-school institutions (21

public and 31 private) with a net-
work of 158 educational units and
790 age-determined groups. In the
2021/2022 school year, 23,008 chil-
dren were enrolled in pre-school.
Of the total number of all children
enrolled in pre-school, 47.7% are
girls (10,986) and 52.3% are boys
(12,022). When compared to the
2020/2021 school year, the data
show a 7.9% increase. Of the total
number of children in pre-school,
96.1% are enrolled in public institu-
tions. The average number of chil-
dren per group in public pre-school
institutions is 31, and in private the
average is 11. Of the total number
of employees in pre-school institu-
tions, 47.5% are pre-school teachers
(Statistical Office of Montenegro,
2022).

2.1 Organisation of daily life

in kindergarten as a quality
dimension

When we look at the quality of work
within each pre-school institution,
we cannot just consider the offi-
cial programme, but we must also
look at all dimensions of its actual
implementation in practice. The

%
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(( The key areas for quality control of the pre-school
institutions are: (1) upbringing and education,

(2) the pre-school institution’s management and
leadership, (3) the ethos of the institutions,

(4) children’s development and progress, and

(5) the resources of pre-school institutions.

daily organisation of life at the kindergarten
includes arranging the environment for play
and learning, and the actual implementation
of the programme through various forms of
interaction between children and adults, in
addition to its common rituals, such as eat-
ing, regulating hygienic habits and needs, and
daily rest. The schedule of daily activities and
rituals in pre-school institutions substantially
illustrates the culture of living the curriculum
in practice. If we talk about the application
of the open curriculum in practice, it is evi-
dentin the flexible organisation of life within
a pre-school institution. In the Montenegrin
pre-school system, the predictable organisa-
tion of space, time, and rituals is carried out
according to the established scheme, which
then leads on to hidden support of a “cul-
ture of pre-defined restrictions” (Elliott 1998,
p. 135). The children are in age-homogenised
groups. They do not have the right to decide
whether they want to sleep at the prescribed
time, to eat, or to be outside their groups,
either in play or in learning. The overcapac-
ity of pre-schools in the central and coastal
regions of Montenegro significantly compli-
cates the position and rights of children to
have the appropriate space, free play, variety
of interactional activities, active involvement
of parents, availability of teaching aids, and
individualised planning (Novovic¢ 2017).

Thus, the combination of the above elements
in regard to the organisation of pre-school

life indicates an implicit collision between:
the declared concept of focusing on the chil-
dren’s authentic needs; the strong messages
coming from the professional and cultural
heritage behind the system that gives it its
power; and the decision making of the adults,
and primarily the pre-school teachers.

3. The mechanisms for quality control of
the pre-school practice

From 2021, the revised Methodology for en-
suring and improving the quality of the educa-
tional process in pre-school institutions, schools,
education centres, adult education institutions,
and student dormitories (hereinafter Meth-
odology) has been applied in the evaluation
of the educational process of the pre-school
institution. This document defines key are-
as, standard requirements and indicators,
quality assessment methods, and quality
assessment procedures. The key areas for
the pre-school institutions are: (1) upbring-
ing and education, (2) the pre-school institu-
tion's management and leadership, (3) the
ethos of the institutions, (4) children’s devel-
opment and progress, and (5) the resources
of pre-school institutions. The requirements
of the quality standards can be understood
as statements about quality practice or con-
ditions in which it can be achieved. The indi-
cators, represented as definitions, are used
to measure the achievement of the standard.
The evaluation process includes determining
the extent to which the indicators describing

"4
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the standard are present. The degree to which
the indicators are present is assessed by look-
ing at the frequency and quality of their rep-
resentation in practice, the documentation,
and other data sources.

A team of educational supervisors collected,
analysed and processed all of the data related
to the subject of evaluation and assessed the
quality of educational work provided by the in-
stitution. Quality assessment is performed by
applying the adopted assessment scale, with
four levels of achievement: unsatisfactory,
satisfactory, successful, and very successful.

The Methodology was applied in 28 institu-
tions in 2021. After reviewing the findings of
the evaluation of individual pre-school institu-
tions, it was possible to identify certain chal-
lenges in regard to the comprehensiveness
of the applied instrument. Thus, the innova-
tion of the mentioned Methodology is still in
progress, relying on the supervisors' experi-
ences, and comparative indicators from the
surrounding countries (Slovenia and Serbia).

Through continuous monitoring and evalua-
tion of the educational process, and the use
of various instruments (questionnaires for
parents, checklists, various types of narrative
and anecdotal notes, observation protocols,
process videos, etc.), as well as when filling out
pedagogical documentation and work diaries,
pre-school teachers have the opportunity to
reflect on their practice. In addition to this as-
pect, they also try to review and harmonise
their perspectives with those of the children
and other participants, to improve their plans
and pedagogical procedures, all while keeping
the ultimate goal at the forefront - the welfare
of the child.

4. Strategic framework for innovations
in pre-school education in Montenegro
for the period 2021-2025

The Strategy for Early and Pre-school Education
in Montenegro for the period 2021-2025 was
officially adopted in 2021. The basis for this
document came from an analysis of the cur-
rent situation in pre-school education and
a long-term vision to provide access to pre-
school education to all children in Montene-
gro, to ensure they have the best possible
start in life, and as a prerequisite for the de-
velopment of all their potentials.

Strategic goal:

Creating equal opportunities for the
early development of all children in
Montenegro by strengthening the
accessibility, quality, and fairness of
pre-school education.

This strategic goal is implemented through
three operational objectives that provide the
foundation for all of the measures and ac-
tivities proposed for the period 2021-2025,
which should lead to improved accessibility,
quality, and fairness of the pre-school edu-
cation on offer:

Operational objective 1: Expand the
pre-schools

By 2025, increase the overall number of pre-
school aged children involved in pre-school
education programmes and provide total cov-
erage for 60% of children in Montenegro, with
30% coverage of children under the age of 3
and 90% for children aged 3 to 6 years old.

CIDREE YEARBOOK 2022 - Country - Montenegro

105




Modernise the existing Plan and Programme
for Pre-school Education following the latest
scientific findings and best international prac-
tices that will lead to the overall development
of each child’s potential and improve the
quality assurance system in line with the EU
framework for high-quality pre-school edu-
cation, through to 2025.

Operational objective 3: Improving
early childhood development among
vulnerable groups

By 2025, improve the existing system for sup-
porting early childhood development among
vulnerable groups by providing support to
parents, and increase the involvement of
children in such groups in quality pre-school
programmes in order to improve the Early
Development Index (EDI) of children from the
poorest families from 76 to 85" (Strategy of
Early and Pre-school Education in Montenegro
for the Period 2021-2025, p. 21)

4.1 Improving and ensuring the quality

of pre-school education in Montenegro

One of the priority goals of the Strategy is to
improve the quality of pre-school education.
This could be achieved by: reducing class siz-
es; designing and implementing the revised
programme; harmonising the existing pro-
fessional development system with the EU
framework; improving the content and prac-
tice of the pre-school teachers’ initial educa-
tion; improving the existing quality assurance

system; strengthening support for parents
and families; revising the work regime; and
improving the quality of nutrition, as well as
the activities used in the transition from kin-
dergarten to primary school.

4.1.1 Reducing class size (1)

The analysis of the current situation showed
that in many public pre-school institutions,
the average class size is much larger than
that which is recommended as pedagogical-
ly normative. In this regard, it is necessary to
ensure that the number of children in each
group adheres to pedagogical standards.
One of the possible solutions for this could
be to expand the capacity of pre-school in-
stitutions, which has been achieved to some
extent in the last few years.

In addition, another possibility is to further
rationalise the educational process by reor-
ganising the way in which pre-school insti-
tutions operate. Reducing the class size will
demand an increase in the number of pre-
school teachers. Hiring new teachers, peda-
gogues and psychologists requires a detailed
analysis of the current situation, comes with
its own restrictions and opportunities, and
would need the formulation of a realistic plan
to be able to actually increase the number of
employees working in each institution.

4.1.2 Development and implementation
of an updated Plan and Programme (2)
The analysis of the current situation regard-
ing the methods used and the functionality
of the pre-school institutions pointed out
certain challenges and possible directions to

' The early development of children depends primarily on the family environment, meaning both the extent to which parents
apply developmentally stimulating practices and the extent to which the children are involved in high-quality pre-school
programmes. When it comes to children from vulnerable groups, the EDI also depends on the extent to which families and
children receive adequate support through healthcare and social services.
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take in improving the quality of pre-
school education, such that children
in Montenegro are provided with
conditions that are more desirable
when it comes to encouraging ear-
ly progress and learning. It is nec-
essary to harmonise the existing
quality of pre-school education with
the EU framework for high-quality
pre-school education, such that chil-
dren in Montenegro have the same
chances for the early development
of their potential as their peers in
other EU countries. Finally, in the
previous period, a couple of spe-
cific, innovative programmes were
developed (interactive services,
three-hour programmes) and the
pre-school institutions have been
encouraged to develop special
programmes that respond to the
needs of the children and parents.
Diversification of the programme
is required in order to successfully
democratise the pre-school system
and ensure the right of each child
and their parents to choose the
educational content that best suit
their needs.

In line with contextual changes,
research results, and the latest sci-
entific findings in the field of early
development and learning, it is nec-
essary to innovate the current cur-
riculum, following the best interests
of the children. Taking into account
the humanistic-developmental and
socio-constructivist model, the new
programme should be an improved
version of the previous concept,
and serve as a framework for the

planning of topics and projects in
practice within the pre-school in-
stitutions. The open nature of this
programme enables practitioners
to develop context-appropriate top-
ics and projects in an autonomous,
creative way, implementing them
through appropriate research, as
well as flexible and culturally-suit-
able activities. At the same time,
the preschool institution ‘lives' in a
changing context and these external
and internal determinants should be
carefully observed and functionally
incorporated into the kindergarten
environment (Slunjski, 2016).

The Strategy action plan stipulates
that the Bureau for Education Ser-
vices should provide adequate sup-
port to all Montenegrin pre-school
institutions in the process of imple-
menting the new programme dur-
ing the school year 2022/2023 and
2023/2024.

5. Dimensions of pre-school
practice from the point of view
of pre-school teachers

In order to get a more thorough
understanding of the dimensions of
quality, the aspects of insufficiency,
and the more expedient directions
for development of the programme,
the team tasked with drafting a
new document conducted a sur-
vey across the entire community
of pre-school teachers working
in Montenegrin pre-schools. The
questionnaire - designed by mem-
bers of the team (including the
author of this paper) and based

V\

({We focused on
the following topics:
quality, suitability,
sustainability of

the programme,
professional
development of
pre-school teachers,
working conditions,
and forms of
cooperation
between teachers
and parents.

on the revision of pre-school pro-
grammes - was sent to pre-school
teachers in all Montenegrin pre-
school institutions via Google Drive
in January of 2022. 260 respondents
answered the survey questions. We
categorised the answers according
to selected topics, all of which de-
scribe the quality of the pre-school
system from the point of view of
our respondents. After having es-
tablished the thematic classifica-
tions, we compiled the particularly
interesting answers we received
from the three focus groups, each
of which consisted of seven pre-
school teachers. Through this, we
focused on the following topics:
quality, suitability, sustainability of
the programme, professional de-

%
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velopment of pre-school teachers,
working conditions, and forms of
cooperation between teachers and
parents.

5.1 Dimensions of the pre-school
curriculum and the role of pre-
school teachers

5.1.1 Quality of the Programme
from the teachers’ perspectives
When asked about the extent to
which the current programme was
useful, most of the respondents (247
of them) answered positively.

In analysing the separate compo-
nents of the programme (objectives,
areas, types of activities, didac-
tic-methodical instructions), the re-
sults showed that the respondents
answered very similarly, choosing
predominantly affirmative options
for each of the offered segments,
that of being either completely and
very useful etc. There were no ex-
tremely negative answers. As there
were no differences between these
responses and those of the inter-
viewed respondents, we combined
the answers, all of which support
the overall picture of the quality,
operability, and effectiveness of the
current programmes. The answers
given to the question “What would
you rate as particularly good in the
Programme for the Areas of Activi-
tiy (from 3 to 6 years)?” were quite
consistent.

By analysing the content of the an-
swers as a valid “research technique

for concluding systematically identi-
fied specific characteristics of the
text” (Mani¢, 2017), the positive di-
mensions of the programme were
pinpointed. Specifically, the answers
evidenced that: the objectives are
comprehensive and clear, the ar-
eas of activity are comprehensive
and, in addition to the activities and
principles, the didactic-methodical
instructions are also useful. The re-
spondents assessed the opportunity
to create a plan based on the chil-
dren’s interests as very useful.

The most common answers to the
question “What is missing in the pro-
gramme?” were: more recommend-
ed activities; lack of help in activities
with the local community and in
organising more frequent visits out
in nature for the children; recom-
mended literature; clearer and more
specific objectives; various practical
examples; and more practical in-
structions for working with children
with special needs.

In practice, the thematic-integrative
planning and development part of
the current programme is particular-
ly dominant. We also assessed what
pre-school teachers think about “the
future” programme.

In the future, teachers ‘see’ the in-
dicative, flexible principle of plan-
ning as the most appropriate form
of planning, but they also mention
project planning as another efficient
and effective model.

As this humanistic-interactionist par-
adigm has been applied in Montene-
gro for almost two decades already,
the planning process has been
adapted to the “open approach” and
involves the thematic connection of
different concepts, adapted to the
pre-school context. As expected, the
surveyed teachers answered that
they mostly plan according to theme
(88.8%). Other respondents cited a
few other “sources”, i.e. methods
of planning, complementary to the
thematic approach. By combining
the answers from the questionnaire
and the focus group discussions, we
can conclude that pre-school teach-
ers have largely accepted and fully
adopted a flexible, humanistic-devel-
opmental curriculum of an integra-
tive nature.

5.1.2 The role and place of

teachers in pre-school practices
When it comes to assessing the
quality of the pre-school environ-
ment, we combined structural and
process variables and discovered
that the pre-school teacher is at
the centre of all dimensions, func-
tioning as a key architect of the ed-
ucational atmosphere within the
kindergarten. Working under the
understanding that they must prior-
itise the role of the child and ensure
constant reciprocity and interaction
in the lively, dynamic environment
of the pre-school institution, the
role of the pre-school teacher is
thus complex and requires a par-
ticularly complex set of skills. If the
teachers aim to achieve all of these

%

CIDREE YEARBOOK 2022 - Country - Montenegro

108



lifelong skills required for working with chil-
dren, they should enter the workplace with
these skills, strive to further improve them
and use them. Interestingly, the perception
of the practitioners in regard to the type,
quality, and model of professional devel-
opment provided, significantly correlates
with the way in which they perceive the pro-

gramme or curriculum.

When asked about desirable models of pro-
fessional development, a majority of pre-
school teachers chose the option of one-day
seminars (66.9%). It is also very encouraging
to see that 41.5% of respondents prefer the-
matic reflective sessions with fellow teachers,
pedagogues, and psychologists in their insti-
tution, which is a prerequisite for the grad-
ual transition of ‘ownership’ of the practice
to actors themselves as well as a departure
from the linear pedagogical-didactic strategy
of work prescribed from ‘the outside'.

When asked about skills they thought they
were lacking, the pre-school teachers men-
tioned a few more areas they felt could be
improved, namely: managing their profes-
sional development; record-keeping; working
with children with disabilities and involving
professionals in this (assistants are useful
but untrained); knowledge of musical instru-
ments; the English language; digital compe-
tencies; working with gifted children; creating
a learning community; and cooperation with
the local community. Clarke-Stewart (1991)
highlighted the fact that the parents them-
selves don't think too much about the long-
term effects of early childhood development,
but are predominantly interested in ensuring
the best environment for the education of
their children, essentially referring to the role

of pre-school teachers.

7

Taking into account that cooperation with
family is an integral part of the curriculum
being properly implemented in pre-school,
there has been doubt among its practition-
ers of their obligation to continuously strive
to improve this element. However, the new
concept initiated much more intensive and
diverse cooperation between the two sys-
tems - the family and the institution.

The results of the survey, the analysis of
the content of current programmes, the re-
view of the latest research findings, and the
comparative analysis of the most success-
ful programmes in the region and beyond
(Serbia, Croatia, Slovenia, Finland, UK, New
Zealand), have all provided the basis for the
updated curriculum model for pre-schools
in Montenegro.

5.1.3 Development directions of pre-
school education in Montenegro

One of the main objectives in the coming pe-
riod for the field of pre-school education in
Montenegro is to improve the existing quali-
ty assurance system. The Strategy anticipates
the integration of the mechanisms of the ex-
isting quality assurance system (Montene-
grin Education Information System - MEIS,
school portal, pedagogical supervision, fairs
of innovative practices, etc.) alongside the de-
velopment of new mechanisms (centres of
excellence, training rooms, pre-school teach-
er-mentors, etc.). The new single and efficient
system will enable regular quality monitoring
at the level of the entire pre-school system
and the level of the individual pre-school in-
stitutions. The plan for the system is to focus
on advisory work and quality improvement,
and not on administrative control. In this re-
gard, the goal is to modernise the system of
pedagogical supervision.
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The next goal is to strengthen the
support it offers for parents and
families. The analysis of the cur-
rent situation indicates that there
is a need to provide more support
to parents, based on the positive
experiences of having implement-
ed the Parenting for Lifelong Health
programme. Support should be
provided to all parents. Some-
what more attention should also
be paid to parents whose children
do not attend the pre-schools. This
could be achieved through short
programmes implemented by
pre-school institutions as well as
through media content aimed at
parents and children. The experi-
ence gained during the COVID-19
pandemic will be useful in planning
these activities.

The partnership programmes in-
tended for parents should also be
applicable to foster families.

Establishing a more flexible work
regime in pre-schools is one of the
key activities outlined in the plan. In
order to provide for a more flexible
organisation of work, in accordance
with the open, humanistically-ori-
ented programme, it will be neces-
sary to find the optimal distribution
of the entire work process, while
respecting the individual needs,
differences in interests, knowl-
edge, and affinities of the children.
According to one of the teachers in-
terviewed for the study, it would be
“impossible to change the rhythm
of daily activities as long as the

class size exceeds that of the norm
and the number of employees re-
mains the same”.

Ways in which to optimise the time-
space dynamics could include: free
activities; parental involvement; ad-
ditional outdoor activities; addition-
al space (workrooms) for practical
activities; introducing as much di-
dactic material as possible to suit
everyone's interests; projects that
would direct those interests; new
working methods; and places of im-
plementation (outside and inside).
Moreover, pre-schoolers should be
allowed to choose whether or not
they want to sleep during the day.

These requirements require a
highly competent, autonomous
pre-school teacher, who observes,
monitors, documents and plans
the educational process, with con-
tinuous respect for the particular
context of which they work. As a re-
sult, the Strategy chose to empha-
sise the requirement to improve
the professional skills of all pre-
school teachers during their own
education and for the continuous
professional development of prac-
titioners, in accordance with the EU
framework.

Special attention should be paid
to planning the activities for the
transition from the family and pre-
school environment to primary
school. Pre-school teachers create
portfolios that contain informa-
tion about each child's progress.

S

A quality portfolio enables the sys-
tematic monitoring of a child's de-
velopment throughout their time
in kindergarten and ensures conti-
nuity when moving from one age
group to another, as well as when
enrolling in school. “A well-made
portfolio, which the parent submits
upon enrolment in primary school,
contains information that is more
useful for school staff in the pro-
cess of adapting the curriculum
than the maturity tests for starting
school are. In order to ensure the
quality of this resource, especially
in the transition from kindergarten
to primary school, it is necessary to:
(a) improve the skills of pre-school
teachers in their monitoring of
early childhood development and
recording of relevant information
in the portfolio; (b) improve coop-
eration between kindergartens,
primary schools and parents in the
process of preparing and imple-
menting the transition programme;
and (c) ensure better cooperation
between pre-school institutions
and the centres for social work
and healthcare institutions in the
case of children from vulnerable
groups.” (Strategy p. 35)

Increasing the number of children
from vulnerable groups attend-
ing ECEC centres as well as their
integration into pre-school edu-
cation programmes is one of the
most important activities outlined
in plan for the coming period. Im-
provement of the inter-sectoral co-
operation between the pre-school
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institutions and centres for social work, as
well as the healthcare system, has been put
forward. In this regard, the main aim is to im-
prove the support provided to parents from
vulnerable groups.

The expansion and enhancement of interac-
tive services are also included in the Strategy
plans. These services have been established
across 17 municipalities throughout Monte-
negro in the previous period and have made
pre-school education more accessible to chil-
dren living in remote settlements.

The working group responsible for monitor-
ing the implementation of the Strategy of Ear-
ly and Pre-school Education in Montenegro
2021-2025 will be composed of represent-
atives of the institutions identified through
activities within the Action Plan (Ministry of
Health, Ministry of Finance and Social Wel-
fare) and the NGO sector.

The findings of the evaluation will determine
further areas of improvement in early and
pre-school education.

Conclusion

In this paper, we discussed several topical
issues in the field of pre-school education,
primarily in Montenegro but also beyond
the Montenegrin school system. Experience
tells us that theory and practice are inevita-
bly intertwined. It is impossible to discuss
the key dimensions of the theoretical-sci-

(({Increasing the number
of children from vulnerable
groups attending ECEC
centres as well as their
integration into pre-school
education programmes is
one of the most important
activities outlined in plan

for the coming period.

entific concept providing the foundation
for the curriculum, the quality of pre-school
education in Montenegro, the curriculum
itself, the programme concept, and ways to
determine the quality of pre-school educa-
tion without exchanging such experiences
in this field with our neighbouring countries.
We also discussed the results of the survey
and the interviews with pre-school teachers
in Montenegro. Finally, we have highlighted
the outcome of the analysis of work currently
carried out in Montenegrin pre-school institu-
tions according to the Methodology applied by
the supervisors of the Bureau for Education
Services and, singled out the key guidelines
required to improve the quality of pre-school
education, according to the newly adopted
Strategy of Early and Pre-school Education in
Montenegro for 2021-2025.
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= Netherlands

Challenges involved
in working with young
children

1 Which department/ministry does
ECEC situnder?

Ministry of Education, Culture and Science & Ministry of Social
Affairs and Employment

2 What programs/settings exist for children
between the ages of 0-7?

There are several early childhood programmes available that
can be used in early childhood settings. All programmes have
their own characteristics that are better or less suited to a
particular setting. The choice of programme often depends
on the school policy and culture, and on the team'’s vision of
working with young children.

3 What percentage of children are in
ECEC centers?

Early childhood education (VVE) is part of the educational

disadvantage policy (OAB). The aim of early childhood education

is to give children at risk of educational disadvantage (due to

characteristics of their environment) a better start in group 3

(Grade 1) of primary school.

Pre-school education (VE) is aimed at children aged 2.5 to

4 with a (risk of) educational disadvantage. A pre-school

facility, such as a pre-school or daycare centre, provides pre-

school education. Early childhood education is for promoting

educational opportunities for target group children in groups 1

and 2 (K1 and K2) of primary school.

In 2021: 823,000 children went to childcare

* 57,900 toddlers are covered by the municipal target group
definition as at 2021

* 89 percent of these children were reached according to the
municipal target group definition

* In 2021: 342,519 children aged 4 to 6 attended primary
schools (K1 and K2)

* At schools with early childhood education, the reach of the
target group is 100 percent

4 Link to national/local curriculum for ECEC

There is no nationally established curriculum to be used by all
early childhood institutions.

Who is responsible for inspecting/
monitoring of ECEC?

The Community Health Service (GGD) and the Education
Inspectorate are both responsible for inspecting the quality of
early childhood education in the childcare centers.

The Education Inspectorate is also responsible for inspecting
the quality of pre-school education at primary schools.

The finances of early childhood education (2 to 6 years) is
monitored by the municipalities.
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NETHERLANDS

Challenges involved in
working with young children

ABSTRACT

Pedagogical staff and teachers are professionals who provide
education in childcare and preschool groups. They face an im-
portant task as they have to give all children a good start to
their school career. There is no national curriculum but there
are only attainment targets in the Netherlands. SLO developed
a framework for early childhood education (2 - 7 years). Pro-
fessionals can use this framework as a tool for developing their
own learning objectives. To achieve this, they have to face five
challenges: Working together from a shared vision (challenge 1);
Responding appropriately to children’s development (challenge
2); Maintaining dialogue (challenge 3); Formulating learning ob-
jectives and developing well-reasoned activities within mean-
ingful themes (challenge 4); Optimal learning opportunities for
all children (challenge 5). In this chapter, we discuss these five
challenges, provide tools and guidelines and describe some good
practices from the Netherlands.

Professional is here taken to mean: a pedagogical worker or
teacher for Group 1 and/or 2. In some situations we use educa-
tors instead professionals, when the situation is directly related
to upbringing children.
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Introduction

At the time a child is born, it has al-
ready undergone a complex process
of development, and this develop-
ment then continues throughout
its life. The process is reflected in
changes in the body. It is also re-
flected in the way a person behaves,
moves, talks and the way a person
enters into and maintains social
contacts. It all takes place in an en-
vironment that involves interaction
between the child and this environ-
ment. It might seem as if physical
development happens by itself and
that the environment only exerts an
influence in terms of behaviour and
social relationships. But this is not
the case. Research has shown that
the influence of the physical and so-
cial environment does indeed have
an influence on the development
of the brain and hence on the over-
all development of a human being
(Leseman, 2002). The richer and
more stimulating the environment,
the more opportunities the child re-
ceives to experience its own latent
possibilities and to use these in in-
teraction with its environment. This
strongly promotes the child’s devel-
opment. Moreover, the child itself
will construct its environment so
as to gain maximum benefit from
it. So, predisposition and environ-
ment, and the interaction between
them, are responsible for ongoing
development. In this chapter we
set out the implications of this for
the curriculum for young children
(toddlers and pre-schoolers) on the
basis of five challenges.
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Text box 1
Three widespread

visions on education
for young children:

Experience-based

In experienced-based education, children have
everything they need to development. They are giv-
en plenty of space to discover, to gain experience
and to find their own learning path. The starting
point for this development is the children’'s own
experiences, not a fixed programme, curriculum
or educational content. The professional ensures
a rich playing and learning environment and uses
goals as a guide.

Programme-based

In programme-based education it is assumed
that children’s development can be shaped. Here,
knowledge is seen as an offering that can divided
up into smaller portions, with the content as the
key element. An analysis leads to formulation of
a path along which the children are guided in an
almost systematic manner towards the goals. The
key feature of this vision is that children have little
or no input in the choice of what is offered. “The
source of development lies in the content of the
curriculum, not in the needs and the environment
of the pupil” (van Oers, 2005). Institutions for early
childhood education that work on the basis of this
vision generally employ a programme or textbook.

Development-based

Development-based education can be said to be
midway between the experience-based and pro-
gramme-based approaches. The source of de-
velopment is interaction. In contrast to the other
two approaches, interaction (and play) with young
children is a precondition for initiating and main-
taining the development. The child’s attention and
interests and the activities are the motor of de-
velopment. Through interaction with the child, the
professional ensures that they can connect with
the child’s proximal development. Goals serve to
maintain the professional’s focus on children’s de-
velopment and on this basis they ensure an appro-
priate and well-reasoned offering.
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Text box 2

Curricular Spider Web for
the Young Child

“The core of a curriculum generally re-
lates to the goals and content of learn-
ing. Changes in this core usually imply
changes in other elements of the cur-
riculum as well. One way of visualising
these various aspects in a coherent way
is the curricular spider web.” (Van den
Akker, 2003). Each aspect of the spi-
der web matches a curriculum-related
question.

* RATIONALE - For what
purpose do young children
play and learn?

* AIMS AND OBJECTIVES -
Towards which goals do young
children play and learn?

* LEARNING CONTENT - What
are they learning?

* PLAYING AND LEARNING
ACTIVITIES - How are they
learning?

e THE ROLE OF THE
PROFESSIONAL- How is the
professional facilitating the
playing and learning of young
children?

* MATERIALS AND RESOURCES
- With what are young children
playing and learning?

* GROUPING - With whom do
young children play and learn?

* LOCATION - Where are young
children playing and learning?

* TIME - When are young
children playing and learning?

e ASSESSMENT - How is the
development of young
children assessed?

Figure 1. Curricular Spider Web for the Young Child

Challenge 1: Working together from a shared vision
A vision of development is the starting point for de-
signing proposals for education and teaching (Knoster,
1991). Institutions for early childhood education also
need to formulate a vision regarding the development of
young children, and this vision must be supported and
shared by all involved professionals. This vision forms
the basis for providing education to young children.
Generally, the Netherlands has three distinct visions
on education for young children: experience-based,
programme-based and development-based education
(see text box 1). Institutions for early childhood edu-
cation frequently uses elements from these visions to
shape and implement their own vision. A certain degree
of overlap is often present, but there are also major dif-
ferences. This creates room for discussion: sometimes
about diffuse, implicit common-sense opinions about
good education, sometimes about clearly formulated
educational philosophies.

Forming a vision with the curriculum spider web

Education and teaching must closely match the devel-
opment of the young child. A clear and shared vision
on how education and teaching can be in line with
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the young child's development is
a precondition for optimum provi-
sion of play and learning facilities.
Many professionals feel the need for
more a concrete rendering of their
school's or institution’s vision, to-
wards a more specific vision of ear-
ly childhood education. One way of
visualising these various aspects in
a coherent way is SLO's curriculum
spider web (see text box 2).

The centre and threads of the spider
web refer to ten aspects of a curricu-
lum. The central and connecting el-
ement in the curriculum spider web
is the rationale or vision. All other
curriculum aspects are connected
to the rationale. Ideally, these are
also connected to each other, hence
creating consistency and coherence.
The metaphor of the spider web un-
derlines the vulnerable nature of a
curriculum. Spider webs are flexible
to some extent, but they are in dan-
ger of tearing if a thread is pulled
to hard and exclusively without the
other threads moving as well.

When forming a rationale, each of
these curriculum aspects need to
be given its own content; under no
circumstances should these be in
conflict with each other. This means
careful consideration of questions
such as: Do the chosen learning
goals genuinely match the formulat-
ed basic rationale? Does the chosen
learning content match the learning
goals? Do the chosen play and learn-
ing materials match the content?
This process of vision formation is

S

(( Content cards provide great freedom
for activities, lesson materials and
intended learning pupil behaviour.

a team process. Within the commit-
ment of all team members to the
rationale there is a risk of confusion
and resistance, and this can have
consequences for the matching of
the play and learning content. In
conjunction with this curriculum spi-
der web SLO has developed a game
that lets a team work together to
‘build’ a rationale. This vision game
reveals similarities and differences
in vision within the team and it com-
piles input for a shared rationale for
educating young children.

Challenge 2: Responding
appropriately to development
The goal of early childhood educa-
tion is to promote children’s broad
development. This is sometimes
also referred to as ‘the development
of competence'. In this case the goal
of working with young children be-
comes ‘support and stimulate the
continued development of the com-
petence of the children’.

We can see the status of the child’s
development by the way that the
child handles itself, its contacts with
others and the situation in which
it lives. Through observation the
professional sees whether a child’s
competence is increasing. Does it
understand what is happening?
And is this understanding increas-

ing? Does it enjoy play? Is it willing
to explore its surroundings? Can it
make simple plans?

Children's development comes
about through a complex interaction
predisposition and environment. A
child develops in this environment
if it is ‘addressed’ in terms of what
it needs. This requires sensitive and
responsive behaviour by the profes-
sional. A child will increasingly draw
benefit from this environment: it will
pick up more from its surroundings,
will grow ever better at recognising
for itself ‘what can be learned’ and
is able to find its way in its environ-
ment. One could say a child grows
along with this environment. As-
suming that there is an open and
unimpeded interaction between the
child and the (good) environment,
the toddler will flourish in the tod-
dler environment, the pre-schooler
in the pre-school environment and
the children of Grade 1 and 2 in their
environment.

Pedagogical and didactical
principles

We apply the following principle
with regard to the development of
children. Development takes place
through interaction between pre-
disposition and environment, and
both these aspects are responsible
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for progress in development. The
interaction has a number of quali-
tative characteristics. Children want
to be together with people, they
want to belong. They seek contact
and maintain this contact. Children
want to get to know their environ-
ment. They feel the need to assign
meaning to their own existence
and to the world in which they live.
Children express this through their
great curiosity and a lot of activity.
Children want to be autonomous,
which means that they want to
be the owner of their own devel-
opmental and learning process-
es. They only share productively
in relationships and meaningful
events if they are able to partici-
pate actively in these. Thisisin line
with the three basic needs of chil-
dren as formulated by Luc Stevens
(1997): relationship (I am valued by
others), autonomy (I can carry out
tasks by myself) and competency (I
have faith in my own abilities). This
also makes children more aware of
their own learning process.

Children can develop if a number
of conditions are met. In order
to undergo development a child
needs child educators with whom
it has a secure relationship. This is
achieved when the educator senses
and understands (sensitivity) what
a child needs at a certain moment
and hence provides this (respon-
sivity). So, they need a relationship
in which they are well cared for, in
which others recognise their needs
and meet these. Furthermore, a

child requires a rich environmentin
which it can experiment as it desires
and can share its experiences with
important other persons, such as
the professional and the other chil-
dren from the group. They need to
be given space to explore and dis-
cover their world. Also, they need
to be able to share their resulting
discoveries, fears, joys and possi-
ble disappointments with another
person who accepts their feelings
and helps them to make these ex-
periences clear to themselves. It is
also important that children experi-
ence a certain degree of continuity
in the possibilities for entering into
relationships, for discovering their
environment and for developing in-
itiatives. This also means that their
educators agree with each other
about important issues in upbring-
ing and education.

All these conditions can be summed
up with the term ‘security’. Children
need to attach themselves to peo-
ple who can give them this sense of
security. This gives them the free-
dom to go on a journey of discovery
without being left in the lurch by the
professional, and then to return with
new experiences to an environment
in which these experiences can be
shared (Jongerius & Beernink, 1993).
Various theories of developmental
psychology and pedagogy support
the importance of treating children
in sensitive responsivity way. This
attitude and the skills of the profes-
sional have a positive effect on the
children, resulting in exploratory be-

haviour, an eagerness to learn, good
collaboration with others and a good
attitude to work. Stability and conti-
nuity in these pedagogical precondi-
tions increases the children’s sense
of security and forms a good basis
for the developmental progress.
Professionals working with young
children frequently asks themself:
how can | encourage this child in its
development? Here they keep var-
ious goals in mind: both develop-
mental aims and goals regarding the
content-related learning pathways.

Systematic action

Planning actions is a little like a
game: if you do this, then | will do
that. When planning, profession-
als respond to what children find,
or might possibly find, interesting
and compelling. They take the in-
itiative to provide something new.
The planned activities always con-
tain something the children will
find challenging: ‘You can also do
this using what you already know’
-and also - This is something com-
pletely new'. The children take up
the challenge at their own level and
prompted by their own motivation
of working and playing with what
is offered. The implementation of
the plan is also a game between
the professional and the children:
what can we together do with these
‘sood ideas’ that form the activities?
Are children allowed to remain the
‘owner’ of their playing and learn-
ing processes? This can be done
be following the plan presented by
the professional, if children apply
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themselves enthusiastically and in their own
way. But it can also mean that the children
come up with good play ideas for themselves
and the professional supports these children
in their own plans; here professionals must
be willing to drop their own plan in favour of
the children’s one.

Observation: What do you look at?
Responding to development taking place
in children requires observation and moni-
toring of each child (Van der Linde & Klein
Tank, 2014). By watching, asking and listening
you can gather information on this. Obser-
vation has two basic variants: professionals
observe while working with the children,
or they observe while temporarily taking
up a position outside the group. In the first
case professionals form part of the children
playing environment. They watch and listen
to children while working and playing with
them. In a situation like this they can explore
boundaries: by engaging in play they can elic-
it certain behaviour. For instance: can a child
already make reference to colours and par-
ticular forms in a puzzle in order to combine
these pieces into a whole? Or: does it already
makes a plan for itself when playing at, for
instance, the sand table? They can also ask
questions to find out what a child is thinking
or feeling. For instance: ‘Oh, you thought it
was already time to eat some fruit? Was that
why you went and sat at the big table? Here
professionals have the various points on an
observation list in their head, so to speak,
and they use these observation points to
watch the child.

Sometimes it is better to create a little space
and to observe the children from a distance.
For instance, if professionals have serious
concerns about the development of a child,

Text box 3

Observation instruments

Professionals must be able to form a picture
of the progress being made in the children’s
development. They need this in order for their
daily planned activities to match and to stimu-
late the development of the children. Their daily
planned activities include, among other things,
observing the children and reflecting on their
own behaviour. They can systematically make
entries in the observation list at regular inter-
vals and so create an overall impression of the
children. They carry out all these activities on
the basis of their own professionalism.

In the Netherlands, various observation in-
struments are available for tracking, recording
and also stimulating the development of tod-
dlers and pre-schoolers. These observation
instruments can help professionals to make
responsible choices when offering content to
young children. This offered content should be
suitable both for children with a development
deficit and for children who are ahead in their
developments. Since 2013, SLO has been chart-
ing which content-related objectives occur in
widely used child monitoring systems aimed at
young children. This work is done on behalf of
the Ministry of Education, Culture and Science.
In these analyses, SLO focusses on the goals for
language, early numeracy and mathematics,
social-emotional and physical education. In this
way SLO aims to provide an objective picture of
the systems. Each report comprises three sec-
tions. In the first section the publisher provides
a response to the conducted analysis and the
analysis report. The second section is an objec-
tive description of the observation instrument.
The third section reproduces the analysis results
in tabular form, possibly with an explanation of
the analysis results.
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or if they are not yet familiar with the obser-
vation list they use. In such a case they can
grant themselves a time-out to observe in a
calm manner. As such moments, however,
the group needs support from another pro-
fessional.

The information provided through observa-
tion can be recorded in various ways. The
things that professionals see spontaneously
can be noted down in their digital logbook or
group notebook. Another option is to make a
file including all children in which items can be
compiled and notes can be entered that pro-
vide information in some way about their de-
velopment. Equipped with all this information,
professionals can make statements about the
developmental progress of children. And cre-
ating the playing and learning environment
that meets the children’s needs. In this way
the environment makes an optimum contri-
bution to the child’s development.

Challenge 3: Maintaining dialogue
Children do not develop ‘spontaneously’. Their
development comes about through the inter-
action between them and the environment
in which they grow up. This includes mutu-
al interaction between children and interac-
tion between the child and adults. Educators
and professionals can encourage and guide
the development by ensuring pedagogical
preconditions in which the interaction takes
place, as well as a rich environment in which
children can acquire a wide range of experi-
ences. The dialogue between the child and the
professional, and also between the children
themselves, is of crucial importance here.

The professional as mediator
In the child’s journey of discovery, profes-
sionals play a very important role. They are

(¢ Observation
instruments can help
professionals to make
responsible choices when
offering content to young
children.

close to the children and simultaneously are
already fully established in the world that the
children are discovering. They listen to what
children say and through their behaviour see
what aspects of their environment they are
able to grasp. Professionals are able to speak
the ‘common language’ and know the mean-
ing of things and situations: the meaning as
perceived by grown-ups, and which the chil-
dren need to learn little by little. One could
say they mediate between the world of the
young child and the world of the grown-ups:
they listen to children’s language and provide
them language, they value the children’s views
of things and at the same time let them dis-
cover that there are also other, more general
meanings. In other words: the professional
mediates between the language of children
and the common language, and mediates be-
tween the meaning assigned to things by the
children and the general meaning that is valid
in a certain culture. The most important devel-
opmental task is the development of assign-
ing meaning to things and situations. Here,
language as instrument plays an important
role, as well as the competency to imagine
things (Jongerius & Beernink, 1993).

Interaction skills

Interaction skills is a frequently cited term in
Dutch early childhood education. First, this
refers to how professionals interact with the
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children, but it also refers to guiding the inter-
actions between children. Here, respect for
the autonomy of a child plays an important
role. How well do professionals respond to
the signals given by a toddler or pre-school-
er? It also involves ‘talking and explaining’
when providing education or teaching. The
mutual interaction between professionals
is another issue that should not be forgot-
ten. Particularly in the context of an ongoing
development and learning path, it is crucial
that communication takes place between the
pedagogical staff of the pre-school institution
and the teachers of Kindergarten, or between
the colleagues of Kindergarten and Grade 1.

Challenge 4: Formulating learning
objectives and developing well-reasoned
activities within meaningful themes
Theme-based work originates in toddler and
pre-school groups (K1 and K2), as well as in
Grade 1. The educationalist Ovide Decroly in-
troduced themes into teaching at the end of
the 19th century. He felt that education should
match the interests of children and so he de-
veloped the idea of working with themes,
which he also called centres of interest. This
brought offered education into relationship
with the theme. Decroly worked with themes
that corresponded to the fundamental needs
of children, such as food, health, clothing, pro-
tection and the need to cooperate and play.
Besides Decroly, other educationalists such
as Ligthart, Dewey and Vygotsky pointed to
the importance of theme-based work (Riet-
veld-van Wingerden, 2019).

Theme-based work, the thematising ap-
proach and a well-reasoned educational of-
fering are all closely interlinked. For instance,
theme-based work without a well-reasoned
education offering has little to no significance

for children and will hence contribute less to
their development and learning. The activi-
ties in a theme without a well-reasoned offer-
ing will tend to be as coherent as loose sand.
Working with a theme on a well-reasoned
basis is a dynamic process between children
and the professional. This process is called
the ‘thematising approach’.

Choosing a theme and an activating title
Atheme can be regarded as an entirety of co-
herent activities, in which both children and
professionals combine knowledge and skills
with socio-cultural activities. This definition
is based on statements by Vygotsky (Jansen-
Vos, 2010), who argued that the development
of children is strongly influenced by the so-
cio-cultural world in which they grow up. Chil-
dren are interested in and curious about the
world around them. Hence, they are intrinsi-
cally motivated to play in relation to and to
work on the content of a theme. Vygotsky's

(¢ Education an teaching must
closely match the development

of the young child.

thinking and research have been of huge val-
ue to the contemporary view of working with
a theme in early childhood education.

A well-reasoned choice of a theme stimulates
the children’s motivation to get to grips with
what they encounter. But it is not only the
choice of theme that is important: the title
you give a theme also influences its success.
Often one tends to choose overly broad
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themes. This sometimes renders
the theme less interesting to chil-
dren, and it is harder to implement
for the professional. Hence, it is
important to think carefully about
the title. In this way the theme is
rendered both smaller and more
active and it becomes livelier for
the children. A title such as ‘The
chicken lays eggs’ appeals more
to the imagination than ‘Children’s
Farm'. The exciting title ‘Let's make
a new bed for Little Bear' pro-
vides direct inspiration for adding
theme-specific materials to role
plays, the (play) corners and oth-
er activities. These materials can
include things like a measuring
rod with marked measuring units,
a clock with opening hours of the
hardware store and folders from
the hardware store. Other themes
that appeal to young children are
things like: doing the shopping to-
gether, cooking food and eating it
together, going on a journey or ‘my
bike is broken'. These are all situa-
tions closely related to the world as
children experience it. The thema-
tising approach creates coherence
between the goals addressed with-
in the theme. By focusing here on a
limited number of goals that match
the children’s developmental level
one can create more depth in the
activities. It is important that pro-
fessionals regularly ask themselves:
how can | continue to challenge
children to think, use their imagi-
nation, investigate and develop? In
addition to the goals involved in the
various activities, there is of course

also space for an activity with no
special goal apart from simply be-
ing fun and creating enjoyment for
the children.

Joint owners of the theme
Theme-based work transforms into
the thematising approach in con-
temporary education when the chil-
dren and the professional become
joint owners of the theme. In this
way professionals connect their
aims with the meanings assigned
to the theme by the children. Or as
Pompert (2003) puts it: “Thematis-
ing is about facilitating and building
a 'stream’ of meaningful activities
for both children and their profes-
sional with respect to an inspiring
theme, guided by input and ques-
tions from the children.” By work-
ing with a theme in a well-reasoned
way, whereby the professional and
the children together explore a
theme, set goals, shape the educa-
tion offering and give the theme an
exciting title, the children become
co-owners of the theme's content.
This process is guided by the input
and questions from the children,
which in turn stimulates their in-
volvement and curiosity.

Many early childhood education
facilities do already work in a
theme-based way, but that does
not automatically mean they take a
thematising approach. The thema-
tising approach plays an important
role for an institution in compiling
its own education offering. Here,
there is a subtle balance between

S

intentional and incidental educa-
tion. Intentional education relates
to subjects and issues that are in-
tentionally presented, while inci-
dental education relates to subjects
and issues that are presented by
the children or by circumstances.
The thematising approach must
above all provide space for the lat-
ter. Has it just snowed, for instance?
Then go outdoors with the children
and set your earlier plans aside.

Text box 4

The thematising
approach

Learning through playing is
great if it actually takes place
on the basis of a rationale
and if concrete goals have
been formulated. A didac-
tical model that clearly sets
out how playful learning is
realised, and that is clearly
implemented by a team of
professionals, will help chil-
dren to know what is expect-
ed of them. The didactical
approach becomes visible in
the assignments that profes-
sionals select for or develop
for the children. These are
the people who uphold and
implement the curriculum.
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Text box 5

The storyline approach and the
thematising approach

Picture books occupy an important role in the
education of young children. Hence a picture
book is also highly suitable as the starting point
for a theme. Stories make it possible to raise
and focus on issues that we believe it is impor-
tant for children to learn. The storyline approach
is a special form of the thematising approach in
which stories take centre stage; or more briefly
‘learning by telling stories’ (Van der Linde, 2020).
By using the storyline approach the professional
ensures that learning becomes meaningful for
children and that they learn in an active way. It
makes a strong appeal to the children’s sense
of involvement. In this way the professional can
use the natural curiosity of each child to tell a
story together with them.

The storyline approach is characterised by key
terms such as: imagination, sense of wonder,
meaningful, coherence, context, motivating
source of inspiration. The professional makes a
start, establishes the guiding thread and invites
the children to add their own ideas in order to
complete the story. This serves to encourage
children’s ownership of their own process of
learning and development. One fine example
of a suitable picture book is Wild Will by Ingrid
& Dieter Schubert.

Challenge 5: Optimal learning
opportunities for all children

Education and teaching are about helping
children to build and structure their lives.
Their lives take place in a complicated world.
This is why we need to give space to this com-
plicated world in early childhood education,
so that children acquire the knowledge, skills

\ 4

and attitudes necessary for them to develop
into competent human beings.

Good education and the role of
professionals

Professionals carefully consider the content of
education they provide and the goals that they
want to achieve with this content. In the reflec-
tions that follow their observations they look
at their education practices from different per-
spectives, varying from planning to goals and
content. It can be seen that play and work in
all their varieties are important for, and con-
tribute to, the development of children.

When planning and designing early child-
hood education, one also needs to devote
attention to the multicultural society. Initial-
ly this can be translated into measures that
a school takes for facilitating the school ca-
reers of immigrant children. With regard to
early childhood education, when designing
curriculum content, this certainly includes
giving attention to children’s language back-
grounds and to an intercultural approach
to world-orientation and faith-based issues.
Furthermore, children may be unfamiliar with
particular toys, with books, with digital devic-
es, or with Dutch patterns of interaction be-
tween adults and children. All these aspects
require concrete implementation in childcare
centres and in pre-schooler groups. For the
children of Dutch parents it means, irrespec-
tive of whether children from other cultures
attend the school, that they gain experience
with a pluralistic society. With respect to early
childhood facilities this can be translated as
a criterion for the planning and design of the
teaching-learning process.

Professionals and children each have their
own responsibilities in the teaching-learning
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process. The professional gives the
children the degree and type of re-
sponsibility they are able to handle.
In this way the children experience
play and learning as something that
truly belongs to them. They become
more independent, know what they
want and what their task is. The pro-
fessional applies an approach that
matches the way children learn. In
general terms: from play to play-
ful learning, then towards learning
based on self-set tasks and finally

Text box 6

to learning based on tasks set by
others. The professional tracks the
progress in the children’s develop-
ment of competencies. In order to
stimulate the children's develop-
ment, the professional can utilise
content cards. These cards set out
the content in general terms, in the
form of content-related objectives
(see text box 6).

A curriculum for the young child
Currently, more and more institu-

Content cards with content-related objectives

W

\

tions for early childhood education
are designing their own curric-
ulum. By doing so, they want to
ensure that children can develop
optimally and are engaged in the
process. Working with the con-
tent-related objectives also helps
to make well-considered choices
in early childhood education for
compiling a coherent and varied
education offering. Challenging
activities stimulate a sense of cu-
riosity and involvement among

The Netherlands has legally established core goals for primary education. There is no separate
mandatory framework for pre-school education. SLO has compiled the possible content for pri-
mary education in content pathways with content-related objectives. For education in childcare
and preschool groups also in the form of content cards (Klein Tank & Van der Linde, 2022). Each
card presents content-related objectives for each subject area towards which the professional
can work with the children. This form of presentation is in line with the basic pedagogical goals
of Riksen-Walraven (2000), and also with the inspection framework of the Education Inspec-
torate of the Netherlands (2021). These content cards together form the basis for educators
to formulate one’s own learning goals and lesson goals. Simultaneously, they provide great
freedom for activities, lesson materials and intended learning pupil behaviour (Van der Linde

& Klein Tank, 2022).

Aims and objectives at four levels

National curriculum

Content pathways

Learning pathways

Lessons and activities

Core

objectives

Content—related Learnlng Lesson
objectws ob]ectlves objectives

Mandatory objectives
in primary education
(WPO/Primary Education Act)

Exemplary development
of the core objectives

Flaborations of content-related
objectives in schools’ own
learning pathways or learning
pathways in textbooks

Flaborations of objectives
from learning pathways or
content pathways at the level
of lessons and activities

slo
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(¢ All over the world there is great
interest in issues regarding the
education of young children.

children. They use their textbooks
more flexibly and loosely in order
to better match the zone of prox-
imal development of their pupils.
This is not always easy, because
in order to do so, professionals re-
quire knowledge about education
content, goal-based working and
the thematising approach. Moreo-
ver, they need to have insight into
developmental paths of children. At
the other hand, this is what makes
working with young children such
an inspiring enterprise. Goal-based
working is an integral part of many
areas of education for young chil-
dren. For instance, goals are key for
choosing a theme, putting together
a well-reasoned education offer-
ing and for monitoring children in
their development. Goals are key
to a good-quality curriculum with
activities that stimulate children to
develop optimally.

The above shows that professionals
in early childhood education need
to make many content-related
choices. They choose the subjects
the children will work on and need
to ensure responsible learning con-
tent and implementation of these.
The most important criterion in
these choices is that children actu-
ally progress in daily life, the life in

which they will participate in ever
more areas. A curriculum that sets
out goals and content can help pro-
fessionals to make these choices.

To conclude

All over the world there is great in-
terest in issues regarding the edu-
cation of young children. In many
industrialised countries this interest
can be explained by the fact that,
because of parents or guardians are
occupied by day-time jobs, children
are entrusted to educators at child-
care centres who are ‘strangers'’. So,
they seek an environment for their
children in which they are given the
love and attention that they need in
order to grow up.

This interest can also be explained
by research on the development
of children which shows that early
and targeted stimulation and en-
couragement of children has an
effect on the quality of their devel-
opment. A targeted policy in the
field of early childhood education
fits in with the wish to prevent, at
an early stage, any delayed devel-
opment in children. A vision and
rationale on development is the
starting point for formulating pro-
posals for education. On the basis
of this vision one can work towards

S

goals, content and implementation.
The basic principle is that children
have the urge and possibility to de-
velop by themselves, and that this
development can only take place
in interaction with professionals
and the environment. For young
children, the aim is to develop the
content-related aspect of the cur-
riculum along the lines of subject
areas and education areas, with de-
velopment of competences as goal.
Activities are organised around
themes which are enriched from
various school disciplines. The ed-
ucation offering is characterised by
coherence, meaningful contexts,
ownership of learning processes
and active participation in assign-
ment of meaning. Use is made of
concrete materials as well as situ-
ations that are recognisable and
concrete for children. Play is en-
couraged. Professionals take a sys-
tematic approach and create space
for both planned and spontaneous-
ly occurring playing and learning
situations. The storyline approach
is a suitable form for educating
young children. This initiates the
step towards the thematising ap-
proach, which in turn contributes
to continuity in an ongoing learn-
ing and development pathway from
pre-school and Kindergarten to pri-
mary school.
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#= Norway

The road towards
anew Norwegian
Kindergarten

1 Which department/ministry does The Ministry of Education and Research
ECEC situnder?

2 What programs/settings exist for children  Kindergarten (“barnehage”) for children aged 0 to 5.

between the ages of 0-7? Primary school starts at age 6.
3 What percentage of children are in 93.4% of children between ages 1 to 5 attend ECEC centres (2021)
ECEC centers?

4 Link to national/local curriculum for ECEC  Click here for the national curriculum

Who is responsible for inspecting/ Municipalities conduct the monitoring of ECEC centres, but the
monitoring of ECEC? inspection of finances for private kindergartens is carried out at
the national level.
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NORWAY

The road towards
a new Norwegian
Kindergarten

ABSTRACT

Since the 1990s, Norwegian kindergartens have transformed from only
being available to some children, to being something all children from
the age of one have the right to. To achieve this, Norway introduced an
initiative called the Kindergarten Promotion Reform.

Parallel with the extensive expansion of the country's early education and
care sector, awareness of the importance of having high quality early
childhood education and care also increased. The issues no longer revolve
around just having enough places. In 2017, Norway adopted a new Frame-
work Plan for Kindergartens. The focus of this article is on the process of
drafting this document and on the results of an evaluation of how the
current framework plan has been implemented. The general finding of this
is that the Framework Plan for Kindergartens in Norway is now a familiar
and comprehensive document. The plan has gained broad support from
the early childhood education care sector.
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Introduction

In 1990, only 35 per cent of all children in
Norway aged between one and five attended
a kindergarten. By 2021, this had increased
to 93 per cent. That same year, the number
of one-year-olds in kindergarten totalled 79
per cent. These figures illustrate the extent of
the development seen in Norwegian kinder-
gartens over the last few decades. (All figures
sourced from Statistics Norway.)

In the early 2000s, there was unanimous agree-
ment across the Norwegian political spectrum
to provide all children aged one to five with
the opportunity to attend kindergarten; this
initiative has come to be known as the Kin-
dergarten Promotion Reform. In this reform,
private owners were assigned an important
role. Around 50 per cent of all children cur-
rently attend a private kindergarten, with the
other 50 per cent attending a municipality-
owned kindergarten (Norwegian Directorate
for Education and Training, 2021). Both sides
of the sector are funded by the state.

In this article, we'll take a closer look at how
the large-scale expansion and reforms of kin-
dergartens in Norway also led to changes in
how the kindergartens operate, specifically in
regard to their content and quality. In Norway,
enhancing quality of early childhood educa-
tion and care is vital in ensuring that children
can thrive and have the opportunity to play,
learn and develop.

The first section of this article will briefly out-
line Norwegian and Nordic policies on early
childhood education and care. We will then
outline how the proposal for a new Frame-
work Plan for Kindergartens in Norway was
met with criticism and objections during its ex-
tensive consultation period. The final version

100% 93%
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80%

62%

60%

40%

20%
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Figure 1: The proportion of children ages 1-5
who attend kindergarten in Norway. Source:
StatBank Norway

was better received. You will also be able to
read about how this engagement with the
new framework plan meant that there was a
considerable level of interest and participation
when the plan was eventually implemented.

Framework Plan for Kindergartens

Norway's first Framework Plan for Kindergartens
was adopted in 1996. It would later be revised
twice - first in 2006 and again in 2017. The
Framework Plan for Kindergartens defines the
content and duties of the kindergarten. It pro-
vides guidelines as to how the kindergarten’s
owners, head teachers, pedagogic leaders,
and all of the staff should work to ensure the
children receive high quality education and
care. The framework plan is therefore a core
governing document for ensuring quality in
all kindergartens. It also provides the child's
guardians with information about how the
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(( The Framework Plan for Kindergartens defines the
content and duties of the kindergarten. It provides
guidelines as to how the kindergarten's owners, head
teachers, pedagogic leaders, and all of the staff should
work to ensure the children receive high quality

education and care.

kindergarten is run, and their options when it
comes to contributing and participating. The
framework plan is a part of the Norwegian leg-
islation that all kindergartens must adhere to.

This article will first focus on the process of
drafting the Framework Plan for Kindergar-
tens currently in force, which was introduced
in 2017. We will also present the initial results
of a broad evaluation of how the framework
plan has been implemented. This is currently
being carried out by a research group at
NORCE - Norwegian Research Centre. The
main topic is how the most recent version of
the framework plan has been adopted by the
kindergarten sector (Homme et al., 2021).

Childhood has an intrinsic value

The first Kindergarten Act was introduced in
Norway in 1975. It served as a milestone in
the history of the Norwegian early childhood
education and care sector. From that point
on, kindergartens were promoted and prior-
itized (Korsvold, 2020). In 1995, the act was
amended. This amendment came about as
a result of major developments in the sec-
tor. There was a call to clarify the duties of
the kindergarten in regard to children, their
guardians and society as a whole. The pur-
pose of the act was to “safeguard children’s

opportunities for good development and activity
in close understanding and collaboration with
the home” (The Kindergarten Act, 1995).

When this act came into force in 1996, a new
decision was made that paved way for a new
framework plan to be drafted, this time in-
cluding the content and responsibilities of the
kindergarten.

The Kindergarten Act explicitly states that child-
hood has an intrinsic value and that kinder-
gartens must have a holistic approach when
it comes to the development of the child. The
kindergartens must, in collaboration and close
understanding with the home, safeguard the
children’s need for care and play, and pro-
mote learning and building as a basis for an
all-round development.

Both the Kindergarten Act and the Framework
Plan for Kindergartens were influenced by the
Nordic pre-school tradition. A fundamental as-
pect of this model is that care, play, formation
and learning must be understood in relation to
one another (Giaever & Tkachenko, 2020). The
Kindergarten Act also established that “Kin-
dergartens shall build on fundamental values
in the Christian and humanist traditions such as
respect for human dignity and nature, freedom
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of thought, compassion, forgiveness,
equality and solidarity. Kindergartens
shall also build on values which exist
in various religions and world views
and which are entrenched in human
rights law.”

Other important values empha-
sised in the Framework Plan are
that the kindergarten must “meet
the child's need for care, security,
belongingness and respect and en-
abling the children to participate in
and contribute to the community
are important values that shall be
reflected in kindergarten. Kinder-
gartens shall promote democracy,
diversity and mutual respect, equal-
ity, sustainable development, life
skills and good health”.

In addition to this, with special
rights extending to those of indig-
enous peoples, Norway has a par-
ticular responsibility to safeguard
Sami children’s rights and their
guardians' interests. Sami children
in kindergarten shall be supported
in preserving and developing their
language, sami tradition and cul-
ture, irrespective of where in Nor-
way they live. The content of the
kindergarten provision for Sami
children outside of the Sami region
must be adapted to the children’s
Sami background. All kindergar-
tens in Norway must contribute to
ensuring that children learn how
the Sami are Norway's indigenous
people and learn about Sami cul-
ture. This is enshrined in both the
Norwegian Constitution and the

ILO Convention, to which Norway
has acceded.

The kindergarten as part of the
educational system

Norway's first Framework Plan for
Kindergartens, introduced in 1996,
outlined the advantages of children
attending kindergarten. A positive
childhood, basic competencies,
knowledge, skills and attitudes were
included in this description.

At the turn of the century, more
political attention was directed at
the early childhood sector, specif-
ically through the aforementioned
Kindergarten Promotion Reform. A
large-scale development of kinder-
gartens was thus set in motion. This
Kindergarten Promotion Reform was
then followed by a review of the le-
gal measures pertaining to the sec-
tor, and growing attention around
the content and quality of Norway's
kindergartens.

In 2006, a new Kindergarten Act
came into force. The aim of the new
act was to improve conditions such
that the kindergarten could provide
better care and a good educational
component. In order to create uni-
ty and cohesion within schooling in
Norway, kindergartens were for-
mally integrated into the education
system. In the 2005 change of gov-
ernment, responsibility for kinder-
gartens was transferred from the
Ministry of Children and Families to
the Ministry of Education and Re-
search. The Minister of Education

W

\

and Research at the time, @ystein
Djupedal, stated that “the kindergar-
ten will now become a part of lifelong
learning, it will become a part of our
education provision, from kindergar-
ten to PhD" (Berge, 2017).

A new Framework Plan for Kinder-
gartens came into force in 2006. It
was smaller in scope than the first,
and yet still broad and vague in its
wording (@strem et al., 2009).

((asectorthat had
seen significant and
rapid developments,

OECD recommendations

The OECD's report on Norwegian
kindergarten policies Early Childhood
Education and Care Policy Review
NORWAY was published in 2015. The
report paints a picture of a sector
that had seen significant and rapid
developments, not least in regard
to its large-scale expansion of the
number of kindergarten places now
available across the country (Engel
et al., 2015).

The OECD also highlighted a num-
ber of areas in need of improve-
ment. For instance, the report noted
that it would be necessary to work
on developing professional skills
across the entirety of the Norwe-
gian kindergarten sector. The report

%
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further recommended introduc-
ing a staffing norm and minimum
qualifications for all employees in-
volved in direct pedagogical work
with children. The staffing norm
was later rolled out in 2018. The
norm states that there must be at
least one member of staff working
for every three children under the
age of three, and one member of
staff for every six children aged
three and over (The Kindergarten
Act, 2005). In addition to this, the
report stressed that the monitoring
of kindergartens had not been de-
fined to the extent necessary, and
that the roles of the different stake-
holders within the sector were not
adequately clarified either.

In Norway, briefings and propos-
als submitted to parliament by the
government, generally known as
white papers, are called Reports to
the Storting. In these reports, future
policies and amendments are put
forward. In Report to the Storting
no. 19 (2015-2016) Time for play and
learning, it was revealed that (1) not
all children in Norway experienced
a safe and inclusive care and learn-
ing environment in kindergarten.
(2) There were major variations in
pedagogical provision. (3) Many chil-
dren lacked adequate Norwegian
language skills when starting school.
(4) The provision for children with
special needs and requirements
was not good enough. (5) In addi-
tion, it was noted that the transfer
from kindergarten to school could
be better. In this report, the govern-

ment presented several of the main
challenges that needed to be over-
come in order to: develop the coun-
try's kindergarten sector, ensure it
is of high quality, and reduce dif-
ferences in quality between kinder-
gartens. The government offered a
series of suggestions for inclusion in
a new Framework Plan for Kinder-
gartens. One of its core objectives
was to guarantee that the content of
the framework plan would be more
clearly defined. It should provide
clear guidance on how kindergar-
tens should be run, thus ensuring
that the kindergarten sector would
be in a better position to fulfil its so-
cial mission.

Development of a new
framework plan

While Report to the Storting no. 19
(2015-2016) was being compiled,
work to prepare a new framework
plan was also set in motion. There
had been calls for a framework
plan that could act as a good edu-
cational resource, as well as a clear
governing document for the sector.

At this point in time, a lot of atten-
tion was being directed at the fact
that the quality of kindergartens
varied depending on where in the
country one lived. This was linked to
the major expansion of kindergar-
tens years earlier. It was therefore
important to formulate a frame-
work plan that could contribute to
levelling up quality among kinder-
gartens, and thus ensure the child's
right to high quality kindergarten

S

services. The work in revising the
plan meant formulating a frame-
work plan that was more clearly de-
fined than the existing act, and that
could go on to be used as a more
distinct governing tool and as a pos-
itive resource for those working in
the sector, both at the level of the
kindergarten owners, as well as by
the kindergarten itself.

The task of writing the new frame-
work plan fell to the Ministry of Ed-
ucation and Research, which had
also been given overall responsi-
bility for Norway's kindergarten
sector. The ministry established its
own reference group that would
contribute to the work.

Criticism from the sector

When a draft of the new framework
plan was presented in 2016, many
of those involved in the sector were
invited to put forward suggestions.
This included county governors,
municipalities, colleges and univer-
sities. On top of these, advocacy
groups for employees, guardians,
and kindergarten owners, as well as
organisations representing minori-
ty groups and indigenous peoples
were also asked to contribute. Allin
all, the ministry received around 600
responses. 15 consultation meet-
ings were held across the country,
attracting almost 4,000 attendees.
These resulted in a diverse range
of feedback.

During the consultation process,
certain parts of the draft for the

%
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new framework plan were met with signifi-
cant opposition. One such component that
received strong opposition was the proposal
to introduce language testing and individual
learning objectives for kindergarten-aged chil-
dren. Others wanted the role of play in the
kindergarten to be further reinforced, others
wanted to protect the kindergarten teachers’
freedom to choose their own method. Many
felt that the draft limited the kindergartens’
local room for manoeuvre, specifically regard-
ing their professional and educational work.

In addition to the critical feedback, a large
number of kindergarten employees also
mobilised in what became known as the
Kindergarten Uprising. Among this group, the
proposal to introduce language testing and
learning objectives had generated the strong-
est reactions. The uprising was concerned
with preserving the Nordic kindergarten
tradition, in which the role of play and the
intrinsic value of childhood are understood
as central concepts. The result of this pow-
erful mobilisation meant that a majority of
Norway's Members of Parliament backed the
demands of the protest group leading the

(( Following the revision,
play, fun and happiness
were given much
stronger emphasis.

Kindergarten Uprising. Consequently, the pro-
testors were listened to. In the final formu-
lation of the framework plan, the provision

to enforce a language norm was removed,
and play was further emphasised as a core
activity within the kindergarten.

Following the revision, play, fun and happi-
ness were given much stronger emphasis. In
light of the emphasis on play, learning and
care, the final draft of the framework plan
(2017) ended up including many of the same
objectives for these areas as were outlined in
the previous plans. The intention for this was
to ensure that the intrinsic value of childhood
was safeguarded.

However, it was still asserted that kinder-
gartens must work more with language.
The reasoning behind this was that having
a good grasp of language was important for
children to be able to actually participate in
play and be a part of the community. In ad-
dition to underlining the work on language,
it was stressed that the kindergarten must
focus more on preventing, stopping and deal-
ing with bullying. The same applied to work
on diversity, health and the transition from
kindergarten to school. Attention was fur-
ther directed towards the youngest children
as well, as many more were now attending
Norwegian kindergartens.

Overall, the new framework plan was more
concise and clear. The previous framework
plans had been far more wordy and broader
in their scope.

One of the aims of the current Framework
Plan for Kindergartens (2017) was to level up
the quality of all Norwegian kindergartens. By
improving the clarity of the framework plan,
it can then be used to a greater extent as a
governing tool and work resources for kin-
dergartens, for both owners and staff.
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In comparison to the previous framework
plans, one substantial change can be seen
in the fact that the new one is much clearer
regarding the responsibilities of the kinder-
garten. The role of the employees has been
clarified. The wording has shifted from what
they should do, to what they must do.

Clearer obligations, roles and tasks can be
achieved by clarifying who is responsible for
what in the kindergarten. The framework
plan further describes what tasks the head
teachers, kindergarten owners and pedagog-
ical leaders are responsible for.

The rights of the Sami are reinforced

In the 2017 framework plan, efforts to pro-
mote Sami-related content were further
bolstered. A separate plan was developed
in order to translate this work into results in
both Norwegian and Sami kindergartens. The
framework plan states that:

“Kindergartens shall highlight Sami
culture and help to ensure that the
children develop respect for and
solidarity with the diversity of Sami
culture.” It continues to note that the
“staff shall introduce the children to
Sami culture and the Sami way of

life and link the Sami perspective to
important dates and everyday life, art
and culture and culinary traditions.”

For Sami kindergartens and kindergartens
with their own Sami department, the frame-
work plan provides the following guidance:

“Sami kindergartens shall promote
the children’s Sami language skills,
strengthen their Sami identity, and
promote Sami values, culture and

traditions” and “Sami history and
cultural expressions such as duodji,
joik and storytelling shall form part of
the kindergarten content, adapted to
reflect the children’s age and stage of
development.”

Considerable interest and support
The draft of the new Framework Plan for
Kindergartens in Norway also garnered sig-
nificant engagement and debate. This meant
that when the final plan was published, it was
received with a great deal of interest.

The Norwegian Directorate for Education and
Training is responsible for bringing into effect
statutory national policies within the kinder-
garten sector. As a result, the Directorate took
on a central role in the implementation of the
new plan. As soon as the framework plan was
presented, the Directorate began work on dis-
seminating this information to the kindergar-
tens. One of the aspects of this initiative was
to send out printed versions of the plan to all
employees working in kindergartens across
Norway. This printed version was provided
in both of the written Norwegian languages
(Bokmal and Nynorsk), the three Sami lan-
guages and in English. To complement this, a
new webpage was also added to the Norwe-
gian Directorate for Education and Training's
own website, containing support materials.

Since 2018, the Norwegian Directorate for
Education and Training has worked on eval-
uating how and the extent to which the in-
troduction of the new framework plan has
changed the work carried out in kindergar-
tens, and which will continue to be evaluated
through to 2023. A research group at NORCE
has been tasked with conducting the evalu-
ation. This was set up as a major research
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(¢ Since 2018, the Norwegian Directorate
for Education and Training has worked on
evaluating how and the extent to which
the introduction of the new framework
plan has changed the work carried out in
kindergartens, and which will continue to
be evaluated through to 2023.

project over the five-year period.
It is the first time in Norway that
the introduction of a new Frame-
work Plan for Kindergartens has
been monitored to such an extent
(NORCE, 2022). Through this, the
national authorities will be able to
understand how the plan has been
received and how it is understood
and used in practice, by those work-
ing in and outside of the kindergar-
ten. The research questions guiding
the surveys are as follows:

* How do the central stake-
holder interpret the
objectives and intentions
of the revised framework
plan, and what are
their experiences of the
implementation process?

+ How do the parties work on
different levels in order to
implement the framework
plan?

+ How do the central parties
and kindergartens carry
out their work so that they

can include and safeguard
the rights of the Sami
people, as is set out in the
framework plan?

+ How do the central parties
and kindergartens facilitate
and ensure the transfer
of the child through the
different levels of education,
internally within the
kindergarten, and from the
kindergarten to the school?

Two national, quantitative surveys
were carried out. The first - the Mu-
nicipality Survey - was sent out to all
municipalities. The municipalities
function as the local kindergarten
authorities in Norway. The second -
the Head teacher survey - was aimed
at kindergarten head teachers for
the 2019/2020 academic year. Both
surveys will be replicated in 2022.
The quantitative analyses will pro-
vide the evaluation with repre-
sentative overviews of the general
conditions in the municipalities
and among the kindergarten head
teachers, when it comes to their

7

implementation of the framework
plan.

The Kindergarten Study is the most
comprehensive part of the evalua-
tion project, as it comprises of 19
kindergarten case studies. In this
project, key focus of the researchers
is to find out how the kindergartens
interpret and use the framework
plan in their day-to-day work.

The researchers also conducted
a Policy Study. The aim of this was
to understand the relationship be-
tween the different levels of the kin-
dergarten sector, specifically looking
at the kindergarten as a multi-level
system.

Although the evaluation will not
be complete before 2023, a pre-
liminary report for the project was
published in 2021, which contains
a selection of the findings to date
(Homme et al., 2021). A separate
sub-report on the parents’ evalua-
tions was published that same year
(Rydland & Christensen, 2021).

Thus far, the main conclusion is that
those who work in the kindergarten
- the head teachers, kindergarten
teachers, skilled workers and assis-
tants - hold a positive attitude of the
framework plan. They made signif-
icant efforts in implementing the
plan within the kindergartens them-
selves, especially in its first year. The
kindergarten employees generally
see the new framework plan as a
continuation and clarification of the

%
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previous plans, rather than feeling
that it includes any major chang-
es in content. However, some did
note that new areas have been
added to the plan. The employees
also report that the framework plan
is now a clearer governing tool. All
are familiar with the framework
plan and have used it in their work.
The evaluation shows, for example,
that 89 per cent of head teachers in-
cluded in the study have confirmed
that they have utilised the support
materials provided by the Norwe-
gian Directorate for Education and
Training to help with their work in
implementing the plan within the
kindergartens. This support mate-
rial is available on the Norwegian
Directorate for Education and Train-
ing's website.

A framework plan that has
become easier to use

The employees are satisfied with
the fact that the framework plan
(2017) has become much clearer in
regard to what they must do rath-
er than just guiding them on what
they should do. They conveyed that
this was a sign that the work they
do is being taken more seriously
and that the skilled labour required
to work with children has been
promoted through this framework
plan. According to the researchers,
the staff experience to a far greater
extent now that the work they do is
important to society.

The researchers also pointed out
that the kindergarten employees

are particularly pleased with the
fact that they still have room for
their own professional judgements.
The findings show that all groups
of staff reported that the current
plan is more accessible and easier
to use than the previous plans. This

({ The employees
are satisfied with
the fact that the
framework plan
(2017) has become
much clearerin
regard to what they
must do rather than
just guiding them on
what they should do.

has been attributed to the plan’s
layout and its simple language. It
is short and concise, and is easy to
fit in one’s bag or keep in front of
them on the office desk. Howev-
er, there is considerable variation
in how actively the kindergarten
employees use the framework in
their day-to-day work. This varies
depending on whether the frame-
work plan is being used actively in
the planning of their work, or if it is
mostly used to legitimise their own

S

practices retroactively. Some head
teachers more than others seem
to be more focused on ensuring
that the framework plan is a living
document and an important work
tool for all kindergarten employ-
ees. However, others seemed more
concerned with ensuring that the
planis first and foremost instilled in
the kindergartens through the work
they carry out as head teachers and
pedagogical leaders.

The head teachers and pedagog-
ical leaders have taken on a vital
role in the work required to bring
the framework plan to life. A ma-
jority of the head teachers noted
that the work in implementing the
framework plan has to a great ex-
tent characterised the day-to-day
life of the kindergarten. They have
paid significant attention to ensur-
ing that the overall message of the
plan has been received by all em-
ployees. Yet, the head teachers do
not grant equal priority to all sub-
ject areas laid out in the framework
plan. When a clear variation exists
regarding the choice of which areas
of the plan to prioritise, this can of-
ten be traced back to the initiatives
of the municipality or the state.

The evaluation has shown that the
municipalities, as owners of the
public kindergartens, report that
they have had their responsibility
and role within the sector enforced.
This means that they now have
more opportunities to intervene in
the work of the kindergartens than

%
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they had before. It is the munici-
palities that carry out the supervi-
sion of both municipal and private
kindergartens. A number of them
noted certain challenges relating to
conducting such supervision of the
kindergartens, mainly as a result of
the framework plan. The research-
ers who were tasked with evaluat-
ing the framework plan believe that
the supervision of kindergartens is
still not sufficiently defined, and
that the roles of the various par-
ties involved in this have not been
adequately clarified.

Sami rights

The owners, head teachers and
kindergarten employees alike state
that the framework plan has given
the Sami content and their obliga-
tions toward the Sami people more
attention. Many note, however, that
they do not have sufficient compe-
tence in this area.

In Sami kindergartens specifically,
the staff experience that, despite
the considerable engagement, it is
more of a challenge to work with
the Sami language than it is with
the Sami culture. This can mainly
be attributed to a lack of resources.
Indeed, it is rather difficult to find
competent kindergarten teachers
who are adept in the Sami language
in Norway.

Conclusion

In this article, we have taken a closer
look at how the large-scale expan-
sion of the provision of kindergarten

services in Norway led to changes
in how the kindergartens operate,
specifically in regard to their content
and quality. Norwegian kindergar-
tens have transformed from only
being available to select groups of
children, to being something all chil-
dren from the age of one have the
right to. The article also examines
the process surrounding the design
of the new framework plan for kin-
dergartens (2017), which garnered
a huge level of commitment and in-
terest in the Norwegian kindergar-
ten sector. Finally, the article looks
at the findings from the evaluation
of the implementation of the frame-
work plan for kindergartens.

The evaluation shows that the
framework plan is well-known in kin-
dergartens and serves as a compre-
hensive document that is supported
by various stakeholders involved in
the kindergarten sector. The values
outlined within the plan are widely
accepted, both in and outside the
sector. Furthermore, the evalua-
tion shows that staff and owners
are satisfied with the fact that the
framework plan is now much clearer
on what they must do and no longer
just gives guidance as to what they
should do.

At the same time, there are some
challenges. For instance, some
stakeholders point out that it is
still difficult to conduct supervi-
sion on the basis of the framework
plan. Norway also has the largest
indigenous Sami population in the

\A

world, and the Sami have certain
rights as an indigenous people.
The evaluation shows that although
owners, head teachers and kinder-
garten staff alike experience that
this framework plan has given Sami
content more attention, many staff
members feel they have too little
expertise in this area.

Finally, the evaluation shows how
the framework plan affects the
day-to-day running of kindergar-
tens. Head teachers have empha-
sized that the message of the plan
has been received by all members
of staff. Personnel convey that the
framework plan is a useful peda-

(( The framework
plan affects the day-
to-day running of
kindergartens.

gogical tool that gives them consid-
erable room for manoeuvre. This
serves as a good starting point for
future work.

Here you can find the framework
plan for kindergartens in both Eng-

lish and Norwegian.
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M Serbia

Review of the quality
assurance process for the
work in pre-school institutions
in the educational system of

the Republic of Serbia . ..~
1

S
7

1 Which department/ministry does Ministry of Education, Science and Technological Development
ECEC situnder?

2 What programs/settings exist for children  Early childhood educational development (ECED) programmes:
between the ages of 0-7? from age 6 months to 3 years old;
Kindergarten: aged 3 to 6 years old
One year preschool programme: aged 6 to 7
Primary school: Children must be aged between 6.5 and 7.5
years old on 1st September of the year they are to start school.

3 What percentage of children are in 1) 55.5% coverage of children from 6 months to 6.5 years
ECEC centers? 2) 96.4% coverage of children on the compulsory preschool
programme

4 Link to national/local curriculum for ECEC  Click here for the national curriculum

Who is responsible for inspecting/ Responsibility for inspecting/monitoring ECEC is held by the
monitoring of ECEC? Ministry of Education, Science and Technological Development.
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work in pre-school
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Republic of Serbia

ABSTRACT

In this paper, we present the concept of quality assurance in pre-
school institutions in the Republic of Serbia. Quality assurance and
evaluation of pre-school institutions is achieved through the process
of external evaluation and self-evaluation. Both processes are regu-
lated by law (Rulebook: Standards of quality of work of institutions
(2018), Rulebook: Evaluation of quality of work of institutions (2019)).

In the second part of this paper, we present an evaluation proce-
dure of pre-school institutions and the process of self-evaluation,
developed and implemented on an appropriate sample in 2019,
through the project “Inclusive pre-school education”. This project is
being implemented in Serbia by the Ministry of Education, Science
and Technological Development (MoESTD - Serbia) with the support
of the World Bank and resulted in appropriate conclusions being
made regarding the process of self-evaluation, as well as a better
understanding of the current situation in pre-school institutions in
the Republic of Serbia. Thus, the educational system of the Republic
of Serbia received suitable guidelines and a direction to take, in order
to improve the quality of the nation’s pre-school education.

Keywords: pre-school education, quality assurance, evaluation,
self-evaluation.
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1. Introduction

In this paper, we focus on the state of pre-
school education in the Republic of Serbia
and the quality assurance system in place for
this sector. Pre-school education is the first
level in the educational system in the Repub-
lic of Serbia, representing the basis for the
development of key educational competen-
cies and thus ensuring the continuity of one’s
education and lifelong learning. Considering
the fact that the first Serbian pre-school in-
stitution opened in Subotica in 1844 and the
first Serbian kindergarten followed in VrSacin
1881, the development of pre-school educa-
tion in our country has clearly had a long tra-
dition. Today, every municipality has its own
pre-school institution, which usually includes
several kindergartens. Pre-school education
institutions are financed by either: the state
budget, the budget of the local governments
or other legal and private entities. Children
up to 3 years of age attend nurseries within
the Pre-school institution (PI), while children
aged 3to 5.5 attend kindergartens. One year
before starting primary school, children at-
tend a compulsory and free four-hour Pre-
paratory Pre-school Programme (PPP) for
nine months.

The Law on Pre-school Education (2010)
brought about an important change - it en-
visions equal rights and access to pre-school
education for every child, with children from
vulnerable groups having priority when it
comes to enrolment. The strategy for 2030
for the development and improvement of
education in the Republic of Serbia contin-
ues the work on the goal set in the previous
strategy for the coverage of the provision of
pre-school education - that of ensuring the
enrolment of 75% of all children aged 3 to 5.
Current data shows that only about 50% of

this age group attend pre-school education.
This rate is significantly lower among some
of the vulnerable groups, such as Roma chil-
dren or children with disabilities. The analysis
of the current situation shows that there is
insufficient awareness among citizens about
the educational significance of pre-school
education, mainly as it is still considered as
more of a “childcare system"” for children of
pre-school age, rather than as part of the
wider education system.

The main goals of pre-school education are
to: support the overall development and
well-being of pre-school children, comple-
ment the educational function of the family,
further education and inclusion in the com-
munity, develop the child’s potential as a pre-
requisite for further growth and contribute to
progress within society.

« Full-day care - from 9 to 12 hours a
day

+ Half-day care and preparatory pre-
school programme - 4 hours a day

« Half-day care - up to 6 hours a day

+ Half-day care - up to 6 hours a day,
up to three times a week

+ Several days continuous care
- longer than 24 hours, where
children take part in excursions
and recreational classes that are
organized in preschool institution. In
some preschool institutions, this also
will include overnight stays for some
children

The preparatory pre-school programme is
intended for children in the year before they
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start school. It has been a manda-
tory component of the Republic
of Serbia education system since
the 2006/2007 school year, and it
lasts for 4 hours a day for at least 9
months. The programme is provided
in pre-school institutions and in pri-
mary schools and is free of charge.

Since 2018, new basics for the pro-
gramme of pre-school education,
called Years of Rising, has been
successively introduced in all of the
country’s pre-school institutions. The
basics consist of a unique conceptu-
al framework for the development
of educational programmes for chil-
dren, from kindergarten to school.
They aim to support the welfare of
the child and their overall develop-
ment and emphasise:

* The importance of
relationships as a
motivating factor in child
development and learning

+ The importance of space,
as an inspiring, stimulating
and provocative learning
environment

+ The importance of play,
as a way for a child to
access activities, creatively
process and expand their
experiences, build their
identity and relationships,
and acquire new knowledge
and important life skills

* Anintegrated approach
to learning, through
developing topics/projects

with the children. In

this way, children are
encouraged to engage in
certain topics and projects
that are meaningful and
challenging for them to
explore. An integrated
approach to learning and
development is based on
the connected experience
of what the child does and
experiences in situations
that are meaningful to him,
and not through separate
contents and individual
activities related to
individual educational areas
or aspects of development

« Co-operation with the
family and the local
community

This article will first explore key is-
sues in quality assurance and eval-
uation in Serbian pre-schools. Then,
we will go into further detail about
a study on external evaluation, con-
ducted in 2020. Special attention in
this paper is paid to the practice of
self-evaluation in pre-school institu-
tions as self-evaluation encourages
the improvement of one’s own work
and also puts the employee in an
active role in the work and develop-
ment of the institution. We will de-
scribe the methods, summarise the
results, and discuss the key findings
of the study. Finally, we will conclude
with a discussion on the process of
improving the quality of pre-school
education.

2. Background

Quality assurance for the work
carried out by these institutions is
regulated by Article 49 of the Law
on the Fundamentals of the Edu-
cation System (“Official Gazette of
RS", no. 88 / 2017-3, 27 / 2018-3,
other laws, 27 / 2018-22, etc.) and
implies external evaluation of the
institutions’ quality of work and
self-evaluation. Both processes are
strictly defined and legally regu-
lated through appropriate bylaws.
The firstis the Rulebook: Standards
of quality of work of institutions
(2018), and the second is the Rule-
book: Evaluation of quality of work
of institutions (2019). The former
defines four basic areas of quality
in pre-school institutions, cover-
ing: educational work, support for
children and families, professional
learning community, and manage-
ment and organisation. These areas
are broken down into 64 indicators
that elaborate the assessment cri-
teria for the quality of work. The fi-
nal document regulates the bodies
within the institution and defines
the procedures for: monitoring
the implementation of educational
programmes, other forms of educa-
tional work, the basics and criteria
for self-evaluation and general eval-
uation, the content and manner of
publishing results of self-evaluation,
and the quality of work.

The first external evaluation of the
quality of work carried out by pre-
school institutions began in 2013.
In accordance with the bylaws, the

%
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Area Standard
Educational standard_1_1 The physical environment encourages children’'s learning and development.
work standard _1_2 The social environment encourages children's learning and development.
standard _1_3 Planning and programming of educational work is in the function of supporting children’s
learning and development.
Supporting standard _2_1 The institution is a safe and secure environment.
?h”{.‘Ire" and  gandard 2 2 The institution respects diversity, and respects the rights and needs of children and
amilies

families.
standard 2 3 The institution cooperates with the family and the local community.
standard _3 1

Professional The institution encourages professional communication.

learning standard _3_2 The institution cultivates a climate of trust and togetherness.
community - L C

standard _3_3 A culture of self-evaluation is developing in the institution.

standard 3 4 The institution is a place of continuous change, learning and development.

standard 3 5 The institution represents professional public action and activism in the community. Table 1. Areas
Management standard 4 1 Planning the work of the institution is in the function of its development. and standards for
and standard _4 2 The organisation of the work of the institution is efficient and effective. evaluating the quality

organisation of work of pre-school

institutions

standard _4_3 The management of the director is in the function of improving the work of the institution.

standard 4 4 The leadership of the director enables the development of the institution.

evaluation results are presented
annually, and then a comprehen-
sive presentation of the results
prepared in the form of a report is
published following completion of
the first evaluation cycle, after four
years of implementation in the pre-
school institutions. The evaluation
reports are available on the web-
site of the Institute for Education
Quality and Evaluation (www.ceo.
gov.rs) in the section related to the
evaluation of the quality of work of
institutions.

2.1. External evaluation

Evaluation of the quality of work
carried out by such institutions is
based on certain quality standards.
Standards and indicators that de-
scribe quality practices form a qual-
ity framework that covers all aspects
of life and work in pre-school. Are-
as of quality contain a number of
standards that refer to statements
of quality practice or the condi-
tions in which they can be achieved.
Standards are described by indi-

definitions, describing the minimal
requirements for the standard to be
achieved, and that can be used to
assess whether or not, and to what
extent, the institution has been suc-
cessful. These standards and indi-
cators are not isolated statements,
but are systematically integrated
to describe the picture of quality in
certain areas of life and work within
the institution. External evaluation
procedures anticipate that after
each evaluation cycle, standards
and indicators are revised, and the
entire external evaluation system
is continuously improved. The new
Rulebook: Standards of quality of work
of institutions (“Official Gazette of RS
- Education Gazette”, No. 14 of Au-
gust 2, 2018) defines 4 areas, divided
into 15 standards and 64 indicators,
for quality to be assessed.

External evaluation is initiated from
the system level and concerns the
verification and direction of the insti-
tution’s work. It is undertaken to: en-
sure that the pre-school institution

sure accessibility and equality in ed-
ucation and meets the needs of its
users. Itis therefore aimed at obtain-
ing data that should answer several
questions, and above all whether:
the results meet the requirements
of the education system, the invest-
ed resources are used adequately,
and users are satisfied with the ser-
vice. The process of external eval-
uation of pre-school institutions is
carried out by educational advisors
from the Ministry, and if necessary,
representatives of the Institute for
Education Quality and Evaluation.
External evaluators have mastered
the mandatory training programme
and use a unique package of instru-
ments. This ensures uniformity and
quality of processes and products,
as well as objectivity and reliability
of an assessment that can evaluate
the quality of work of the institution.
In addition, these regulations specify
the requirements for communica-
tion with institutions and deadlines,
which ensures transparency of the
procedure and publicity of the work

cators in the form of operational achieves its educational goals, en- of external evaluators. After the
-
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evaluation, the team of evaluators prepares
a report on the external evaluation of the pre-
school institution. This report contains a quan-
titative component (assessment of the general
quality of the work of the institution and an
assessment of the achievement of the levels
of each standard), as well as a narrative com-
ponent (description of the established factual
situation by area). The institution has the right
to object to the external evaluation procedure,
but not to the evaluation itself. In the period
leading up to the next external evaluation, the
pre-school institution must implement an ac-
tion plan for improvement, based on the re-
sults of the previous external evaluation.

2.2. Self-evaluation

Unlike the external evaluation, self-evalu-
ation is a procedure conducted within the
pre-school institution. It should lead to im-
provements within the institution and mo-
tivation to ensure a higher quality of work
“from within” thus putting the institution
in a particularly active role. The practice of
self-evaluation in our educational system
is not new; in fact, it formally dates back to
2005 in schools, and 2006 in pre-school insti-
tutions but informally, this tradition can be
traced back even earlier, as many employees
in the education sector have long worked to
improve their own practices based on self-in-
sight. The Rulebook on competence standards
of professional associates in pre-school institu-
tions and their professional development (“Of-
ficial Gazette of RS - Education Gazette”, No.
3/21), provides one of the starting points for
the process of self-evaluation. Defining the
standard of competencies of a ‘profession-
al associate’ creates preconditions for being
able to work on developing the quality of
pre-school education through coordinated
action on a wider scale within the education

7

system as a whole, as well as within the pre-
school institution and the individual plan for
professional development for the profession-
al associate themselves, specifically when it
comes to developing defined competencies.
The competences of the professional associ-
ate are divided into the following skill areas:

1. Strategic (development) planning
and monitoring of pre-school
practice

2. Co-operation and togetherness

3. Development of reflective practice in
the pre-school

4. Development of quality in a real
programme

5. Own professional activity and
professional development

Self-evaluation is a process carried out by the
institution that provides the education provi-
sion. It is a process that puts the institution
in an active role and leads to a strengthening
of its activities, by encouraging the improve-
ment of quality from within. In the process
of self-evaluation, the professional associate
must answer three key questions: How good
is our institution and each kindergarten indi-
vidually? How do we know that? What needs
to be done to make it even better? Thereis a
basic philosophy that states that those who
participate in the life and work of the kin-
dergarten are best able to answer questions
on how good their kindergarten is and what
needs to be done to make it even better.

The data obtained through the self-evalua-
tion and external evaluation processes en-
able a redefining of the development plan
of the pre-school institution, which contains
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methods and procedures for achieving short-
term and long-term goals, as well as monitor-
ing and evaluating implementation.

In order to achieve the best results, it is nec-
essary that all involved in these processes
“speak the same language”. This means us-
ing the same evaluation criteria that all par-
ticipants in the evaluation are familiar with,
that being the use of uniform standards for
the processes of self-evaluation and external
evaluation for pre-school institutions.

The ultimate purpose of the professional’s
self-evaluation is for children to receive the
highest quality care, nutrition, preventive
health measures, social protection and edu-
cation. The process of self-evaluation makes
sense only when it benefits the children, but
it is also advantageous in that it contributes
to the well-being of employees, by encour-
aging good practice, supporting them in rec-
ognising their own skills and expertise, and
by enabling them to learn together and de-
velop professionally. This is only possible in
a constant process of reviewing the quality
of their own practice and planning further
work based on the results of that review.
Reflective practice and the exchange of ex-
periences among colleagues is important for
joint learning that can then lead to further
development and the formation of a profes-
sional learning community.

3. Method

The Ministry of Education, Science and Tech-
nological Development is responsible for the
implementation of the “Inclusive Pre-school
Education” project, which will be completed
by the end of 2022. The overall goal of the
project is to improve the accessibility, quality
and equity of the country's pre-school educa-

tion, especially for children from vulnerable
social groups. The methodology of external
evaluation was chosen for the project, in or-
der to monitor the achievement of the de-
velopment goal in the context of quality. In
order to support the full implementation of

(( The overall goal of the
project is to improve the
accessibility, quality and
equity of the country’s
pre-school education,
especially for children
from vulnerable social
groups.

the revised system of monitoring and eval-
uating of the quality of work of pre-school
institutions, it was necessary to define state-
ments that describe the achievement of indi-
cators at levels 2 and 4 and to create auxiliary
instruments for assessing the performance
of said indicators. In the process of external
evaluation, the level of achievement for each
standard is determined, with levels 1 and 2
indicating an unfulfilled standard, and levels
3 and 4 confirming an achieved standard.
The quality standards for pre-school institu-
tions are set so that they meet the new re-
quirements of the Year of Rising programme.
During 2020, an external evaluation of 25%
of pre-school institutions in the Republic of
Serbia was conducted.
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(¢ The work of pre-school institutions is evaluated in relation

to the achievement of 15 standards, divided into 4 areas:
educational work, support for children and families, professional
learning community and management and organisation.

3.1. Sample

The final sample consisted of 25 in-
stitutions (15.43% of the total num-
ber of state pre-school institutions).
Within the selected institutions, li-
censed evaluators: evaluated 190
facilities; surveyed 1,645 parents
and 1,099 educators; and conduct-
ed several interviews in each facility
with employees and management of
the pre-schools, and with represent-
atives from the local communities.
The number of interviewees varied
from facility to facility, primarily de-
pending on the size of the facility.

As a basis for stratification, we used
the region, the type of settlement
(urban-rural area) and the size of
the institution (determined by the
number of employees and the ex-
tent to which the institution will be
involved in training). The region,
type of settlement and size of the
institution are included in the strat-
ification in order to sample areas of
different levels of development and
thus increase representativeness.

3.2. Instruments

The Standards Assessment Instru-
ment is the main instrument used
by evaluators in assessing the qual-
ity of work provided by the pre-
school and consists of 64 indicators,

divided across 4 areas. For each of
the indicators, descriptions for the
2nd and 4th level (from below aver-
age to excellent) of achievement of
the indicators have been addition-
ally developed in order to increase
the objectivity and validity of the as-
sessment. Thus, when the Standard
Assessment Instrument is referred
to in this text, we are referring to a
list of 64 indicators for which a rat-
ing is given by a licensed evaluator
on a scale of 1 to 4 (with detailed
descriptions for levels 2 and 4).

In addition to the basic instrument,
several smaller subscales have
been created for parents and em-
ployees which will serve as auxiliary
instruments for licensed evaluators
to assess the performance of indi-
vidual indicators. These additional
subscales will be referred to below
as ancillary instruments.

As a third aid, a guide for interviews
and focus groups with parents,
pre-school staff and local commu-
nity representatives has also been
developed. The guide was created
to assess several indicators where
the need to use such techniques
was identified (interviews, focus
groups, etc.) in order to gain a more
complete insight into: the degree of

realisation of the indicators and the
perspective of various actors (par-
ents, employees, local community
representatives).

3.3. The course of research and
method for data processing

The achievement of the indicators
was assessed in relation to the de-
scriptions of levels 2 and 4 provided
in the instrument itself, alongside
each of the indicators. The scores
for the indicators were assigned as
follows:

* Indicator is graded with 4
only if all items listed in the
description of that level
have been met

+ Indicator is graded with
3if all items liste in the
description of level 2 and
only some listed in the
description of level 4 are met

+ Indicator is graded with 2
if all or almost all items
from the level 2 description
have been met

+ Indicator is graded with 1
where none of the items
have been met or only a
part of the items from the
description of level 2 have
been met

%

CIDREE YEARBOOK 2022 - Country - Serbia

150

G



7

Area 1: Educational work

Area 2: Supporting children and families
Area 3: Professional learning community
Area 4: Management and organisation

According to the existing system
of external evaluation, the work of
pre-school institutions is evaluated
in relation to the achievement of
15 standards, divided into 4 are-
as: educational work (3 standards),
support for children and families
(3 standards), professional learn-
ing community (5 standards) and
management and organisation (4
standards). In order to detect po-
tential strengths and weaknesses
of the pre-school education system,
we tested differences regarding
the degree to which the different
standards in different areas had
been fulfilled, using a one-factor
analysis of variance for repeated
measurements.

4. Results

When testing the differences be-
tween the areas, the analysis
showed that there are, in fact, sig-
nificant differences (F = 33.072; df
=3.567; p<0.01; n2 = 0.149). Based
on Shidak’s subsequent tests, sig-
nificant differences were detected
between the third area and the oth-
er areas, and slightly smaller differ-
ences between the first two areas.
In Table 11 and Figure 3 we can see
the extent of the differences, in that
the highest level of achievement is
in the first area (educational work),
and the lowest is in the third (pro-

Average Standard deviation Sample
2.527 0.505 190
2419 0.434 190
2.298 0.472 190 Table 2. AVerGge values
for the standard grades,
2.492 0.467 190 for all 4 given areas
fessional learning community). largely recognised, such as reflec-

The level to which the institutions
achieved quality in the second (sup-
port for children and families) and
fourth (management and organi-
sation) areas therefore ranked in
the middle, but were closer to the
first than the third. The extent of
the difference can be considered
high as n2 exceeds the value of
0.14, but given that this is close to
the limit, we can say that it ranks in
the “medium to highly pronounced
category”. Thus, the lowest ranking
area in terms of the level to which
the standards have been achieved
is the area of the professional learn-
ing community, and the differences
are relatively great. In this area,
the requirements defined by the
new Standards of Competences
for the profession of educator and
their professional development are

tive practice, professional learning
community, activism, profession-
al public action and the like. So,
the result in this area shows that
in their future development, pre-
school institutions should focus
strengthening the professional
learning community as this is an
area where there is most scope and
need for improvement.

When testing the differences be-
tween individual standards, the
analysis also presented signifi-
cant differences (F = 60.756; df =
14.2646; p <0.01; n2 = 0.243). Based
on Shidak's subsequent tests, sig-
nificant differences were detected
between the 4 groups of stand-
ards. In Table 2 and Figure 1 we can
see that the differences in level of
achievements are minimal:

§

level of achievement
§

§

0.00

Figure 1. Graph showing
the average values of the
grades for the standards
for all 4 areas

area
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The highest level of achievement was in
standard 2 from the first area (1.2. Social en-
vironment encourages learning and develop-
ment of children) and standard 4 from area
4 (4.4. Leadership of the director enables
the development of the institution). Given
that indicator 1.2. refers primarily to interac-
tions and building relationships of trust and
cooperation between children and adults, it
is expected to rank highly. Apart from the
evaluator’s direct insight into the education-
al practice, fellow educators and parents are
usually very satisfied with the attitude of ed-
ucators towards the children. They confirm
this in their statements:

* Good relations between children are
nurtured

« Positive relations are nurtured in all
groups

+ Children come to the kindergarten
with enthusiasm

* The attitude of educators towards
children is good

+ Educators work hard and are
dedicated to children

« Good relations between children are
nurtured and friendship continues
outside the kindergarten

« The atmosphere is pleasant and
professional

« lItis recognised that relations
between employees are extremely
good

* They work as a team

« They cooperate, plan together

Standard 4.4. which refers to the leadership

activities of directors, supports the notion
that the directors are recognised as bearers
of change and development. In addition to
this, the evaluators agree that most directors
- with their various approaches and profes-
sional attitudes - significantly influence the at-
mosphere in the team, as well as the fact that
they are key when it comes to connecting the
institution with other local institutions in order
to ensure the welfare of the children. Several
examples from the interviews carried out with
the employees and parents support this:

Management and organisation is an
area that educators view positively.
They decide to work in teams
according to their affinities. They are
involved in the project in the same
way. They are also satisfied with

the director’s digital equipment and
professional development. The director
is the one who initiates, motivates
through praise, awards trips, and
participates in professional gatherings.
The director contributed with their
engagement to make the municipality
more open and provide stronger
support to the pre-school institution.

These, however, were followed by sever-
al standards with a slightly lower level of
achievement, namely those of: standard 1
in area 1 (1.1. Physical environment encour-
ages learning and development of children),
standard 1 in area 2 (2.1. The institution is a
safe and secure environment), standard 2 in
area 2 (2.2. The institution respects diversi-
ty, respects the rights and needs of children
and families), standard 2 in area 3 (3.2. The
institution cultivates climate of trust and to-
getherness), standard 5 in area 3 (3.5. The
institution represents professional public
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Area standard

Standard Sampl
Average deviation e

standard _1_1 The physical environment encourages children's learning and development 24557 0.60627 190
standard _1_2 The social environment encourages children's learning and development 27925 051718 190
standard _1_3 Planning and programming of educational work is in the function of 23339 0.51930 190
supporting children's learning and development
standard _2_1 The institution is a safe and secure environment 25360 0.55389 190
standard _2_2 The institution respects diversity, respects the rights and needs of children and 2.4614  0.45400 190
families
standard _2_3 The institution cooperates with the family and the local community 22616 046144 190
standard _3_1 The institution encourages professional communication 23102 049115 190
standard _3_2 The institution cultivates a climate of trust and togetherness 24189 051146 190
standard _3_3 A culture of self-evaluation is developing in the institution 2.0260 0.58058 190
standard _3_4 The institution is a place of continuous change, learning and development 22582 0.58336 190
standard _3_5 The institution represents professional public action and activism in the 24811 051179 190
community
standard _4_1 Planning the work of the institution is in the function of its development 23156 0.51978 190
Z\-(V':I’ISg-:. values standard _4_2 The organisation of the work of the institution is efficient and effective 24989 0.49370 190
of the level of standard _4 3 jl'he‘ ma.nagement of the director is in the function of improving the work of the 2.4474  0.50808 190
achievement for institution
15 standards standard _4 4 The leadership of the director enables the development of the institution 2.7075 0.59267 190

action and activism in communi-
ty), standard 2 from area 4 (4.2.
Organisation of the work of the in-
stitution is efficient and effective)
and standard 3 from area 4 (4.3.
Management of the director is in
the function of improving the work
of the institution). The standards
noted above relate to safety and
security, respect for diversity, the
climate within the institution, and
concerns regarding aspects of kin-
dergarten life that have been recog-
nised in recent years as priorities of
educational institutions.

From the interviews with the par-
ents, it was understood that most
of them have confidence in the
educators - for example, they con-
sider them competent in success-
fully resolving conflicts between
the children. Since the evaluations
of these standards are based on
the theoretical average - around
2.5 - we can say that their level of

achievement is mediocre, meaning
that they contain approximately the
same number of positive and nega-
tive evaluations. There is, therefore,
certainly room for improvement in
these areas, regarding everything
from encouraging more meaningful
parental involvement to introducing
activities that support socio-emo-
tional learning and development.

The third group consists of stand-
ards of even lower achievement,
namely standard 3 from area 1
(1.3. Planning and programming of
educational work is in the function
of support the children’s learning
and development), standard 3 from
area 2 (2.3. Institution cooperates
with family and the local commu-
nity), standard 1 from area 3 (3.1.
Institution encourages professional
communication), standard 4 from
area 3 (4.3. Institution is a place
of continuous change, learning
and development), and standard 1

from area 4 (4.1. Planning the work
of the institution is in the function
of its development). Standards re-
lated to the planning of different
areas show us that planning itself is
still not accepted as an important
mechanism for supporting chil-
dren's development and improving
work, but rather as an imposed
obligation often approached for-
mally. Consulting with the children,
and encouraging parental initiative
and involvement in planning is still
not a common practice in kinder-
gartens. In addition, in relation to
the cooperation with parents and
the local community, it is clear that
there is a lack of stronger support
for parents’ initiatives and minimal
use of existing resources in the lo-
cal environment.

The lowest level of achievement can
be seen in standard 3 from area 3
(3.3. A culture of self-evaluation
is developing in the institution).

%
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Figure 2: Graph showing the average values

of the level of achievement of 15 standards

This data tells us that the culture
of self-evaluation has not yet tak-
en root in kindergartens, and that
this is usually approached formally,
without insight into the importance
of self-evaluation when it comes to
the development and improvement
of the quality of the institution as a
whole. In order to make the institu-
tion a place of continuous learning,
improvement and development, ar-
eas that need special attention are
therefore: reviewing and reflecting
on one's own practices, the culture
of dialogue, the exchange of experi-
ences, constructive communication
as a basis for critical review, and the
recognition of one's own strengths
and weaknesses as a starting point
for being able to develop a plan to
improve the quality of work.

The extent of the difference can be
considered quite high in this case,
as n2 exceeds the value of 0.14
(N2 = 0.243). The standard rank-
ing at the lowest grade, meaning

the lowest level of achievement, is
therefore standard 3 from area 3
(A culture of self-evaluation is de-
veloping in the institution), and the
highest level of achievement is seen
in both standard 2 from area 1 (The
social environment encourages chil-
dren’s learning and development)
and standard 4 from area 4 (The
leadership of the director enables
the development of the institution).

If we look at the lowest ranking
standards in more detail (those that
ranked in the lower two groups),
we can see that these are mostly
standards related to: support for
learning and development, profes-
sional communication and coop-
eration with the family and local
community, and the development
of self-evaluation culture. In light
of this, we can thus draw the con-
clusion that these areas should be
worked on in order to further im-
prove the quality of work carried
out by pre-school institutions.

S

5. Discussion

The level of achievement of the
standards differed from area to
area, with the highest level of
achievement in the first area (ed-
ucational work), and the lowest
in the third (professional learning
community). The second (support
for children and families) and the
fourth area (management and or-
ganisation) ranked between the first
and the third in terms of the level
of achievement of their standards,
but measured somewhat closer to
the first:

1. Area 1: Educational work:
2.527

2. Area 2: Supporting children
and families:
2.419

3. Area 3: Professional
learning community:
2.298

4. Area 4: Management and
organisation:

2.492
When it comes to differences
between individual standards -

meaning the difference measured
in the level of achievement- four
categories have been singled out.
It is shown that the lowest lev-
el of achievement was reported
in standard 3 from area 3 (The
institution develops a culture of
self-evaluation), and the highest
level of achievement was seen in
both standard 2 from area 1 (Social
environment encourages learning

%
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and child development) and stand-
ard 4 from area 4 (Leadership of
directors enables the development
of the institution). In general, the
lowest ranking standards relate
to development support, commu-
nication (professional and family)
and evaluation, and work should
be done to further improve the
quality of pre-school work in these
contexts.

Significant differences were ob-
served between the regions, but
only for the assessments of eval-
uators and educators, who gave
mostly lower grades to facilities
from Southeast Serbia, and higher
grades to facilities from Vojvodina
and Belgrade. In addition to this,
the evaluators gave higher grades
to the facilities in urban settle-
ments, while the educators gave
higher grades in the opposite di-
rection, grading facilities in rural
settlements higher. When it comes
to the phase in which the institu-
tion becomes obliged to implement
the new programme concept, and
when it receives support in the
process, evaluators gave the low-
est marks to facilities planned for
the third phase of project involve-
ment’, and parents gave slightly
lower marks to facilities planned
for the second phase. Yet, educa-
tors gave higher marks to facilities
from the second phase than to oth-
ers. Here, as well as with the type
of settlement, a slightly different

tendency presents itself in the as-
sessments of educators, compared
to the assessments of the evalua-
tors and parents. Evaluators have
systematically given higher ratings
to facilities that represent the core
of change, which is somewhat ex-
pected.

The results obtained show the lev-
el of quality being provided in the
work of pre-school institutions in
Serbia at the beginning of the pro-
ject and that the instruments cre-
ated for this purpose show very
good or even excellent psychomet-
ric characteristics. Based on these
findings, it will be possible to: mon-
itor the realisation of the project’s
development goal, evaluate the
degree to which quality has been
achieved in the implementation of
the project activities, and provide
guidelines for improving the quali-
ty of work carried out in pre-school
institutions.

6. Conclusion

Quality assurance in education
should maintain or improve the
quality of teaching provided by
utilising the evaluation process.
While quality assurance is an aspi-
ration, evaluation is a process that
ensures the ongoing achievements
and improvement of the quality of
education.

The general picture of quality is
reflected in the outcomes of the

process of assessing quality across
individual areas. It has been ob-
served that the institutions have
not been successful enough in the
aspects related to individualisation,
the adjustment of work and moni-
toring of progress, in other words,
their formative assessment. The
work climate and social relations
were the most positively assessed,
through the quality of ethos. One
gets the impression that the valued
pre-school institutions are charac-
terised by respect for the rights of
the children and adults, support and
promotion of quality educational
work and a pleasant ambience.

All presented and interpreted re-
sults of external evaluations, re-
ferring to those conducted at
pre-school institutions, can be used
as data to form the basis of which
development can be planned. At the
level of the system as well as that
of the school administrations, the
advantages and disadvantages of
the work of educational institutions
are considered, thus providing the
starting point in designing different
types of support. At the institutional
level, there are quantitative indica-
tors (levels of achievement of indi-
vidual standards) and qualitative
assessments (narrative reports on
the assessment of the work of the
institution) which serve as the basis
for action planning in all four areas
of quality or only in those areas that
require positive change.

Four phases of project implementation were planned so that different institutions underwent training at other times and
successively had an obligation to apply the new concept in their working practices with the children. B
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== S]ovenia

Ensuring high quality
pre-school education by
redesigning the national
pre-school curriculum
in Slovenia

1 Which department/ministry does
ECEC situnder?

Ministry of Education, Science and Sport of the Republic of
Slovenia.

2 What programs/settings exist for children
between the ages of 0-7?

Pre-school education is provided in kindergartens (“vrtci”). This
is organised within a single system for all children aged 1 to

6 and/or until they start their basic education aged 6 (single
system of primary and lower secondary education).

3 What percentage of children are in
ECEC centers?

In the 2020/21 school year, 82.5% of children aged 1 to 5
attended preschool education - 93.7 % were aged 4 to 5 and
67% were aged 1 to 3.

4 Link to national/local curriculum for ECEC

Click here for the national curriculum

Who is responsible for inspecting/
monitoring of ECEC?

External and internal quality assurance is conducted. The
regulation of activities regarding management and education

is supervised by the school inspectorate. Kindergartens must
carry out regular self-evaluations. They must then report this to
their own governing bodies.
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SLOVENIA

Ensuring high quality
pre-school education
by redesigning the
national pre-school
curriculum in Slovenia

ABSTRACT

In this chapter we outline: the organisation of pre-school education in Slovenia,
continuous professional development for teachers, and reasons for the current re-
newal of the national pre-school curriculum. The national Kindergarten Curriculum
(1999) forms the foundation for professional work in kindergartens in Slovenia. It
consists of the basic elements of a modern curriculum and enables educators to
plan a process-developmental and learning-targeted strategy for educational work
in different learning areas. It also includes other conditions and obstacles for the
realisation of the curriculum's objectives, including the hidden curriculum. When
we talk about the hidden curriculum, we are talking about the "other" of the cur-
riculum, all that is taken for granted and uncritically accepted in the pedagogical
situation. It is therefore essential to raise awareness of the hidden curriculum, which
should contribute to greater transparency in all that happens in kindergartens and
contributes to the actual realisation of fundamental human right.

However, rapid changes in society and recent theoretical knowledge about early
learning dictate the review and modernisation of the curriculum. Some of the key
data - such as the high number of toddlers in kindergartens, the increase in the
share of children of foreign nationalities enrolled in the Slovenian education sys-
tem, the increase in the number of children with risk factors, the increase in issues
regarding school delays, etc. - require a particularly well thought-out process of
updating the curriculum for kindergartens.
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Organisation of pre-school
education in Slovenia

General aspects

The pre-school education sector in
Slovenia is part of the wider system
of education and comes under the
supervision of the ministry respon-
sible for education. Pre-school ed-
ucation is not compulsory and is
aimed at children aged 11 months
to six years old, the latter of which is
starting age for compulsory school
entry. It is up to the parents to de-
cide whether to enrol their child in
kindergarten or not.

Pre-school education is provided
through both state and private kin-
dergartens. State kindergartens are
set up by local communities in line
with the needs of the local popu-
lation.

Full-day pre-school programmes
provide six to nine hours of child-
care per day. They are usually deliv-
ered in the morning, sometimes in
the afternoon or in shifts, such as
one week in the morning, the nextin
the afternoon. A child may not stay
in the kindergarten for more than 9
hours per day. Most children attend
full-day pre-school programmes.
Children usually remain and receive
pre-school education and care in
the same institution until they start
their compulsory basic schooling.

Education and care in Slovenian
kindergartens is provided in two
age groups: the first group being

for children aged 1 to 3 years old,
and the second group for children
aged 3 to 6. The pre-school system
is an organisationally coherent sys-
tem, which is available to all children
prior to entering the primary school
system, includes the educational
and care component and provides
continuity between pre-school and
their compulsory basic school edu-
cation. All public kindergartens and
private kindergartens are obligat-
ed to provide and implement the
principles, to pursue objectives and
apply the guidelines of the national
preschool curriculum: the Kinder-
garten Curriculum (1999).

The vast majority of children attend-
ed public kindergartens (94.5%).
Very small number of kindergartens
in Slovenia offer alternative pro-
grammes for pre-school education.
Some of them follow special peda-
gogical principles, for example those
of Montessori and Waldorf, while
others implement their own pro-
grammes, the majority of which fo-
cus on Christian content, or foreign
languages and sports. However,
most of the private kindergartens
do also follow the national Kinder-
garten Curriculum (1999). There
are no experimental kindergartens
in Slovenia. Most Slovenian kinder-
gartens take part in various projects
at different levels. They participate
in many international, national and
local projects in order to enrich their
educational provision and to devel-
op their own pedagogical practice.

) S

Participation in Slovenian
kindergartens

Participation in Slovenian kinder-
gartens has been on the rise in
recent years. Over the last decade
the number of children in Sloveni-
an kindergartens has increased by
13.5%. According to the Statistical
Office of the Republic of Slovenia
(Statistical Information. Pre-school
education 2021), the number of
children in Slovenia who attend-
ed kindergarten in the school year
2020/21 was reported at: 82.5% of
children aged one to five, 67% of
toddlers aged one and two, and
93.7% of children aged four and
five/from the age of four to the age
of school entry

Over the last ten years, the larg-
est increase in participation has
been among the one and two year
olds, with an increase of around
17%. However, a comparison of
the share of Slovenian toddlers
enrolled in kindergartens with tod-
dlers in other EU countries (Key
data on early childhood education
and care in Europe, 2019) shows
that Slovenia has a significant-
ly higher share of toddlers aged
up to three than the EU average
(34%) and a slightly lower share of
children aged from four up to the
reach school entry age (the EU av-
erage is 95.4%).

The Kindergarten Curriculum

The Kindergarten Curriculum (1999)
is a national document, intended
for the use of pre-school teachers

%
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and their assistants, headmasters, education
counsellors and other educational staff. It is
a document that, together with profession-
al literature and handbooks for pre-school
teachers, enables professional planning and
ensures the quality of pre-school education.

The term “curriculum” was introduced to re-
fer to education in kindergartens in Slovenia
23 years ago, as it is conceptually broader
and more comprehensive than the that of a
“programme”. This also shifts the focus from
the content to the education process itself.
The central focus of the curriculum was on
greater democratisation of life and work in
the kindergarten, through:

+ Respect for equal opportunities and
respect for diversity

« Greater scope for individuality,
difference and choice, as opposed to
group routines

+ Respect for privacy and intimacy

+ Raising awareness and tackling the
hidden curriculum and routines

* Reconceptualising space and time in
kindergarten

Slovenia has an integrated curriculum frame-
work and national guidelines covering the
entire pre-school period, from the age of 11
months to six years. The national pre-school
curriculum is based on a developmental ap-
proach.

The main components of the
Kindergarten Curriculum

The Kindergarten Curriculum embraces the
fundamental principles and goals of pre-
school education and follows the research

findings of which indicate that children un-
derstand and view the world as a whole, and
that they develop and learn in active inter-
action with their social and physical environ-
ment.

By implementing all sixteen principles of the
written curriculum in practice - in particular
the principle of the development-process
approach, the principle of evaluation and
the principle of active learning - we want to
achieve the most efficient match between the
curriculum and the child's characteristics and
interests. The main components of Slovenian
preschool curriculum are curriculum goals,
the principles, the fields of activity and a sec-
tion on children in kindergarten, covering:

* The development and learning in the
preschool period

+ Rest and sleep, eating, and other
everyday activities as elements of
the curriculum, including the hidden
curriculum

+ Interpersonal relationships among
children, between children and
adults in kindergartens social
learning

« Space as an element of curriculum

+ Cooperation with parents

Each field of activity - including movement,
language, the arts, society, science and math-
ematics - contains global and specific objec-
tives, examples of activities and the role of
adults in said activities. Only examples of ac-
tivities in each of the six fields are designed
separately for the two different age groups
(ages 1-3 and 3-6) so that educators can bring
the curriculum closer to the developmental
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needs of the children. Interdiscipli-
nary learning based on topics such
as ethics, health care, safety and
traffic education are also integrated
into all areas of activity.

Although the Kindergarten Curric-
ulum provides some examples of
specific practices and suggestions
for implementation, teachers still
have a certain level of flexibility to
use other approaches as well.

The planning of educational
work: Implementation/
executive curriculum

The planning of educational work in
the kindergarten represents a pillar
of support in the workplace and en-
sures the diversity and balance of
an adequate offer of activities, or a
so-called balanced curriculum - for
all children. The planning should go
above and beyond routine, while
also allowing for improvisation. It
must lead teachers to think about
their work with the children and
give them the opportunity to mon-
itor the development, learning and
progress of each child, as well as
their own professional work.

The principles of critical evaluation,
the development-process approach
and active learning require that the
pre-school teacher observes the
development and learning of each
child and uses the information
gained from such observations for
the planning and implementation
of goals, activities, the educational
process and individualisation. Ob-

S

(({ Pre-school teachers schedule the
activities according to: the age of children,
the start of the school day, the time at
which the children arrive and leave

the kindergarten, meal times, planned
activities and the needs of the children.
The daily programme combines both
planned and spontaneous activities, and it
is supposed to cover all learning areas in a

balanced manner.

servation is thus the most common
method of following the develop-
ment, learning, needs and interests
of each child.

In accordance with the national
pre-school curriculum, each im-
plementation of the curriculum for
each group is unique, unrepeatable
work that is the result of a combi-
nation of planning, interactions
between all involved, and reflec-
tions and evaluations of all of the
educational processes within said
group of children. Through a bal-
anced planning of the goals for all
areas of activity, and the planning
and carrying out of activities for
all learning areas outlined in the
curriculum, a pre-school teacher
provides children the opportuni-
ty to learn and acquire different
experiences, competences and
knowledge in a developmentally

appropriate way. The duration of
planned activities and the order of
activities are not prescribed in the
national pre-school curriculum.
They are flexible and may be adapt-
ed to the circumstances. Pre-school
teachers schedule the activities ac-
cording to: the age of children, the
start of the school day, the time
at which the children arrive and
leave the kindergarten, meal times,
planned activities and the needs of
the children. The daily programme
combines both planned and spon-
taneous activities, and it is sup-
posed to cover all learning areas in
a balanced manner.

Raising awareness of the
hidden curriculum

Most European countries provide
between 20 and 29 hours of pre-
school education per week. Only a
handful of countries offer full-time
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((Itisinthe routine activities in kindergarten that the hidden
curriculum can be most strongly enforced. It is the ordinary daily
routine, the daily routine that is repeated every day, every week,
every month, which is at the same time a repetitive and ubiquitous
routine, usually involving reckless and automated adult actions
and disciplinary commands and rules.

kindergarten opening hours, which
cover the full working week of par-
ents and thus a full-day pre-school
programme, namely Slovenia, the
Czech Republic, Denmark, Esto-
nia and Norway (Key data on early
childhood education and care in Eu-
rope, 2019). Toddlers and children
in Slovenian kindergartens are also
provided with meals and rest during
the full-day programme (9 hours per
day), which requires careful profes-
sional reflection on daily routines
and the hidden curriculum.

It is in the routine activities in kin-
dergarten that the hidden curricu-
lum can be most strongly enforced.
It is the ordinary daily routine, the
daily routine that is repeated every
day, every week, every month, which
is at the same time a repetitive and
ubiquitous routine, usually involv-
ing reckless and automated adult
actions and disciplinary commands
and rules.

The hidden curriculum includes
many elements of educational in-
fluence on the child that are not
defined anywhere, but which are

often more effective in the form of
indirect education than the direct
educational activities defined in the
written curriculum.

The democratisation of the kinder-
garten curriculum, based on respect
for human rights, also implies the
systematic loosening and remov-
al of barriers associated with the
hidden curriculum, which must be
sought not only in the content and
activities of pre-school education in
kindergartens, but also in other ele-
ments of the pre-school curriculum.

According to Jackson and Apple, the
hidden curriculum is a feature of the
kindergarten or school as an institu-
tion that teaches children to be un-
critical, obedient, passive, resigned,
etc., by adapting them to institution-
al life itself, by subjecting them to a
variety of rules and orders, including
those that are meaningless or pro-
fessionally ill-considered.

In fact, it is the qualities of children
that are used by the institution as
an institution (Jakson, 1990), and
not pre-school education with its

educational mission and curricu-
lum. Nor should the hidden curric-
ulum be understood in the sense
of something necessarily negative.
It should be understood as the dis-
closure of something that has been
generally ignored within the insti-
tution, but which is very important
for the very truth of preschools as
institutions.

The importance of developing
the ECEC curricula

Researchers and education policy
makers agree that we need to con-
sider the development of early child-
hood curricula as a powerful tool for
improving the quality of pre-school
education as well as the quality of
pedagogical service and teaching
methods. The curricula represents
a third of the five key dimensions
of the quality framework in pre-pri-
mary education, alongside access,
workforce/professionals, evaluation
and monitoring, and governance
and funding (Proposal for key prin-
ciples of a Quality Framework for
Early Childhood Education and Care,
2014; Council Recommendation of
22 May 2019 on High-Quality Early
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Childhood Education and Care Sys-
tems (2019/C 189/02)).

The curriculum is recognised as a
powerful tool for improving well-be-
ing, development and learning ex-
periences for children. The broad
pedagogical framework also sets
out principles to support the devel-
opment of children with education-
al and training practices that match
the children’s interests, needs and
potential. Two key statements about
the quality of the pre-school curric-
ulum stand out: (Proposal for key
principles of a Quality Framework
for Early Childhood Education and
Care, 2014):

* The curriculum should
be based on pedagogical
goals, values and
approaches which enable
children to reach their
full potential of their
emotional, cognitive and
physical development and
well-being in a holistic way.

« A curriculum which
requires staff to collaborate
with children, colleagues
and parents and to reflect
on their own practice with a
view to improving it and so
working even more for the
benefit of and support for
each individual child.

There are many relevant issues to
think about. For example, is a cur-
riculum with defined elements,
such as the role of adults, learning

objectives, learning areas and so on,
sufficiently useful for the current
situation, as well as the education
of tomorrow? Does it adequately
emphasise and support children’s
curiosity, imagination, creativity,
critical thinking, communication,
and resilience? Does it teach them
to respect and value the ideas, per-
spectives and values of others by
valuing themselves first? Does it
emphasise a balance between ‘soft’
and ‘hard’ skills? Does it promote
the competences they need now
and in the future when they join
the labour market, one of which
we cannot predict? And so on. The
Council's recommendation to the
Member States on the pre-primary
curriculum is that they should im-
prove the development and design
of pre-primary curricula to meet
children’s needs for well-being and
the provision of appropriate educa-
tional experiences.

In many countries where pre-school
curricula were adopted around the
same time as ours, that being in the
1990s, their curricula have already
been updated. For example, Finland
adopted its first pre-school curricu-
lum in 2000 and updated it in 2018
(which then entered into force on 1
July 2018). Norway updated its 1995
pre-school curriculum in 2017; Swe-
den adopted its first curriculum in
1998 and updated it in 2018; Den-
mark adopted its first curriculum
in 2004 and updated it in 2016; Ice-
land adopted its first curriculum in
1999 and updated it in 2011; in the

7

United Kingdom, the first curricu-
lum was adopted in 2008, and was
updated for the first time in 2012,
then 2014, and again in 2017; New
Zealand adopted its first pre-prima-
ry curriculum in 1996 and updated
itin 2017.

The social, economic and environ-
mental challenges we are current-
ly facing are great, especially given
the acceleration of globalisation and
rapid technological development.

(({ The social,
economic and
environmental
challenges we

are currently
facing are great,
especially given
the acceleration of
globalisation and
rapid technological
development.

This naturally raises the question
of whether our pre-school curricu-
lum still provides an adequate and
sufficiently solid basis for ‘preparing’
the current generation of children
for the future, in ways that are con-
sistent with pedagogical knowledge
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about how preschool children learn and what
matters most to them.

Ongoing curriculum development is thus
important when it comes to identifying
and ensuring its compatibility with scientif-
ic knowledge regarding how children learn,
how interests are formed, how we differ and
so on, while also adapting to changes in so-
ciety. Child-centred pedagogical approach-
es can better support the children’s holistic
development, complement their learning
strategies and promote their cognitive and
non-cognitive development by more system-
atically reinforcing experiential learning, play
and social interactions.

The curriculum is a tool that can provide a
coherent framework for early childhood edu-
cation. It sets age-appropriate learning objec-
tives, while allowing educators to adapt their
approach to the individual needs of each
child. It also provides guidelines for organis-
ing a high-quality learning environment, with
appropriate availability of books and other
printed materials to support children’s ear-
ly literacy development. An effective curric-
ulum promotes the integration of migrants
and other vulnerable groups by promoting
diversity, equality and linguistic awareness.

The renewal of the national pre-school
curriculum in Slovenia

The process of renovating the kindergarten
curriculum started three years ago, with
the preparation of two expert documents
at NEIS. One of them compiled the findings
of the NEIS on: the use of the curriculum in
practice, our direct work with kindergartens,
in the context of different development pro-
jects, advisory services and other forms of
cooperation. In the second, we have provided

an overview of: the EU, OECD and UNESCO
recommendations, a review of professional
publications, relevant research and their find-
ings for ensuring high quality in ECEC, and
a review of selected foreign early childhood
curricula.

This was followed by the appointment of an
expert group for the revision of the kinder-
garten curriculum, which consisted of uni-
versity professors, a representative of the
Ministry of Education, consultants for ECEC
from the NEIS and representatives of practi-
tioners. This expert group prepared a ques-
tionnaire on the kindergarten curriculum,
which was implemented in January 2020. A
report was prepared analysing the respons-
es to the questionnaire on the kindergarten
curriculum and the findings.

This was followed by the development of a
comprehensive working document for the re-
form of the kindergarten curriculum, in which
we covered all the key aspects that are im-
portant for quality pre-school education and
a quality pre-school curriculum, supported by
relevant data for pre-school education and
findings from key research projects. At the
same time, expert discussions on curriculum
renewal were also held with kindergarten
head teachers.

Another expert group was then appointed
at the NEIS to prepare the starting points
for the renewal of the kindergarten curric-
ulum. The task of this expert group was to
draw up the starting points for the Renewal
of the Kindergarten Curriculum and to de-
fine in them the purpose, and the systemic
and conceptual rationale for the renewal, as
well as the objectives and principles of the
renewal, and to propose the structure of the
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updated Kindergarten Curriculum.
The expert group was composed of
a tripartite group of ECEC experts:
representatives of faculties, early
childhood education consultants
from the NEIS and representatives
of practitioners, kindergarten edu-
cators and head teachers. A total of
19 members were appointed to the
expert group. In November 2021,
the NEIS presented a draft docu-
ment of the starting points for the
Renewal of the Kindergarten Cur-
riculum to the Expert Council of
the Republic of Slovenia for Gen-
eral Education, which is the high-
est expert body in the country for
deciding on professional matters
in the field of general education.
In February 2022, the Slovenian
Council of Experts on General Edu-
cation adopted the proposal of the
starting points for the Renewal of
the Kindergarten Curriculum, which
means that the modernisation of
the kindergarten curriculum must
be carried out in accordance with
the proposals and solutions as set
out in these starting points.

The purpose of the reform of the
kindergarten curriculum is to: em-
power kindergarten children and
kindergarten practitioners with
the skills relevant for them to face
current and future challenges, by
including them in a meaningful way
in the kindergarten curriculum; up-
date the structure and content of
the kindergarten curriculum in a
meaningful way, while maintaining
the openness and flexibility of the

kindergarten curriculum in the full-
day programme and in developing
a proposal for a curriculum for
half-day and shorter programmes;
strengthen the role of process-de-
velopment planning in pedagogical
work with children in kindergar-
tens, emphasising individualisation,
the importance of realising an in-
clusive learning environment, with

(¢ Emphasis on
equal opportunities
and diverse ways of
learning.

emphasis on equal opportunities
and diverse ways of learning.

We highlight below some of the
findings from the analysis of the
practitioners’ responses to the Kin-
dergarten Curriculum Question-
naire (2020) and the seven key areas
we identified in the NEIS Working
Paper for the Renewal of the Kin-
dergarten Curriculum (2021).

Kindergarten Curriculum
Questionnaire

The Questionnaire for practition-
ers, which we conducted in January
2020, was designed to take into ac-
count as far as possible the views
on the pre-school curriculum of
all groups of kindergarten profes-

S

sionals, their experiences and sug-
gestions on the relevance of the
objectives, principles, content and
the appropriateness of the overall
curriculum document for the updat-
ing of the curriculum. It was struc-
tured along the lines of the existing
Kindergarten Curriculum, which
means that the questions were de-
signed to examine the chapters of
the curriculum, following its table of
contents. Two questions referred to
topics that are not specified in the
curriculum, namely: Transitions
within the kindergarten and to
school and Quality of early child-
hood education in the kindergarten.

When asked which chapters should
be included in the general part of
the curriculum document, 86.6%
of all respondents thought that the
chapter “Development and Learn-
ing of Toddlers and Children in
Early Childhood” should be includ-
ed, while 66.9% of all respondents
thought that the chapter “Quality
of Pre-school Education in Kinder-
garten” should be included, 66.1%
of respondents thought that the
chapter “Principles of Pre-school
Education in Kindergarten” should
be included, and 65.8% of respond-
ents thought that the chapter “Col-
laboration with Parents” should be
included. Less than half of the re-
spondents (49.5%) would include a
“Transitions within the Pre-school
and to School” chapter.

When asked whether they would
add any new principles to those
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Figure 1: Which chapters should be included in the general part of already written in the Kindergar-
the curriculum document? ten Curriculum (1999), 90.9% of
respondents said they would not.

100,00%
When asked which topics they

thought should be included in the

60,00% chapter on “Early Childhood Devel-
opment and Learning”, eight top-
40,00% ics were suggested, as shown in
20,00% the table and bar chart below. The
l largest percentage of all respond-

NO YES

80,00%

0006 ents (85.2%), would include ‘char-
acteristics of toddler development

m Principles of pre-school education in kindergarten (ages 1 -3)" in this chapter, while
m Development and learning of toddlers and children in early childhood 81% would include ‘characteristics
m Collaboration with parents of early childhood development

Transitions within the pre-school and to school (ages 3_6)'- 75.6% would include

‘the hidden curriculum (daily ac-
tivities), 70.8% would include ‘the
specificities of toddlers and young
children’s learning’, 66.9% would

m Quality of pre-school education in kindergarten

Figure 2: Content to be included in the chapter on children’s include ‘the role and responsibility
development and learning in kindergarten of practitioners’, and 62.9% would

include ‘social contexts of learning
100,00% (e.g. play, shared reading). 57.4%

would include ‘space to support
learning’, and only 53.8% would in-

60,00% clude ‘learning in the proximal de-

40,000 velopment zone'.

200 II IIII The analysis of the questionnaire

0,00% I showed that a high proportion of
NO YES

respondents agree with the pro-
posed structure and chapters of
the curriculum document. 73.7%
of all respondents did not want the
general section of the document
to contain any other content, and
78.1% of all respondents did not

80,00%

m Characteristics of toddler development (1-3)
m Characteristics of early childhood development (3-6)
® The hidden curriculum (daily activities)

Specificities of toddler and early childhood learning

B The role and responsibility of practitioners

W Social contexts of leaming want to add another chapter to the
W Space to support learning curriculum document. However,
B Learning in the proximal development zone 90.4% of all respondents agreed to
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add a new chapter in the document
on the “Quality of Early Childhood
Education in the Kindergarten”,
which we proposed in the ques-
tionnaire. When asked whether
they would like to see certain topics
specifically highlighted in the “Tran-
sitions within Kindergarten and to
School section”, 70.2% of respond-
ents answered ‘no’ while only 29.8%
of all respondents answered ‘yes'.

We can thus conclude that the re-
spondents do not want a radical
change in the structure and content
of the curriculum document, which
is evident both from the results of
their answers to the closed, and
from the content reported in the
open questions.

Aspects of the curriculum

that NEIS considers in need of
updating

Based on a review of relevant theo-
ry findings and research on the im-
pact of kindergartens on children’s
development and learning, as well
as findings from monitoring the im-
plementation of the kindergarten
curriculum, the NEIS has prepared
a comprehensive working paper on
the redesign of the kindergarten
curriculum, identifying key aspects
of the curriculum that need to be
updated. The proposed aspects/
content strands for the update do
not conceptually change the base-
line document, but merely comple-
ment the concept of childhood and
early childhood education with more
recent concepts based on interdisci-

plinary integration of knowledge on
children’s early development and
learning, and which emphasise that
infants, toddlers and children are
mentally, linguistically and socially
more competent than the devel-
opmental milestones of maturity.
Furthermore, the proposed content
strands only complement the base-
line document in those aspects of
the content which, in our view, are
not sufficiently defined or which are
missing. We proposed the following
content strands for updating the
curriculum:

1. The competent child:
complementing the concept
of childhood and early
childhood education

2. The first age group: the
visibility of infants and
toddlers in the curriculum

3. Language in the
kindergarten: promoting
speech and language and
emergent literacy

4. Multilingualism and
multiculturalism in
kindergarten

5. Quality in kindergarten:
monitoring and evaluation

6. Promoting digital
competences and media
literacy

7. Sustainable developmentin
the pre-school curriculum

These are broader content strands,
which also take into account the

S

other important aspects of ECEC
identified through the monitoring
of the curriculum implementation
in Slovenian kindergartens (e.g. co-
operation with parents, supportive
learning environment).

Starting points for the Renewal
of the Kindergarten Curriculum
The starting points for the Renew-
al of the Kindergarten Curriculum
(2022) was prepared by the mem-
bers of the expert group appoint-
ed by the NEIS. The expert group
consisted of experts from faculties
and kindergarten practice and sen-
ior consultants for pre-school edu-
cation from within the NEIS.

In the starting points for the updat-
ing of the Kindergarten Curriculum,
the expert group: defined the pur-
pose of the Renewal of the Kinder-
garten Curriculum, provided the
systemic and conceptual rationale
for the renewal (which is support-
ed by the findings of some of the
relevant research on the impact of
kindergarten on toddlers' and chil-
dren’s development and learning),
identified the objectives and princi-
ples for the renewal, proposed the
structure of the updated document
and set out the action plan for the
renewal.

The expert group have outlined five
key systemic reasons for reform-
ing the kindergarten curriculum.
The first relates to the number of
hours that pre-school programmes/
curricula in other countries provide
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( { Reports from kindergartens also
indicate that there is still an upward trend
in the proportion of children with risk
factors and children with special needs,
which calls for a thorough professional
reflection on this important aspect of

ECEC as well.

for pre-school children. We found
that most European countries pro-
vide between 20 and 29 hours of
weekly curricula for pre-school chil-
dren. This means that kindergarten
opening hours, which cover the par-
ents’ full working week and thus a
full-day pre-school programme, are
available in only a handful of coun-
tries, namely: Slovenia, the Czech
Republic, Denmark, Estonia and
Norway (Key data on early child-
hood education and care in Europe,
2019). The full-day pre-school pro-
gramme in Slovenian kindergartens
also includes meals and rest (sleep)
for toddlers and children, which
requires careful consideration of
their routines and the hidden cur-
riculum, which should also be ad-
equately defined in the curriculum
document.

Another reason relates to the in-
creasing proportion of children of
all ages enrolled in kindergartens in
Slovenia, similar to most European
countries. This has been increasing
significantly over the last decades,

especially for children in the first
age group, as can be seen from
the data presented in the section
“Participation in Slovenian Kinder-
gartens”. As Slovenia has a common
kindergarten for children of all ages
and, consequently, a common na-
tional curriculum document, we
need to pay more and closer at-
tention to the first age group when
updating the curriculum.

The proportion of children of foreign
nationals enrolled in Slovenian kin-
dergartens is also increasing. Data
shows that the share of foreign chil-
dren in kindergartens has increased
from 4.6% in 2016 to 6.3% in 2021
(SiStat, 2021). Most of the children
of foreign nationals enrolled in kin-
dergartens come from neighbour-
ing countries, namely Bosnia and
Herzegovina, Kosovo, Macedonia
and Serbia (SURS 2020/2021). In the
light of the above data, it is neces-
sary to reflect on how to integrate
the professional doctrine of the ne-
cessity of including the teaching of
children coming from different na-

tional backgrounds in their moth-
er tongue, and of preserving their
identity in the renewed curriculum.

The data on the proportion of chil-
dren with special needs in kinder-
garten is also interesting. Data from
the statistics office show that the
proportion of children with special
needs in pre-school is increasing. By
2017, there was an upward trend,
with 1.30% of children with special
needs enrolled in kindergarten in
2005 and 2.16% in 2017. Reports
from kindergartens also indicate
that there is still an upward trend in
the proportion of children with risk
factors and children with special
needs, which calls for a thorough
professional reflection on this im-
portant aspect of ECEC as well.

At a systemic and substantive level,
another figure to be highlighted is
the rising rate of deferrals for school-
age children. In 2011/12, the pro-
portion of school-age children not
enrolled in school was 5.3%, while
this figure is 12.3% for 2020/21.
From a curriculum perspective, ap-
propriate solutions must be found
and must allow for the smoothest
possible transition between kinder-
garten and school.

In the starting points for the Re-
newal of the Kindergarten Curricu-
lum, we also set out the conceptual
rationale for curriculum renewal,
which is based on recent theoretical
findings on toddlers' and children’s
development and learning, and on
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research findings on the impact of
kindergarten as pre-school insti-
tution on toddlers’ and children’s
development and learning. The
members of the curriculum com-
mittees who will write the texts for
the updated curriculum document
will need to take the following into
account in the drafting process
(starting points for the Renewal of
the Kindergarten 2022, p. 8-11):

* Toddlers and children
in early childhood are
different from older
children and adolescents in
all areas of development

+ There are significant
individual differences in
development and learning

+ The great variability in the
development and learning
of toddlers and children
is related to the child’s
disposition, special needs,
gender, socio-economic
and cultural factors relating
to the family, and ethnic
background

« All areas of development
(movement, thinking,
speech, emotional, social
and moral development)
are interrelated and have a
reciprocal relationship

« Early developmental
periods are particularly
vulnerable to negative
environmental influences,
deficits in the family and/or
the nursery environment

Children’s development
takes place along a
developmental continuum

Developmental changes
are not directly related

to the chronological age

of toddlers and children
(interactions between
dispositions, environmental
factors and the child's own
activity can all impact this)

There is a relatively high
degree of stability and
predictability in individual
development

Children's development

and learning should be
promoted within the area of
proximate development

The importance of social
constructivism, which
adds a social dimension
to learning (early social
interactions, social
relationships, empathy,
cooperative learning, etc.)

The role of speech

(internal and social, or
speech in support of
thinking and speech in the
communicative function)
and other forms of symbolic
expression are particularly
important

Ensuring the emotional
security of toddlers/children
is a prerequisite for social
integration, cooperation,
and learning

"4

+ Play, especially symbolic
play, shared reading
between adults and
children, children’s creative
expression, storytelling and
talking are the predominant
social contexts for toddler’s
and children’s development
and learning

+ Neuroscience findings, in
particular on early sensitive
periods in development and
learning

« The image of the competent
child and the child as a
capable individual: the need
for a different educational
methodology

In the starting points for the Renew-
al of the Kindergarten Curriculum,
we have also identified 14 renewal
objectives that the members of the
curriculum committees will have to
follow in their work, and which must
be visible in the renewed kindergar-
ten curriculum.

The seven principles for the reform
of the kindergarten curriculum must
also be followed, namely:

1. The principle of equal
opportunities and of
curricula being attuned to
changes in society and the
world and in the lives of
children and families

2. The principle of the
professional validity of the
curriculum
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3. The principle of comparison with
contemporary early childhood
education curricula in other
countries

4. The principle of process-oriented
planning of educational work,
ongoing monitoring and the
autonomy and professional
responsibility of the kindergarten

5. The principle of continuous and high-
quality integration and cooperation
with parents and cooperation with
the local environment, the school
and other institutions

6. The principle of integrating cross-
curricular activities into the
curriculum

7. The principle of professional support
for the introduction of the renewed
curriculum

At the time of writing this article, we have de-
veloped criteria for the selection of external
contributors to the curriculum review bodies,
namely consisting of university experts in dif-
ferent fields, including: early childhood peda-
gogy, developmental psychology, educational
theory, sociology, philosophy, etc., who are
engaged in scientific research in the concep-
tual area of ECEC and kindergarten practice,
as well as for ECEC practitioners.

In accordance with the NEIS Action Plan for
the Renewal of the Kindergarten Curriculum,
the Curriculum Commissions will start work
on the renewal of the document as soon as
the members have been appointed. Accord-
ing to the action plan, the preparation and
adoption of the revised curriculum document
will be followed by its introduction into kin-

dergarten practice and evaluation.

The importance of providing continual
professional development for pre-school
practitioners in ECEC quality assurance
By organising and implementing various forms
of continuous professional development and
cooperation - such as study meetings, semi-
nars, consultancy services, development tasks
and projects, joint preparation of expert docu-
ments, etc. - the NEIS is thus working towards
the professionalisation of kindergarten pro-
fessionals, which is key to ensuring a higher
level of quality in ECEC. We encourage prac-
titioners in the field to reflect on how to fulfil
their professional role in supporting children
and families, how to enhance the quality of
interactions between them and children, and
how to plan, implement and monitor the
curriculum in order to fully take into account
children’s needs in terms of their well-being,
learning and development. We work together
to raise awareness and deepen the complex
knowledge, skills and competences needed
to understand children’s development and
to understand early childhood pedagogy. We
are strongly committed to supporting educa-
tors in their work and the challenges they face
when working with children and their families
by providing various forms of continual pro-
fessional development. Together, we recog-
nise that the work of ECEC practitioners has a
long-term impact on children and also on their
success in further education. This makes it all
the more important that practitioners are in-
volved in such challenging tasks as the reform
of the national curriculum.

Kindergarten practitioners are also always
involved in the various working groups for
the preparation of proposals for documents,
projects, and other initiatives. In the process
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((Kindergarten
practitioners
are also always
involved in the
various working
groups.

of updating the pre-school curric-
ulum, they were involved in both
of the previous working/expert
groups. They will also be involved
in all curriculum committees in
the development of the renewed
pre-school curriculum, as we are
aware that their direct knowledge
and experience from kindergarten
practice is invaluable.

As mentioned earlier, we also de-
veloped a curriculum question-
naire for them in order to take
their knowledge and opinions into
account as far as is possible.

At the beginning of each school
year, we organise study groups/
meetings for them, in which we in-
form them of all the new develop-
ments in the field of ECEC and key
content highlights. We raise aware-
ness among pre-school practition-
ers about their own practice with
examples of practice that support
professionals’ reflection on their
own work. Since 2015, the content
of the study meetings has focused
on formative assessment and in-

clusion in the broadest sense, and
on understanding why and how it
is important to ensure quality in
executing the curriculum. As an ex-
ample, here are some of the high-
lights of the study meetings we've
held for pre-school practitioners in
recent years:

* In2015/2016, we wanted
to empower practitioners
to support children’s
optimal development and
to work with children from
immigrant families and
children from vulnerable
groups

* In2016/2017, we continued
with the content of
formative assessment of
children in kindergartens in
terms of their inclusion and
active role

* In2017/2018, we
highlighted the
fundamental aspiration of
an inclusive kindergarten,
the participation and
development of each
individual to the maximum
extent possible

* In2018/2019, we stressed
the importance of the
appropriate transfer of
the findings of formative
monitoring to plan and
create a stimulating and
safe environment to
support children in their
social and emotional
development

S

* In 2019/2020, the main
focus was to reflect on
how to ensure the quality
of every child’s day-to-
day stay and well-being in
kindergarten (presentation
of the EU quality framework
for kindergartens of
2014 and the Council
Recommendation on high
quality ECEC systems of
2019, and an introduction
to the 7 principles of
learning from the OECD
Guidelines for Innovative
Learning Environments for
the 21st Century of 2012)

* In 2020/2021, we continued
with the content of
learning in modern times
- highlighting the role of
adults, the importance
of relational competence
and dialogue, and the
importance of learning by
exploring

* In2021/2022, we wanted
to empower practitioners
in the meaningful and safe
use of digital technology
and the effective use
of digital technology in
documenting children’s
learning and progress

Thus, the content of this year's
study meetings for kindergarten
practitioners (to be held August-
October 2022) will be aimed at pre-
senting the current content changes
and the rationale for the reform of

%
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the kindergarten curriculum, as well as the
link between the curriculum and the quality
implementation curriculum, with examples
from kindergarten practice. Selected exam-
ples from kindergarten practice will highlight
the importance of language awareness in
relation to multilingualism and multicultur-
alism, the meaning of sustainable develop-
ment in kindergarten, children’s health and
well-being, and planning a quality curriculum
for young children aged 1-3.

Conclusion

Our aim was to present the role of NEIS and
the ways in which we support the system in
ensuring and maintaining high quality pre-
school education in Slovenia. In particular,
we highlighted the current process of cur-
riculum renewal for kindergartens and the
importance of providing continuous pro-
fessional development for practitioners in
the sector. We strive to keep practitioners
up-to-date with new developments in ECEC
brought about by recent research findings
on how children learn. We keep them up-
to-date on how to plan and implement a
high quality curriculum and how to support
children appropriately in their development,
learning and play. We support them in de-
veloping their own practice and help them to
share examples of practice. And last but not
least, because we are aware of the impact
of a quality pre-school curriculum on curric-
ulum implementation, we will work hard to
develop a quality renewed curriculum for kin-
dergartens together with pre-school experts
and practitioners.
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i= Sweden

Systematic quality work -
one way to improve quality

1 Whichdepartment/ministry does
ECEC situnder?

The National Agency for Education

2 What programs/settings exist for children
between the ages of 0-7?

Open pre-schools are available for guardians together with
their children from 0 years. Pre-school (férskola) is for children
aged 1 to 5. Pedagogical care is for children aged 1 to 12. Pre-
school class starts at the age of 6.

3 What percentage of children are in
ECEC centers?

86% of children aged 1 to 5 attend ECEC centres (2021).

4 Link to national/local curriculum for ECEC

Click here for the national curriculum

Who is responsible for inspecting/
monitoring of ECEC?

The Swedish School Inspectorate is responsible for the
supervision of municipalities and quality assurance regarding
pre-schools. Each municipality is responsible for the supervision
of independent pre-schools located in that municipality.
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Systematic quality

work — one way to

improve quality

ABSTRACT

The goals of the Swedish pre-school curriculum specify
the direction of education, the quality of the development
expected in that education, and how it contributes to each
child’s development and learning. To improve quality in
pre-schools, work needs to be carried out systematically
and at different levels.

The focus of the Swedish contribution to the 2022 CI-
DREE Yearbook is on systematic quality work and how
it can help to improve quality. The article includes de-
scriptions of systematic quality work and chapter 2.6 of
the pre-school curriculum, “Follow-up, evaluation and
development” (Skolverket, 2019). It will also present the
responsibilities of pre-school organisations, headteach-
ers, pre-school teachers, and other staff in the systematic
quality work. Furthermore, the text describes how some
pre-school organisations put their systematic quality work
into practice.
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Introduction

Every child has the right to equity and high
quality in their pre-school education. There-
fore, it is essential that this quality is evaluat-
ed. By working repeatedly and systematically
to develop the education they provide, pre-
schools can improve quality. The aim of this
article is to shed light on systematic quality
work as a means to promote the develop-
ment of pre-school education across Europe.

The article will begin with a brief background
on pre-schools in Sweden. The paper will
then go on to provide an insight into the
Swedish Education Act and the pre-school
curriculum'’s regulations regarding the devel-
opment of quality in pre-school education.
Finally, the article will have a look at how
pre-school organisations put their systematic
quality work into practice. This examination
will question whether their work corresponds
with the regulations’ intentions and whether
they face challenges in their systematic qual-
ity work.

Pre-school in Sweden

Swedish pre-schools are voluntary, and chil-
dren must be at least one year old to start at-
tending pre-school. In the autumn, when the
child turns six, they begin pre-school class. In
2021, there were slightly more than 513,000
children enrolled in pre-school, which is
equivalent to 86% of children aged one to
five. In children aged four and five, enrolment
was even higher, at more than 95%. By 2021,
there were 9,450 pre-school units in Sweden’
(Skolverket, 2022a).

There are 525 hours provided free of charge

(( Every child has the right

to equity and high quality in

their pre-school education.

Therefore, it is essential that

this quality is evaluated.
By working repeatedly and

systematically to develop the
education they provide, pre-
schools can improve quality.

each year from the autumn term of the year
in which the child turns three. This corre-
sponds to three hours per day. Any time in
addition to these three hours is chargeable.
The fee is determined by the parents’income.
Today, all municipalities use a capped fee sys-
tem, whereby there is an upper limit for how
high the fee can be, based on the family’s in-
come (Skolverket, 2022c).

All pre-schools have a legal obligation to
adhere to the Swedish Education Act, the
pre-school curriculum, and other steering
documents?. Pre-school headteachers have
certain responsibilities, and they act as the
pedagogical leader of the pre-school. Teach-
ing is led by a pre-school teacher, and other
staff members, such as childminders, also fa-
cilitate the children’s development and learn-
ing. In 2021, just over 40% of pre-school staff
were pre-school teachers, although the per-
centage of pre-school teachers varies around
the country (Skolverket, 2022a). However, it

70% of the pre-school organisations are municipalities, and the rest are organisations of independent pre-schools.
2In this article, “steering document” is used as a term for regulations related to pre-school, such as the Swedish
Education Act and the pre-school curriculum.
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({ Pre-school is the first
step on the ladder of the
Swedish school system
for many children.

The first pre-school
curriculum was adopted
in 1998, and it has since
been revised three
times: in 2010, 2016 and
most recently in 2018.

is important to point out that there is a long
tradition of working teams and collaboration
in Swedish pre-schools. In a well-function-
ing working team, the different roles com-
plement each other. Pre-school pedagogy is
another aspect of Swedish pre-school with a
long history. It has a holistic view of children’s
development and learning, where play, learn-
ing and care are integrated (Sheridan, 2011).
Pre-school pedagogy is clearly visible in the
pre-school curriculum, which now will be pre-
sented in more detail.

The pre-school curriculum describes the
aim of education

Pre-school is the first step on the ladder of
the Swedish school system for many chil-
dren. The first pre-school curriculum was
adopted in 1998, and it has since been re-
vised three times: in 2010, 2016 and most
recently in 2018. The pre-school curriculum
is based on the Swedish Education Act as well
as other statutory regulations and interna-
tional conventions. It explains the purpose of

pre-school education and is divided into two
chapters. The first outlines the fundamental
values and the tasks of the pre-school:

... the purpose of education in the
preschool is to ensure that children
acquire and develop knowledge and
values. It should promote all children’s
development and learning, and a life-
long desire to learn. Education should
also convey and establish respect for
human rights and the fundamental
democratic values on which Swedish
society is based (Skolverket, 2019, p. 5).

The curriculum also states that the pre-school
should reflect children’s rights in accordance
with the UN Convention on the Rights of the
Child® (Skolverket, 2019). In all actions con-
cerning children, the pre-school should con-
sider their best interests. Children also have
the right to participate in and have influence
over their education, and they should be
made aware of their rights.

Furthermore, its focus is on the tasks of the
pre-school. Education should be based on
a holistic view where care, development and
learning should be seen as a whole. Pre-
school education is the start of life-long learn-
ing and should be enjoyable, secure and rich
in learning opportunities for all children. This
part of the curriculum also describes different
aspects related to children’s learning, such
as interaction and the environment. It also
states that children should be able to vary
their activities during the day, both indoors
and outdoors. Furthermore, it describes what
the education should offer in different are-
as, such as play, language and mathematics
(Skolverket, 2019).

3The UN convention of the Rights of the Child was incorporated into Swedish law on 1 January 2020.
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The second chapter outlines goals and guide-
lines. The goals of the Swedish pre-school
curriculum specify the direction of educa-
tion, the quality of the development expect-
ed in that education, and how it contributes
to each child’s development and learning
(Skolverket, 2019). The goals and guidelines
relate to eight areas:

* norms and values
+ care, development and learning

+ participation and influence of the
child

+ pre-school and home
« transfer and collaboration

+ follow-up, evaluation and
development

+ responsibilities of pre-school
teachers in teaching

« the headteacher’s responsibilities

It is important to stress that the goals in
the curriculum target the pre-schools, not
the children. The curriculum does not state
learning objectives for the children, but the
pre-school must provide each child with op-
portunities to develop in certain areas. For
example:

The preschool should provide each
child with the conditions to develop

* ... curiosity, creativity [sicl]and a
desire to play and learn, ...

* aninterestin the written language
and an understanding of symbols
and how they are used to convey
messages, ...

+ both the Swedish language and the

national minority languages, if the
child belongs to a national minority,

+ both the Swedish language and their
mother tongue, if the child has a
mother tongue other than Swedish,

+ Swedish sign language, if the child
has impaired hearing, is deaf or
needs sign language for other
reasons, ...

« an ability to discern, express,
investigate [sic] and use
mathematical concepts and their
interrelationships, ... (Skolverket,
2019, pp. 14-15)

The guidelines consist of two parts; the first
part “...specify the responsibility of preschool
teachers for ensuring that teaching takes
place in accordance with the goals set out in
the curriculum” (Skolverket, 2019, p. 13). The
second part specifies the tasks of everyone
in the team.

Quality in the pre-school

Quality in pre-school education can be defined
in different ways. Dr. Sven Persson at Malmo
University wrote an overview of knowledge
on pre-school equity in 2015. The compilation
was commissioned by the Swedish Research
Council and includes definitions and indicators
of equity in pre-school. Persson (2015) states
that; “One conclusion ... is that the pedagogical
relationship between preschool staff and chil-
dren are most important to children’s learning
and development in the short and long term”
(p. 9). This means that quality is determined
by interaction with the children. Therefore,
the core of quality relates to how pre-school
staff integrate, communicate, and understand
each child. Furthermore, it is related to how
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pre-school staff encourage children
in their learning, understand chil-
dren'’s potential and act to make the
children active in their own learn-
ing (Persson, 2015). The Swedish
National Agency for Education de-
fines quality as a generic term that
describes how well the organisation

« fulfils the national goals;

+ responds to national
requirements and
guidelines;

+ fulfils other goals, require-
ments and guidelines that
are compatible with national
objectives, conditions, and
standards; and

+ ischaracterised by an
ambition for renewal and
constant progress based
on the preconditions of
education (Skolverket, 2015).

A high-quality* pre-school supports
each child’s development and lear-
ning. A pre-school's potential to
support each child is affected by a
variety of interacting factors, such
as:

+ the staff's academic
background and their
competence;

+ the ratio of pre-school
teachers to children;

+ the pre-school staff's
opportunities for skills
development;

“4In this article, quality is used in accordance with the definition of the Swedish National Agency for Education.

+ the pre-school environment
supporting pedagogical
work, such as by facilitating
play, varying learning
activities, and providing
opportunities for both
activity and rest; and

+ child group size and the
ratio of pre-school staff to
children (Skolverket, 2015).

By working systematically towards
fulfilling the objectives of the steer-
ing documents, pre-schools can de-
velop the quality of their activities.

Systematic quality work is
regulated in the Swedish
Education Act

The Swedish Education Act (SFS
2010:800) stipulates that every pre-
school organisation should plan,
follow up on and develop the ed-
ucation systematically and contin-
uously. This should also be carried
out in each pre-school unit and be
combined with adherence to the
regulations regarding systemat-
ic quality work in the curriculum.
Furthermore, the Swedish National
Agency for Education has published
general advice regarding systematic
quality work.

Pre-school organisations’ quality
work should be based on results
essential for evaluation and devel-
opment, such as results from the
pre-schools within the organisation.
A significant task for the pre-school

organisation is to ensure that their
own and their pre-school units’
quality work is based on the Swed-
ish Education Act, the pre-school
curriculum, and other regulations
(Skolverket, 2015).

The headteacher of a pre-school unit
is responsible for its quality work
(SFS 2010:800). Within given con-
straints, the headteacher has special
responsibility for:

+ planning, following up,
evaluating [sic] and
developing the education
systematically and
continuously, thereby
promoting the increased
achievement of goals,

+ carrying out systematic
work on quality together
with preschool teachers,
childminders and other
staff, as well as providing
children’s guardians with
opportunities to participate
in work on quality,

* including work on gender
equality in [sic] systematic
work on quality,

+ the preschool's work on
active measures against
discrimination and abusive
treatment being carried
out and documented
continuously, (Skolverket,
2019 p. 21)

The headteacher needs to clarify

%
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how the systematic quality work should be
carried out and have routines for this work.
The work needs to be carried out in accord-
ance with the curriculum. Swedish Education
Act (SFS 2010:800) stipulates that pre-school
teachers and other members of the working
team need to participate in the pre-school’s
systematic quality work. In other words, con-
tributing to systematic quality work is a joint
responsibility. In order to contribute to this
work, the pre-school staff need to gain in-
sights into the conditions each child requires
in order to develop and learn. Therefore, they
need to know the children well. This includes
knowledge about:

+ each child's interests, experiences
and knowledge;

« each child's participation in activities
related to different goal areas;

* how each child’s knowledge
develops; and

« when each child finds the pre-school
to be interesting, enjoyable, and
meaningful (Skolverket, 2019).

The pre-school curriculum (2019) states that
children’s development and learning need to
be followed, documented, and analysed on
an ongoing basis. Knowledge about the chil-
dren’s development and learning is the basis
for the evaluation of the pre-school’s quality.
In order to gain this knowledge, all members
of the working team must contribute. When
the members of the working team share their
experiences, they can see how the pre-school
provides children with opportunities to devel-
op and learn, and how children’s knowledge
develops. Having access to documentation is
important as it provides a means to identify
factors that are not immediately visible. Fur-

thermore, it may support analysis in a deeper
sense as well as support the monitoring of
change over time.

The analysis is important when evaluating
pre-school education. “The purpose of eval-
uation is to acquire knowledge of how the
quality of the preschool, i.e. its organisation,
content [sic] and implementation can be de-
veloped so that each child is given the best
possible conditions for development and
learning” (Skolverket, 2019, p. 19).

The findings are used to identify critical areas
for quality improvement, such as the organi-
sation of the pre-school, content in teaching
and how the education is delivered (Skolver-
ket, 2015). In the chapter of the curriculum
“Follow-up, evaluate and develop”, there are
guidelines that specify the tasks of pre-school
teachers and the members of the working
team. Pre-school teachers are responsible for:

+ each child’s development and
learning being continuously
and systematically followed,
documented [sic] and analysed so
that it is possible to evaluate how
the preschool provides opportunities
for children to develop and learn
in accordance with the goals of the
curriculum,

+ documentation, follow-up, evaluation
[sic] and analysis covering how
the goals of the curriculum are
integrated with each other and form
a whole in the education (Skolverket,
2019, p. 19).

Pre-school teachers also have a responsibility
to critically examine the evaluation methods
the pre-school uses to ensure that they are
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in accordance with the curriculum'’s
fundamental values and intentions
(Skolverket, 2019). Other members
of the working team should also par-
ticipate in the work on following up
on, evaluating and developing the
pre-school education. For example,
they should follow up on and evalu-
ate whether “children have the op-
portunity to exert an influence over
the education” (Skolverket, 2019, p.
20). Children as well as their guard-
ians should also be involved in sys-
tematic quality work.

Systematic quality work

Functional quality work is a key fac-
tor in promoting every child’s devel-
opment and learning. The purpose
of the systematic quality work is to
visualise what the pre-school organ-
isation or the pre-school unit does,
why they do it and what the out-
come is. The aim is to make quality
and equity visible at the pre-school
organisation level or pre-school unit
level. By planning, following up on,
analysing, documenting, and devel-
oping their work, they can create
and share knowledge about their
education and what is required for
successful work (Skolverket, 2022b).

This article presents a model for
systematic quality work. Examples
based on the Swedish Education Act
and the pre-school curriculum will
be used. However, the model for
systematic quality work can also be
used in other countries with differ-
ent settings.

Systematic quality work in
practice

Successful systematic quality work
demands four things: participation;
that headteachers lead and plan;
documentation; and dialogue. Partic-
ipation means that all stakeholders
need to be involved: the pre-school
organisation, the headteacher, the
pre-school teachers, other mem-
bers of the working team, and chil-
dren and guardians. Furthermore,
that the headteacher leads and plans
the systematic quality work of the
pre-school unit includes having
routines for this work. Additional-
ly, documentation of the education
and teaching activities is used in
the systematic quality work in or-
der to identify outcomes. There is
also a need to document the pro-
cess in order to see if the work is
being carried out as planned. Last
but not least, dialogue is essential.

How did
it turn out?

How do
we do it?

It can encourage different members
of the working team to contribute
their views on teaching activities.
Dialogue with children can be used
to perceive the connection between
practice and theory, and dialogue
between headteachers and staff
can reveal the causes of results
and goal fulfilment. All in all, dia-
logue can broaden the picture and
clarify the connections between a
pre-school's prerequisites, realisa-
tion and goal fulfilment (Skolverket,
2022b).

The process of improving the qual-
ity of the education is a constant
work in progress, best described as
a wheel with different phases. The
phases are divided into four ques-
tions: Where are we?, Where are we
going?, How do we do it?, and How
did it turn out?.
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Where are we?

The process of systematic quality work starts
with the phase Where are we? The goal of
this phase is to demonstrate how the edu-
cation responds to the goals of the steering
documents prior to making any quality im-
provements. Once the starting point is clear,
it is possible to later evaluate what chang-
es the development have led to. This phase
ends when the question Where are we? can
be answered with a description of the cur-
rent situation. The description should include
follow-ups of results and goal fulfilment, and
the pre-school's preconditions and resources.

Documentation from teaching activities, ob-
servations, child interviews, guardian sur-
veys, or statistics can all be used to provide
information about results and goal fulfilment.
Such information can include:

* how control systems, management
and the distribution of
responsibilities are organised;

« group size and composition;

+ qualifications and skills among pre-
school staff; and

* how the pre-school's rooms and the
surrounding environment are used
(Skolverket, 2022b).

Sometimes, there are variables that the pre-
school organisations or pre-school head
teachers cannot influence. However, it is im-
portant to describe them because they can
be significant for the results.

Results, goal fulfilment and preconditions are
put together to describe the starting point for
systematic quality work without analysing the
outcome (Skolverket, 2022b). The next phase

) S

in the systematic quality work is Where are
we going?

Example from a pre-school unit
The pre-school wants to investigate
how they work with democracy.
Therefore, they have chosen to
look at how they provide children
with the conditions to develop “an
interest in and an ability to express
thoughts and opinions so that

they can influence their situation”
(Skolverket, 2019 p. 17). They use
documentation from teaching
activities, observations, and child
interviews to describe how the pre-
school contributes to goal fulfilment.

Where are we going?

In the next phase, the information gathered
is analysed in relation to the curriculum and
other steering documents.

Systematic quality work differs between the
different roles of pre-school organisation,
headteacher, pre-school teacher and other
staff. At the same time, it is important that
everyone involved in the systematic qual-
ity work has a mutual understanding and
interpretation of the national curriculum
and other steering documents (Skolverket,
2022b). Before analysis starts, it can there-
fore be meaningful to have collegial discus-
sions based on the curriculum. Examples of
questions to discuss could be:

+ According to the Swedish Education
Act and the pre-school curriculum,
what are the tasks of the pre-school
and what are the overall goals?
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+  What knowledge and values
should the pre-school focus on
so that children have the greatest
opportunity to develop?

Analysis

The analysis should produce credible as-
sumptions about how the activities address
national goals. Furthermore, it should identify
what factors have affected quality. The anal-
ysis should also provide a picture of how the
quality of the pre-school can be improved. To
do so, the analysis needs to answer the ques-
tions Where are we in our work? What factors
had an impact on the results? and What do
we need to change to improve quality?

The analysis can be described in different
steps; firstly to compare, secondly to inter-
pret and explain, and thirdly to problematise
and critically review (Skolverket, 2022b).

Compare

The first step in the analysis is comparison.
This includes finding differences, patterns
and tendencies resulting in conclusions about
causes and how these aspects relate to each
other (Skolverket, 2022b). These questions
can be helpful:

+ Can we recognise variation between
different groups? For example, girls
and boys, the academic backgrounds
of guardians or children’s different
linguistic backgrounds.

« Have the children’s views of the pre-
school changed over time?

Interpret and explain
To understand how quality can be improved,
itis necessary to find and identify factors that

can explain the results (Skolverket, 2022b). It
is important to get a broad overview of possi-
ble explanations. Therefore, everyone needs
to contribute. Here are some questions that
can be used to facilitate the dialogue:

+ What did we do in the teaching
situation? What was missing?

+ How did organisation, working
methods, pedagogical content,
attitudes, and expectations influence
the outcome and goal fulfilment?

+  What research and experience can
we use to broaden the analysis and
obtain new knowledge?

Problematise and critically review

Finally, there is a need to problematise and
critically review the assumptions that the
analysis has led to. At this stage, the basis
of the conclusions is examined: is it possible
to strengthen the conclusions by suggesting
other arguments, or is there a need for fur-
ther investigation? It is important to identi-
fy how the assumptions relate to relevant
research, and how research can be used to
problematise them (Skolverket, 2022b).

Evaluate the current situation

The Where are we going? phase requires the
formulation of a problem based on assump-
tions about its causes. Research and other ex-
perience related to the problem can be used
to identify areas for development and to de-
termine which activities should be prioritised.
The aim of the activities should be to increase
goal fulfilment. Since the curriculum goals tar-
get the pre-school, not the children, it is the
pre-school that should optimise its results.

Furthermore, there is a need to formulate
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goals for the future in order to develop ed-
ucation systematically and consistently. The
analysis and priority areas for development
are collated to form a comprehensive evalua-
tion of the current situation. Plans for change
should be based on the current situation
(Skolverket, 2022b).

Example from a pre-school unit

In the documentation, the

working team notices that in the

art room the children with high
verbal communication skills, as
opposed to children with low

verbal communication skills, more
frequently request specific materials.
They try to find explanations in their
documentation and notice that the
desired materials are on high shelves
and that it is not easy for the children
to see by themselves. Therefore, the
children need to have developed
their language enough to ask for the
materials.

The working team finds that in

the art room, the children do not
have the same influence over their
situation.

How do we do it?

The How do we do it? phase includes how the
new activities should be conducted. The plan
should be based on a recent evaluation of the
current situation. Planning could include the
following perspectives:

+ aclearly formulated aim

+ how the activity should be carried
through

7

* resources that are needed now and
later on

+ research and proven experience

« how the activity should be followed
up on and evaluated

The next step is the realisation of the activity.
As the activity is being carried out, it is benefi-
cial to look back and summarise the work so
far. Doing so is one way of ensuring that the
activity continues to strive towards its goals
and intentions. Documentation of reflections,
difficulties, and adjustments collected over
time is equally important for the evaluation
(Skolverket, 2022b).

Example from a pre-school unit
The pre-school's goal is to

provide children with low verbal
communication skills opportunities
to participate more and have more
influence over their situation.

The working teams decide to

make changes in the art room
environment so that these children
can influence their situation to

a greater degree. They store the
materials at eye level for the
children and put up pictures to
illustrate what the different boxes
contain.

How did it turn out?

The last phase of the systematic quality work
is How did it turn out? In this phase, the out-
comes should be compared with the national
goals, the aims of the completed activities,
and the expected results. By doing this, pre-
schools can see how well their activities tar-
get the national goals (Skolverket, 2022b).
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The quality wheel then starts all over again
with the first question, Where are we?

Systematic quality work in practice

In 2021, the Swedish National Agency for Ed-
ucation published a report about pre-school
and pre-school organisations’ systematic
quality work. The data in the report is based
on surveys® and interviews with pre-school
organisations (Skolverket, 2021). The report
can help us to understand how pre-school
organisations put the systematic quality work
into practice. However, in this article, we will
only look at some of the results.

Structure of systematic

quality work

The pre-school organisations emphasise the
importance of the structure of systematic
quality work. Respondents say that the struc-
ture should clarify:

« what should be evaluated;

* how often the evaluation should
be done;

+ what the evaluation should be
based on;

+ what methods should be used; and

+ how responsibilities are distributed

Most of the pre-school organisations fol-
low-up on the education at least twice a year.
It is worth noting that a high number of pre-
school organisations do this just once a year,
and a small number of pre-school organisa-
tions do this less than once a year or do not
know how often the pre-school education is
to be followed up on (Skolverket, 2021).

Pre-school organisations use different
methods to collect data

The pre-school organisations use different
methods to collect data on the quality of the
pre-school. Documentation from pedagogical
activities, surveys of guardians and dialogue
between pre-school organisations and their
pre-schools are the three most common
methods. It is worth noting that some pre-
school organisations are small and can have
a close connection with the day-to-day opera-
tion of the pre-school. For example, the head-
teacher can also be a pre-school teacher and
a member of the working team. This means
that information about quality can be collect-
ed in more informal ways (Skolverket, 2021).

The focus of dialogue is frequently on activi-
ties and work processes rather than goal ful-
filment (Skolverket, 2020). There is a causal
relationship between these two because the
activities and work process will affect the pre-
school's goal fulfilment, but the types of ques-
tions investigated can affect the outcome.
The risk of focusing too much on questions
such as What did you do in the woods? What
material are you going to use? rather than In
what way did the children show interest in the
activity? What kind of questions did they ask?
is that the focus of the dialogue is solely on
what they did and never on how the pre-
school contributed to the children’s develop-
ment and learning.

Some pre-schools have a hard time docu-
menting children’s development and learn-
ing in relation to the goals of the curriculum,
and the reflection over and analysis of the
results. Still, many pre-school organisations
try to implement efforts to better follow up

°The survey was a sample survey with a response rate of 68%. To compensates for the loss, the answers have
been weighted. The interview was conducted with representatives from six pre-school organisations.
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on and evaluate the pre-school education us-
ing the aims in the national curriculum. In in-
terviews with pre-school organisations there
are examples of headteachers trying to find
ways to assess the goal fulfilment of the edu-
cation without raising concern among the staff
about assessing individual children. In the re-
port, there is a clear view that the pre-school
does not benefit from being incorporated into
a system based on the needs of the elementa-
ry school (Skolverket, 2021).

Analysis

Both pre-school organisations and pre-school
headteachers have a responsibility to analyse
how the pre-school's prerequisites and work
processes affect the results and the goal ful-
filment (SFS 2010:800). The report shows the
strengths that pre-schools and pre-school or-
ganisations see in their systematic quality work:

* The analysis is carried out with the
participation of all members of staff.

« The organisation has common
routines for analysis (Skolverket, 2021).

This can be adopted by others to develop the
quality of the pre-school education.

In the analysis, the pre-school organisations
compare the data in various ways. The most
common is to make comparisons over time.
Furthermore, they compare their own pre-
schools with other pre-school organisations
or municipalities. They also compare differ-
ent pre-schools units with each other. One of
the ten organisations declares that no com-
parison is made (Skolverket, 2021).

Challenges also seem to exist when it comes
to conducting the analysis at a pre-school or-
ganisation level. A rather high number of the
respondents assess their need for develop-
ment as ‘very high’ or ‘fairly high’in four areas:

+ analysis of the results®

+ analysis of the conducted activities’

+ development of measures/initiatives/
activities based on the analysis,® and

* their evaluation of the current
situation® (Skolverket, 2021)

One problem seems to be that data from the
pre-schools is inadequate in that the analyses
do not indicate how the pre-schools contrib-
ute to the children’s development and learn-
ing, and in the analyses, they often miss out on
reflecting on goal fulfilment (Skolverket, 2021).

Conclusion from the report

The report shows that most of the pre-school
organisations carry out systematic quality
work. However, a rather high number of pre-
school organisations do not follow up on the
education more than once a year, or do not
know how often (Skolverket, 2021). It is ques-
tionable whether once a year or less can be
considered as “systematic” and “continuous”
as required under the Swedish Education Act.

The pre-school organisations need to collect
data on the pre-school units' results in order
to evaluate and develop the quality of the pre-
school (SFS 2010:800). A significant number
of pre-school organisations collect data from
their pedagogical work (Skolverket, 2021).

€41% of the pre-school organisations answered “to a very high extent” or “to a fairly high extent”
7 36% of the pre-school organisations answered “to a very high extent” or “to a fairly high extent”
8 32% of the pre-school organisations answered “to a very high extent” or “to a fairly high extent”
9 29% of the pre-school organisations answered “to a very high extent” or “to a fairly high extent”
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(¢ Analyses are necessary in order to understand
how well pre-schools target curriculum goals

and what factors influence their achievements.
Therefore, the analysis is an important part in the
process of developing the quality of the pre-school.

Sometimes, this can be used to de-
scribe processes and work meth-
ods rather than goal fulfilment. In
other cases, the focus of the data
is solely on some of the goals from
the curriculum (Skolverket, 2020).
Investigating the same goals year
after year can give the pre-school
organisations an insight into devel-
opment over time. At the same time,
this means that there is a risk that
some areas are never investigated.
The result of this could be that the
pre-school organisations lack the de-
velopment knowledge needed to im-
prove the quality of the pre-school.

Most of the pre-school organisations
collect data by surveying of guard-
ians. It is important that guardians
can participate in the development
of the pre-school, but at the same
time they often do not have knowl-
edge about the national goals of
the pre-school (Skolverket, 2020).
There is a risk that the evaluation
is based on how satisfied they are,
rather than how well the education
targets the curriculum. As a result,
pre-school organisations that place
a high value on survey results may
receive insufficient information
about the quality of the pre-school.
Regardless of which data is used, it
is crucial to point out that it needs to
suit its purpose.

Analyses are necessary in order to

understand how well pre-schools
target curriculum goals and what
factors influence their achieve-
ments. Therefore, the analysis is
an important part in the process of
developing the quality of the pre-
school. At the same time, the report
shows that many pre-school organi-
sations identify this as being difficult
(Skolverket, 2021). One explanation
could be that the pre-school should
assess what they did to support each
child’s development and learning.
For example, the pre-school setting,
the interaction between children
and staff, and the content of teach-
ing. This means that they need to
look at how their own practice con-
tributed to greater knowledge and
values for the children. Another ex-
planation of this can be that the pre-
school teachers do not have enough
time for evaluation, or that thereis a
low number of pre-school teachers
in the pre-school unit. Furthermore,
a lack of analytical models or meth-
ods could be another explanation
(Skolverket, 2021).

Conclusions

This article sought to demonstrate
how Sweden regulates the work
of improving quality within pre-
school education. Regulations in
the Swedish Education Act and the
curriculum, as well as the different
responsibilities throughout the pre-
school system, such as pre-school

organisations and pre-school head-
teachers, are presented. Further-
more, systematic quality work is
described as a process.

The article also provides an insight
into how systematic quality work
functions in practice. Even if the
pre-school organisations see chal-
lenges in their systematic quality
work, it is important to point out
that all the pre-school organisa-
tions must have well-functioning
structures and methods for sys-
temic quality work based on their
needs (Skolverket, 2021). The Swed-
ish National Agency for Education
provides various types of support
for systematic quality work. Some
of the efforts have a more gener-
al approach and can therefore be
used by any pre-school organisa-
tion or headteacher. The agency
also offers targeted support for
pre-school organisations in great-
er need of quality development
efforts. This support is based on
the needs of the relevant organi-
sations.

The model presented in this article
can be seen as an example of how
systematic work to improve quali-
ty in pre-school education can be
conducted. Hopefully, the article
can contribute to the development
of pre-school education throughout
Europe.
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3 Switzerland

Improving quality in
Swiss day-care centres

1 Which department/ministry does
ECEC situnder?

There is no specific department/ministry responsible for ECEC
on the national or local level. The tasks are distributed among
various actors on national and/or local level. That is why no one
really feels responsible for its overall implementation.

2 What programs/settings exist for children
between the ages of 0-7?

Kindergarten (mandatory) for children from the age of 4, as part
of the school system

Daycare centres for children from 3 months old to usually 4;
some provide ECEC for children up to 6.

Daycare families for children from 3 months up to the age of 12
Playgroups usually from the age of 2.5 to 4

3 What percentage of children are in
ECEC centers?

Around 30% attend daycare centres

4 Link to national/local curriculum for ECEC

Click here for the national curriculum

Who is responsible for inspecting/
monitoring of ECEC?

The local authorities.
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SWITZERLAND

Improving quality in
Swiss day-care centres

ABSTRACT

This chapter discusses early childhood education and care (ECEC)
in Switzerland, in line with the focus of this year's CIDREE year-
book. The first part gives an overview of the situation in Swit-
zerland. The "Quality Initiative in the Canton of Zurich” is then
presented, a project that aimed to introduce and/or improve
"quality for the child's well-being" in the field of ECEC. Based on
the findings from this project, nine success factors for devel-
oping high quality in day-care centres were identified and are
explained in the conclusion.
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State of early childhood
education and care in
Switzerland

In many ways, Switzerland is an is-
land in Europe, and this is also the
case for the field of ECEC - Swit-
zerland differs from neighbouring
countries in fundamental aspects’.
There are to date no mandato-
ry curricula or quality criteria for
pre-primary education beyond
structural requirements, despite
the existence since 2012 of a na-
tional reference document for
Switzerland (Wustmann and Simo-
ni, 2012/2016; see Appendix: ECEC
Framework). It is not mandatory to
adhere to it and the educational
goals it sets out, however. To re-
ceive an operating license, nurs-
eries submit a curriculum, but
there are no specific criteria for it.
How its content and implementa-
tion are monitored is different in
each canton. Some cantons strive
to emphasise quality in ECEC. For
instance, since 2020, nurseries in
the Canton of Zurich must submit
a programme outlining the imple-
mentation and monitoring of qual-
ity (8 6 d V TakK). This is only a start,
still far from a nationwide uniform
and binding solution. Nevertheless,
national solutions are possible (at
least within each language region),
as primary schools show; from
2015 to 2020, a national curriculum

(Lehrplan 21) was gradually intro-
duced, establishing for example the
same length of compulsory school-
ing in all Swiss-German cantons or
regions. In this curriculum, the two
years of kindergarten became part
of the school system and compul-
sory for all children from the age
of four. Primary schools are now

({ There are to
date no mandatory
curricula or quality
criteria for pre-
primary education
beyond structural
requirements.

based on a common skills-oriented
curriculum, which covers all eleven
compulsory school years (D-EDK,
2022). This is a novelty for the ed-
ucation sector in federalist Switzer-
land.

In Switzerland, pre-primary edu-
cation? is still considered by large
segments of society and politics a
family or private matter. This atti-

tude, and the federal system, com-
plicate political efforts in favour of
early childhood. However, there
are signs of a paradigm shift. Cur-
rent economic calculations show
that more investment in early
childhood would be economically
advantageous in Switzerland (e.g.
quantitative expansion of care,
the improvement of quality, and
support for socially disadvantaged
families; cf. BAK Study, BAK Eco-
nomics, 2020). Moreover, Switzer-
land signed the SDG 4.2 in 2015;
by 2023 the country must thereby
“ensure that all girls and boys have
access to quality early childhood
development, care and pre-prima-
ry education so that they are ready
for primary education.” Yet with less
than ten years to achieve this goal,
it is likely that there will be a need
to catch up in certain areas.

Though quality has mostly escaped
the attention of decision makers,
an incentive programme for the
creation of additional childcare
places was established in 2003
for an initial period of four years,
which has been extended several
times and should run until 2024,
to ensure the transition to a long-
term solution. Such an initiative was
submitted and should, if approved,
be introduced by 2024 at the lat-
est (EDI, 2022). Access to childcare

" For example, no legal entitlement to, and optional use of private or state nurseries between the ages of three months and
four years (cf. Stamm, 2009). Obligatory kindergarten (part of primary school) in the fifth year of life. Children attend nursery
2-3 days a week (approx. 8-10h/day), which leads to changing group compositions each day. Only 0.2% of GDP (as of 2013) is
spent on ECEC in Switzerland, which puts the country well behind its neighbours (cf. Stern et al. 2019).

2 Pre-school includes children from 0 to 4 years old.
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places has improved considerably
in the last few years thanks to the
government's incentive programme,
however it remains patchy. The avail-
ability of places in day-care centres
in Switzerland greatly varies from
city to city (approx. 140-680 places
/ 1000 children; BFS 2020). We can
assume that there are fewer places
in smaller municipalities® especially,
as indicated by a current study from
the Canton of Zurich. One third of
the municipalities in Zurich are un-
able to provide additional childcare,
though this affects only five percent
of all children and their families in
the canton (Blochliger et al., 2020).
We estimate this number to be sig-
nificantly higher in other cantons,
but there is no comprehensive na-
tional monitoring so far.

The limited use of pre-primary ed-
ucation services is not only due to
insufficient availability but also to
their costs. More than eleven per-
cent of families do not use childcare
in Switzerland because it is too ex-
pensive. And the costs of care are
mostly covered by the parents
(Blochliger, et al., 2020; Gachet &
Zumbuhl, 2021; Stern et al., 2015).

Due to limited financial resources
and the lack of specialised person-
nel, institutions often rely on un-
trained staff. Legal requirements
vary. The Canton of Zurich requires
two people per twelve children (or

eight babies under 18 months), of
which only one must be trained.
Other cantons have similar require-
ments. In many other countries, pro-
fessionals working in nurseries must
have a tertiary or university degree,
but in German-speaking Switzerland
nursery staff most commonly have
basic vocational training. Over half of
them have no (formal) training (e.g.
apprentices and interns; cf. Bloch-
liger et al. 2020). Moreover, they
lack time, for example for the edu-
cational planning of the daily routine
(Augsburger, Buser & Grob-Menges,
2018) or for team discussions.

There are few studies on quality
in day-care centres in Switzerland.
Wustmann Seiler, Frei & Simoni
(2019) show that, on average, the
quality of education is only just suf-
ficient. This pertains to the rating of
overall “education quality” as well as
specifically to the “learning environ-
ment” and “key educational tasks.”
Quality is sufficient to good only
in the field of “educational interac-
tions”. These results are not surpris-
ing given the adverse structures in
areas crucial for quality (cf. Viernick-
el et al. 2015).

These findings demonstrate that
SDG 4.2 has in many places not
yet been achieved or is developing
heterogeneously. In the report “In
favour of an early childhood policy”
(Edr eine Politik der frihen Kindheit)

G

commissioned by the Swiss UNES-
CO Commission in 2019, four fields
of action crucial to the implemen-
tation of the SDG 4.2 are identified:
(1) Ensure services for all, (2) Coop-
erate and network, (3) Ensure and
improve quality, and (4) Funding.

There are hardly any effective initi-
atives by political (federal, cantonal
and municipal) representatives for
the improvement of quality in ECEC
services, certainly also owing to the
federalist structures in Switzerland.
Thus, high-quality education, as de-
fined by scientific findings, is too of-
ten not achieved (kibesuisse, 2020).
Yet good quality is not a “nice to
have” but essential to the well-being
and protection of children and of
great value for their development
(Balthasar & Kaplan, 2019; Schwab
Cammarano & Stern, 2020). Three
important organisations in the field
of early childhood in Switzerland,
the Swiss Childcare Organisation
(kibesuisse), QualiKita and the Ma-
rie Meierhofer Children’s Institute
(MMI), launched the “Quality initi-
ative in early childhood education
and care in the Canton of Zurich™.
The aim is to boost quality manage-
ment in nurseries and childminder
organisations.

Quality Initiative in the Canton
of Zurich

To achieve the greatest possible im-
pact, the Quality Initiative engaged

3The Canton of Zurich, like the rest of Switzerland, has many municipalities, sometimes very small (2022: N=2148; BFS, 2022).
“The Quality Initiative was carried out between 2019 and 2021 thanks to financial support from the Gemeinndtitziger Fonds

Zurich and Jacobs Foundation. It continues in the Canton of Zurich and variations of it exist elsewhere.
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with various fields. A shared defi-
nition of quality in early childhood
education and care was developed,
and published in the “Commitment
to children’s well-being” (Selbstver-
pflichtung zum Wohl von Kindern),
based on scientifically founded
statements of principles: the ECEC
Framework (see Appendix: ECEC
Framework) and QualiKita (see
Appendix: QualiKita). This under-
standing of quality provided the
groundwork for all the services and
goals of the initiative.

Even if, ultimately, nurseries and
childminder organisations are re-
sponsible for the implementation
and management of quality, rigid
and outdated structures in mu-
nicipalities make its introduction
and implementation very difficult.
To encourage and support munici-
palities in creating favourable con-
ditions, “Advice for municipalities”
(Empfehlungen fir die Gemeinden)
was elaborated, which aims to de-
velop incentive systems (such as
financial support) based on criteria
promoting quality. Such incentives
enable nurseries and childmind-
er organisations to improve their
quality management and fund
it, at least in part. This is still only
possible with the full commitment
of those involved, in view of institu-
tions' lack of finances.

It is therefore not surprising that
many nurseries and childminder
organisations still function without
a plan for quality management.

A. Core Module
High quality in early childhood day-care services

« Overview of the reference documents, the ECEC
Framework and QualiKita-Standard

1-2 hours online

B. Introductory Module
High quality in early childhood day-care services

+ Shared understanding of quality based on the ECEC
Framework

+  Commitment to children’s well-being

« Procedure of the initiative

Approx. 1 day on-site
C. Specialisation
Groundwork for quality*

+ Critical understanding of quality based on the ECEC
Framework and QualiKita standards

Quality improvement: process and tools*

+ Understanding that quality improvement is a process
and using appropriate tools to achieve it

Team quality management*

+ In ateam, planning, implementing and monitoring the
constant process of quality management, based on the
QualiKita quality development plan.

2-3 days online
* Participants specialise in one or two topics, depending on their
prior knowledge.

D. Facilitation

« Support of the nursery heads and personnel in the
development of a shared understanding of quality and in
planning and implementing durable quality management

+ Individual and team support
2-4 appointments of 2 hours per day-care centre

E. Final Module
+ Reflection on the process in the context of the initiative

1-2 hours online

Figure 1: Implementation steps -
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Yet, the new regulation on day-care centres,
which requires organisations to submit a plan
to monitor quality in the implementation and
development of their paedagogical concept,
came into force in the Canton of Zurich on 1st
August 2020 (8 6 d V TakK).

The initiative aimed to enable day-care cen-
tres® to enter or develop a process of quality
management. Based on the “Commitment to
children’s well-being”, the ECEC Framework
and QualiKita sources, a set of measures was
developed for day-care centres. It consisted
of training courses, independent study on
digital platforms, on-site teaching and facil-
itation of the process (cf. Figure 1).

Facilitation lies at the heart of the Quality Ini-
tiative. More than 160 nursery heads and their
teams were assisted by facilitators for a year
or two. Each institution was entitled to eight
hours of management and staff coaching. This
mostly took place online during the Covid-19
pandemic, which the heads readily adapted to.
A regular exchange was quickly established,
which is not easily achieved in the hectic day-
to-day of nurseries. The challenges posed by
Covid in day-care centres were frequently dis-
cussed. The importance of monitoring quality,
which is different from improving quality, be-
came clear in the pandemic. Things taken for
granted shifted from one day to the next: for
example, singing in a circle had to be replaced,
the use of and interactions with masks had to
be practised, and communication with parents
had to be rearranged. All this without compro-
mising the child’s well-being.

Despite these challenges, individualised facili-
tation led to progress in various areas. Though
the starting points and steps of the process
differed, the focus on high quality in the inter-
est of children’s well-being was shared. It was
crucial to cooperate with the nursery staff, en-
gaging with their preoccupations open-mind-
edly, as obvious as this sounds, so that they
could engage with the process, which some-
times caused them anxiety. Developments
ranging from small institutional changes,
such as introducing regular staff meetings, to
receiving the external QualiKita certification
were possible thanks to the facilitation, which
provided security and guidances®.

Success factors for achieving high quality
in day-care centres

Here are nine success factors to achieve high
quality in day-care centres, based on the ex-
periences and findings of the Quality Initiative
and the implementation of its set of meas-
ures, in particular the facilitation carried out
with nursery heads and their staff.

Quality requires a scientific foundation
and a systematic approach

To ensure high-quality early childhood care,
there must be a shared understanding of
quality in favour of children’s well-being
(1). At the root of the initiative was each or-
ganisation’s attempt at defining quality in the
context of their individual commitment to it.
This established orientation for the process.
Quality is not a “nice to have” but a prereg-
uisite for children’s well-being and develop-
ment.

5 The subproject for childminder organisations was excluded from funding, so could only be implemented rudimentarily (the
QualiKita quality managements plan was adapted for childminders and their professional bodies).

¢A QualiKita certification was not the aim of the Quality Initiative, though individual nurseries who aimed for certification
received appropriate guidance from the facilitators. Nevertheless, the QualiKita-Standard and quality development plan
served as foundation and guidance in the process.
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All nursery heads therefore signed the “Com-
mitment to children’s well-being.” They were
trained to understand the significance of
quality from a child's perspective, and the
adults’ responsibility to ensure it. The nurs-
ery direction was thus made more aware
of themes they were already familiar with.
However, their implementation in everyday
life sometimes led to uncertainties.

To ensure systematic quality management,
there must be a scientific foundation and
tools (2). Existing documents and mecha-
nisms - the “Framework for early childhood
education and care in Switzerland” and the
“QualiKita-Standard” - were explicitly used
from the beginning. They were the ground-
work for training and facilitation. Thanks to
these explicit foundations, managers of day-
care centres were able to learn quickly and
efficiently. It is disappointing that some local
representatives responsible for certifying
organisations still recommend setting and
using individual quality standards and tools.
More information and further training are
necessary.

Along with essential foundations, explicit
management is necessary to ensure high
quality (3). Even in committed and QualiK-
ita-certified organisations, work towards
improving quality is rarely included in an-
nual planning. Yet even small steps such as
integrating quality in the annual plan had a
greatimpact. It was important to use existing
meeting arrangements, if possible, as this led
to a sense of calm and security in the nursery
heads' quality management. It was crucial for
them to take over responsibility because “the
directors of the facility or of the education
and care services are particularly important
in planning and monitoring, or so-called qual-

Figure 2: Quality Cycle

ity management” (Wustmann & Simoni, 2016,
p.64).

It is essential to understand that quality man-
agement consists of circular recurring pro-
cesses (4). The common quality cycle (Figure
2), the basis of the QualiKita quality develop-
ment plan, served as guideline.

This cycle was made apparent in the facilita-
tion process. Systematically following these
straight-forwards steps gave the day-care
centre teams security and guidance.

A written plan defining quality is necessary
to stay committed to quality improvement
work (5). This plan sets out a definition of
quality and of the foundations used, and ex-
plains how quality is introduced, monitored,
assessed and enforced. This ensures commit-
ment and focus.

Many nurseries have been assisted success-
fully in drafting such a plan. It was helpful for
directors to use existing sources and engage
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with facilitators rather than working
alone. In this way, nursery heads
were able to quickly draft a reliable
and practical quality plan for their
establishments.

High quality requires exchange
and clarity

To ensure constant work towards
a high-quality daily routine, there
must be time for regular exchange
and reflection within the team (6).
Once the principles and procedures
have been established, resources
are needed to implement them. It
takes space, time and commitment
to implement quality management.

It became apparent that day-care
centres with regular meeting times
introduced quality management
more efficiently. This was most evi-
dentin nurseries focused on educa-
tion, that follow programmes such
as Learning Stories or infans (www.
bildungsort-kita.ch), which empha-
sise regular exchange.

It is crucial to have an evaluation
after each cycle to decide which el-
ements should be maintained and
continued and which abandoned.
It was observed that this approach
was new to the directors and staff
of day-care centres.

It is important to note here that
lack of time and meeting arrange-
ments hinder the development of
quality enormously. It is untenable
that meetings and further training
generally take place in the evenings,

all too often at the end of a twelve-
hour day or at weekends.

Quality management requires a
clear focus and binding goals (7).
The cyclical model of quality man-
agement implies both foresight and
focus. In this process, small steps
are usually more productive.

Day-care centres generally under-
took far too much. One of the facil-
itators’ tasks was to demonstrate to
nursery heads and staff that with-
out focus, they inevitably get over-
whelmed and reach a standstill.
Choosing a specific topic was crucial
to the process. Nurseries dealt with
very different topics, from changes
in eating habits due to Covid, to the
attentive observation of children,
to mindful interactions among the
staff. Accepting the fact that there
are always many important topics
to address belonged to the process.

Quality improvement depends
on everyone involved

Improving quality in organisations
must occur at all levels (8): at the
societal and organisational levels, as
well as in the planning and actions
of employees and teams. This com-
plexity makes quality management
demanding for those responsible
because they have to initiate pro-
cesses and keep them going, but
not alone. It is important to involve
employees and teams in quality
management. Nursery heads were
not always aware of this. They were
also often hesitant about the practi-

G

cal implementation, so were assist-
ed for example in the fine planning
of meetings and in involving their
staff using the latter's resources and
skills.

Finally, structural conditions, such
as having enough staff or getting fi-
nancial support from municipalities,
are crucial for quality (9). For this
reason, municipalities were involved
at the end of the process. With the
help of professionals in the field, a
brochure was made, and workshops
offered to show the extent of pos-
sible intervention by municipalities
and calculate the costs of this. The
authorities, politicians and socie-
ty must take responsibility for the
well-being of young children as well
as for personnel working with them.
They must also create conditions
that facilitate quality work.

Conclusion

It was impressive to see how com-
mitted nursery heads and their
teams were to the Quality Initiative
launched by three institutions spe-
cialised in early childhood in Swit-
zerland. The initiative showed in an
exemplary way that every nursery,
regardless of size, structure or ex-
perience, can successfully engage
in quality management. It was once
again made clear that directors of
day-care centres play a key role in
quality management - they are the
linchpin. They encourage projects,
sustain them and give them direc-
tion and focus - this is not an easy
task under the given circumstances.

%
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There were many other previously identified
challenges besides Covid, in particular staff
absences and quick turnover that sometimes
hindered the process. It is now all the more
important to demand and adhere to quality
based on solid foundations and a binding plan
- independently of individuals - in day-care
centres. Quality must be acknowledged and
supported by the community. Everyone, i.e.
the authorities, politicians and society, has the
duty to ensure that quality in favour children’s
well-being does not become empty words in
the hustle and bustle of everyday life.

It is very clear that there is a need in Swit-
zerland for a coordinated early childhood
policy at the federal, cantonal and municipal

((Itwas once again
made clear that
directors of day-care
centres play a key role in
quality management -
they are the linchpin.

levels. There is however still a lack of social
awareness. Yet the important political fields
of action, mentioned in the introduction, were
highlighted by the UNESCO Commission in

2019 (UNESCO, 2019): (1) Services for all, (2)
Cooperate and network, (3) Ensure and im-
prove quality, and (4) Funding. But there are
still obstacles to overcome in all four areas.
Responsibility for early childhood is passed
around federal departments (e.g. social af-
fairs, health and education) and between
state, cantons and municipalities. All too often,
there is no coordination, nor are there clear
responsibilities. Moreover, the project nature
of many initiatives complicates the implemen-
tation of effective structures. There is also a
lack of awareness, as stated previously, of the
fact that giving children and their families a
good start to life is a crucial societal duty.

In recent years, there have been signs of -
tentative - change. After the introduction of a
two-week paternity leave in 2021, a parental
leave in addition to the fourteen-week ma-
ternity leave is now being discussed. A pop-
ular initiative by the Social Democratic Party
of Switzerland has opened debate about the
sometimes challenging working conditions in
day-care centres and the high costs of child-
care for parents. Moreover, the state funding
programme mentioned in the introduction,
that has existed since 2003 to financially
support the development and expansion
of nurseries, is to be revised by 2024, which
will hopefully encourage quality in favour of
children’s well-being. It is to be hoped that
these developments will continue and even-
tually lead to a coordinated, socially accepted
early childhood policy.
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Appendix: QualiKita

The branch association kibesuisse
and the Jacobs Foundation togeth-
er launched a quality label in 2013
for Swiss day-care centres. The label
“QualiKita” “establishes a national
standard for the first time, that (1)
assesses all areas with a focus on
quality education, (2) helps constant
quality improvement in individual
organisations, (3) ensures transpar-
ency towards parents and authori-
ties, and the (national) comparability
of nurseries, (4) raises awareness in
society, politics and the economy of
quality in day care-centres” (Qua-
liKita, 2019, p.3). The standard is
based on scientific research, devel-
oped by the Centre for Early Child-
hood Education at the University
of Fribourg and “elaborated with a
broad-based commission of experts
in science, administration and in
the field” (QualiKita, 2019, p.3). The
standard was developed further
five years after its launch. The Qua-
liKita-Standard is aligned with the
second national reference docu-
ment for quality in early childhood,
the Framework for Early Childhood
Education and Care in Switzerland
(see Appendix: ECEC Framework).
The QualiKita-Standard is based on
a dynamic understanding of quality
and therefore emphasises the im-
provement of quality to ensure its
sustainability (QualiKita, 2019).

QualiKita's model for quality educa-
tion places the child at the centre
and consists of eight fields essential
for quality improvement in nurser-

ies. The first four fields focus on
a dynamic approach: (1) Activities
to develop, support and learn, (2)
Relationships and interactions, (3)
Inclusion and participation, (4) Par-
ent involvement and cooperation
with families. The other four focus
on structural aspects: (5) Safety,
health and equipment, (6) Staff
and qualifications, (7) Management
and administration, (8) Institutional
framework and rules. These fields
of quality improvement are then
subdivided into requirements for
and specific attributes of quality.

Eight fields of quality
improvement

1. Activities to develop, support
and learn

2. Relationships and
interactions

3. Inclusion and participation

4. Parent involvement and
cooperation with families

5. Safety, health and equipment
6. Staff and qualifications

7. Management and
administration

8. Institutional framework
and rules

QualiKita does not make assertions
on the quality of the institutional
project, which enables nurseries
to produce an individualised ed-
ucational plan (QualiKita, 2019). A
QualiKita certification is optional
in Switzerland. Their teaching aids

G

are available free of charge to all
day-care centres even without a
certification and can be used, for
instance, for a self-evaluation.

Appendix: ECEC Framework

In 2009 the “Foundational study for
early childhood education in Swit-
zerland” published by the Swiss
UNESCO Commission stated that
early childhood in Switzerland had
some catching up to do. “Back then
there was no overall guidance for
the improvement and monitoring
of quality early childhood education
and care. The framework for ECEC
in Switzerland helps to fill this gap
and to encourage debate about
educational principles and ideas”
(Wustmann Seiler & Simoni, 2017,
p.9).

Children and their needs and rights
are at the centre of the framework.
There are three parts to high-quality
early childhood education and care,
what it entails and how it is imple-
mented: the foundation, guiding
principles and educational action.

The foundation explains the impor-
tance of education and care for child
development. From birth, the child
is considered active, curious and
competent, and playing as central to
learning. Educational processes are
co-constructive in inter-personal ex-
changes. All children are unique and
equal. “Children discover the world.
Spurred on by their curiosity. Atten-
tively accompanied by us” (Wustmann
Seiler & Simoni, 2016).

%
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Based on this foundation, there are six guiding
principles for living and working with children:

« Physical and psychological well-
being: a contented child is able to be
curious and active.

« Communication: children acquire a
multi-faceted picture of themselves
and the world through contact with
others.

+ Participation and belonging: every
child wants to feel welcome and to
participate from birth.

+  Empowerment: children’s experience
of how people react to them and to
their behaviour has an impact on
their self-image.

« Inclusion and tolerance of diversity:
every child needs a place in society.

+ Holistic perspective: small children
learn with all their senses, guided by
their interests and prior experiences.

The third part describes educational action.
The observation of children, documentation
and reflection are central to this. They are
essential for stimulating educational process-
es, creating learning environments, nurturing
educational partnerships with the parents
and facilitating transitions. Finally, education
in everyday life involves constant planning
and monitoring, which implies explicit and
systematic quality management (Wustmann
Seiler & Simoni, 2016).

((Based on this
foundation, there are
six guiding principles
for living and working
with children.
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