Focus area 2: Basic education and gender equality
Moldova  -  Increasing access to early learning programmes and parent education 

Issue

Key issues addressed under this initiative in Moldova are low early education programme coverage for children under 7 years of age in poor families from rural areas, and inadequate current caregivers’ knowledge and skills to raise these children. 

Access to Early Learning Programmes. 

After a decade of decline in preschool enrolment (from 61% in 1989 to 34% in 2000), since 2001 there was an encouraging trend up to 64% in 2004
. Nevertheless, the disaggregated data
 reveal significant regional and socio-economic differences in the coverage of children aged between 3 and 7 with early educational programmes - 53% in rural localities versus 82% in urban ones, and 17% of poor children versus 74% of rich ones. The decline in enrolment rates coupled with a sharp contraction in birth rates and the subsequent reduction in the cohorts of pre-school age children, causes considerable damage to child socialization, peer interaction and school readiness. 

Early childhood development (ECD) and early childhood stimulation practices in the family. 

According to an ECD study
, 47% of children are not ready for school. Every fourth child of 3-4 years fails to name a colour; every tenth child of 6-7 years fails to name a geometrical figure. There are significant differences between rural and urban areas, poor and rich households, with children from rural, poor families being the most disadvantaged. 

The inadequate cognitive and psycho-social development of young children, as well as low school readiness, could be explained by limited knowledge, inappropriate family practices, and limited access for young children to early educational programmes. According to the same study, 44% of families with children under 7 don’t have any books for children, in rural localities this rate is 56% compared with 30% in urban localities, and is 20% in rich households versus 74% in poor ones. Only four in ten parents tell their children a bedtime-story, 43.4% in urban versus 32.1% in rural regions, and 49.8% in families with higher education versus 26.2% in families with secondary education. 

Strategy

To support the Government of Moldova’s efforts in increasing access to early education programmes for children from rural areas and provide education/training opportunities for parents in the area of Early Childhood Development (ECD), UNICEF Moldova and UNESCO Moldova have formulated a Joint Programme aimed at developing community-based models of Child and Family Centres based on existing kindergartens, schools and primary health care facilities. This choice of hosting facilities is explained by their presence in the vast majority of villages, existing human and managerial resources needed to establish and run the centres, and current support provided by local public authorities to these institutions. 

Community based centres (CBCs) are one or two rooms furnished with appropriate equipment and educational materials for children and adults. They serve the community by providing alternative (to kindergartens) early learning programmes to children under 7 years old, as well as parent education activities. Early learning programmes are intended primarily for children not enrolled in regular kindergarten, while parent education activities are designed for all parents and primary caregivers, including pregnant women. 

In establishing community centres a major partnership has been established, including Ministry of Education, Youth and Sports, UNICEF Moldova, UNESCO Moscow, Moldova Social Investment Fund, local public authorities (mayors of 20 selected pilot villages), raion (district) education departments, National Centre for Early Learning and Parent Education, National Education Program “Step by Step”, and ISSA (International Step by Step Association). 

Results

So far, 20 community-based child and family centres have been established in rural communities, within the framework of the Joint UNICEF-UNESCO project on “Improving Quality and Access to basic ECD services in rural communities, with emphasis on the most vulnerable children”. Eight centres received direct UNICEF support for rapid rehabilitation and furnishings, with basic furniture, toys and books. The Centres were complemented by newly developed parent education materials and training modules for community centres’ staff. Training activities supported by UNICEF for the twenty centres resulted in the following: 1) 78 community representatives possess the knowledge to mobilize community resources to create alternative services for families with small children, 2) 45 representatives have the knowledge to run a community centre, 3) 167 Child and Family Community Centres staff and key community members (school director, doctor, mayor, etc.) clearly understand the importance of early childhood development, learning through play, communication and reading books, school readiness, and are skilled in supporting parents of preschoolers not attending kindergarten, and 4) 25 community representatives from 7 centres have the knowledge and skills to conduct early individualized child-centered training.  A series of twelve booklets on various aspects concerning young children (brain development, feeding, reading, playing, disciplining, role of fathers, etc.) have been developed, printed, and disseminated via child and family community centres, as well as a wider network of kindergartens and primary health care centres. 

The twenty centres established with support from the UNICEF-UNESCO partnership created opportunities for some 1,939 children under 7 years of age, currently not covered by any early learning programmes, to attend an alternative ECD programme in a suitable learning environment. In addition, 1,158 parents and other caretakers of young children from pilot communities accessed Better Parenting programmes provided by community centres. All the centres were successfully functioning and rallied the support and acceptance of the communities. This led to securing operating expenses for the following year from the local municipal budgets for 19 out 20 centres. 

The evaluation of the centres showed that they are complementing existing services provided by kindergartens, mainstreaming disadvantaged children into kindergartens, integrating disadvantaged with non-disadvantaged families in a friendly setting, improving children’s development, and producing positive behavioural impact in families with respect to child care and development. By serving the most disadvantaged and underserved, Community Based Centres could serve in the future as an important entry point for broader social assistance services at the community level. 

National implications: 

The short-term results of the evaluation indicate Centres are a viable and cost-effective model to strengthen and expand quality preschool education in the Republic of Moldova. It is recommended that CBCs should be accepted by the government of Moldova as an integral component of the existing preschool system and further expanded into all poor rural villages. 

Regional implications: 

The country’s experience in creating low-cost, community-owned centres geared to the needs of the communities they serve can prove a viable opportunity for improving young children’s access to early childhood education in the region through the existing preschool network. 

Potential implications 

The initiative features a mix of innovations with respect to ensuring access to early learning activities for young children, as well as to ECD information for both parents and caregivers. First, the piloted services represent an alternative to early education programmes run by kindergartens. The services are also among the few initiatives featuring Parent Education programmes. The advantages are the centres’ flexibility, adaptability to communities’ needs, and relatively low running costs. 

The out-reach component of the centres’ work is in itself quite innovative. In the absence of adequate social service coverage (with at best one social worker per raion), the only out-reach had been traditionally promoted through health care services. 

Parent education, especially with respect to early childhood practices like stimulation, communication, reading, and play, is another very important novelty for the country. Its main purpose is to reverse the effects of former social policies, whereby the responsibility for children’s education lied with the state, not families. 

Challenges and Future Activities

The evaluation of Community Centres raised a number of issues to be addressed in the future, such as the centres long-term financial sustainability. Despite the Centres’ low running cost (about USD 600 per annum) and moderate initial set-up cost (about USD 3,000 per centre), nation-wide expansion of the initiative would involve significant recourses. Also, regular replenishment of resources such as books, toys and furniture are not included in the estimates of the annual running costs. Another issue is maintaining the flexibility and community-owned nature of the centres balanced with a certain degree of standardization and oversight exercised by the central government. 

Future activities aim at finalizing the package needed for nation-wide CBC expansion. The package would include the centres' official statute, regulations for their functioning, job descriptions for the centres’ staff, and developing standards for the quality of care provided. All of this must be formalized by the government. Secondly, based on the experience of the pilot centres, further steps will be taken to: 1) adjust the training modules for the center’s staff; 2) review the curricula, teacher guidelines, and educational materials for early learning activities for children under 3 and 4-6 years of age; 3) adjust the curricula, teacher guidelines, and organization of parent education classes. Thirdly, an estimate of costs required for the centres national expansion to rural areas will be conducted, with subsequent inclusion of the budget into the Education For All/Fast Track Initiative proposal and fundraising by UNICEF Moldova to continue its technical assistance to the initiative. Also, efforts will be made to link the centers with the emerging development of the country’s social worker network. In addition, to determine long-term impact on child development outcomes and family practices as well as financial sustainability of the centers, more data needs to be collected in the coming years. 
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