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BACKGROUND AND OBJECTIVES OF THE STUDY

Purpose

The research on School Readiness in Georgia is designed to provide evidence for the Early Childhood Development (ECD) initiative in Georgia. Currently, this initiative is moving forward and is backed by the Government and by Parliament. Four thematic working groups are developing action plans in four ECD areas. These action plans follow the Strategic Action Plan on ECD that was developed by consultants, with the wide participation of all stakeholders. The findings from this research will be used by all working groups to inform the action plans in their respective areas. This research is especially important for the Pre-school Working Group.

Among the five main areas of action that were identified by the National Strategic Plan of Action (NSPA), two are directly related to pre-school education and school preparedness. These are:

1. Educational expansion to include education for children prior to primary school.

2. Expansion of parenting and community-level programmes. 

This research is a follow-up to the ECD research conducted in Georgia in 2006. The results of this previous research demonstrate that in many families, especially poor and rural ones, children are not receiving enough support to develop their skills and capabilities for a smooth transition from family to school. Data from kindergartens and schools also illustrated that school-readiness is a serious issue that needs to be addressed within the framework of ECD policy, programme development and pre-school reform.
 

This report comes at a critical time, when “optimisation” of kindergartens is widely discussed in Georgia. Optimisation involves restructuring the kindergarten system by closing down kindergartens that are in bad shape, especially due to their failing infrastructure. The objective is to divert the limited resources to nearby kindergartens that can be improved and – if necessary – expanded to accept children from the closed kindergartens. Optimisation is currently in full swing in Tbilisi and is likely to be implemented on a wide scale throughout the country. Many of the findings of this research are very relevant to officials who are making decisions regarding optimisation, and the hope is that they will use these findings in their decision-making.

Main Objectives

The major objectives of this study are:

1. To understand school preparation practices within the families, particularly by the mothers.

2. To get a clear idea about how families think in terms of preparing their children for school.

3. To understand the day-to-day practices in existing pre-schools.

4. To assess families’ access to existing pre-school institutions.

5. To identify the barriers to accessing pre-school services for children. 

6. To get reliable, scientifically valid data on teaching styles, practices and child-focused approaches in existing pre-school institutions.

7. To conduct a system-wide analysis of the existing pre-school institutions by identifying their size, location, composition, pupil counts, vacancies and other critical data.

Conceptual Framework

Experts clearly agree that there are three dimensions of school readiness. The first is “family readiness”. The second component is “readiness of the schools”, which evaluates whether schools are ready for children. Finally “child readiness” evaluates the child’s physical, cognitive, social and emotional readiness for school.

Family readiness

Family readiness mainly refers to families supporting their child’s development, starting from birth. Providing adequate learning opportunities during the early years is based on the practices of the families as well as the physical conditions within the home. Therefore, while it is critical for a mother to talk to, tell stories and read books to her child on a regular basis, it is also important for the child to have access to picture books, play objects, paper and drawing materials.

A prerequisite to early learning is good health and nutrition. Children who are not fed properly and who are not healthy cannot be expected to learn and cognitively develop to their maximum capacity.

Finally, it is critical for children to have opportunities to socialise and play with their peers, interact with adults outside their family and have opportunities to experience their communities. It is important for parents to create these interactions by arranging play settings and taking their children to a variety of outdoor environments, such as parks, shops and playgrounds.

The UNCEF-led research on ECD that looked at family child-rearing practices and the conditions in the home identified the major gaps and weaknesses shared by many of the families in Georgia. This report that focuses on school readiness can be considered as a follow-up to the ECD research. Key results from the ECD study are summarised in the final section of this report. For complete findings and recommendations from the 2004 ECD study on Readiness of Families and Conditions within the Home, see Attachment 1.

Readiness of schools

Readiness of schools refers to the practices and standards within the schools to ensure a smooth transition from home to basic education. Currently, there is a lot of work being done in Georgia within the framework of education reform that focuses on basic education. The proposed research will not study the conditions and practices in basic education, but instead focus on existing pre-school institutions and their practices. 

Together with the families, pre-school institutions – mainly kindergartens – are the main instruments to shape and influence children and ensure a smooth transition to school. Yet, the standards that are being used in these institutions are a relic of Soviet times. All stakeholders involved in pre-school education profess the importance of developing new standards for the pre-school system. As the first step towards this process, it is critical to understand the current practices in these institutions. 

In addition, a system-wide analysis of the pre-school system will be necessary. Currently, there is no reliable data on the number of pre-school institutions, attendance rates, vacancies, teacher ratios, and other key indicators. Without these numbers, it is impossible to engage in a meaningful pre-school reform. 

Child achievement and readiness

Children’s readiness for school is a widely debated subject. Many researchers prefer to look at child readiness under two major headings: school readiness and “development readiness”. 

School readiness refers mostly to child’s abilities and knowledge. These are the minimum standards that have to be achieved for a child to perform well at school. Some indicators of school readiness are defined as the child’s ability to follow instructions, being able to sit still and concentrate on a task, to be able to hold a pencil and draw, literacy and numeracy skills and not fighting or hurting his/her peers. 

School readiness can be conceptualised as a subset of a larger domain of characteristics that can be labelled “developmental readiness”. Developmental readiness encompasses multiple aspects of development including physical (health and nutrition), social/emotional maturity, and the child’s approach towards learning, language and cognition.

Undoubtedly, child outcomes in education, in terms of how the child performs and develops in school, depend upon how well families support their children during the early years and how well the schools are prepared to accept children. The proposed research on school readiness in Georgia will specifically focus on existing pre-school institutions in Georgia and family-pre-school interactions (attitudes and behaviours of parents towards school readiness and pre-school institutions), because assessing and developing the pre-school system in Georgia is seen as the key to improving child outcomes and school readiness of children. Figure 1 summarises the concept that school readiness is a subset of developmental readiness.
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Figure 1: Child’s readiness for school
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Planning and implementation of the research

The planning of the research on pre-school education started in November 2006 and coincided with the development of the National Strategic Plan of Action (NSPA) on ECD 2007-2009, which originated from a three-day multi-sectoral consultation in Gudauri from November 30 to December 2, 2006.

An elaborate research that uses four different methodologies (family survey, institution survey, focus groups and standardised observations of institutions) is designed right after the Gudauri meeting.

The study has been designed to cover all three domains of school readiness (family readiness, child readiness and institutional readiness), but the main focus will be on pre-school institutions. This is because pre-school institutions, and mainly kindergartens, are instrumental in preparing children for school. A clear understanding of their practices as well as parental views and approaches towards kindergarten are essential to formulate pre-school reform in Georgia.

The search for a local firm for data collection started in December 2006, and IPM was selected from five applicants. On May 2007, Dr. Iltus visited Tbilisi to conduct a series of training sessions with the IPM staff, to participate in pilot testing of the research instruments and to finalise the instruments for data collection. Data collection started in June 2007 and concluded in August 2007.

In November 2007, Dr. Iltus conducted a two-day workshop, where members from the four thematic working groups discussed the research findings and practical implications of the findings. They also developed recommendations for each group. As all the groups worked jointly and collaboratively, the workshop allowed extensive communication across the work groups.

Following the workshop, key findings from the research were presented to the ECD Alliance at Parliament. During this presentation, the most important findings were presented to the participants and their questions were addressed.

METHODOLOGY

The research design implemented four components, each employing a different research methodology. These were:

· Institutional survey: survey of 1134 pre-school institutions on basic indicators

· Pre-school observations (ECERS-R): Systematic observations in 45 pre-schools

· Family survey: Door-to-door interviews with 700 families

· Family focus groups: 12 focus group discussions (FDGs) with mothers with children aged 3-6

Survey of the Existing Pre-school Institutions 

In 2005, the Parliament of Georgia passed the Organic Law of Georgia on Local Self-Governance. Article 16.2.o of the law states:

Establishment of pre-school educational institutions, approval of their statute, appointment of a person responsible for the representation and control of their affairs are listed as within exclusive authorities of the Self-Governing Unit (Municipalities).

With this law, ownership and management of all state-owned kindergartens were transferred to local governance units. These units now own the pre-school buildings and their land. They are responsible for paying the salaries of the director, teachers and all other staff. All capital development and repairs, as well as expenses related to the maintenance, heating and utilities for the buildings, are to be paid from the budgets of the local authorities. 

Decentralisation of the State-owned pre-school institutions raised the issue of how to keep track of them. As the first step of a longer-term tracking process, a brief survey of the existing pre-schools was conducted. (See Attachment 1: Institutional Survey Form.)

The survey forms were faxed to all the municipalities. Each municipality was responsible for distributing the forms to all the pre-school institutions under its jurisdiction. Municipalities collected the completed forms and forwarded them to UNICEF. In cases of non-responsiveness, follow-up phone calls were conducted by a UNICEF intern. 

The response rate was excellent, with 1134 institutions responding to the survey. This is estimated to be more than 90% of all the public pre-school institutions in the country. 

Due to logistical reasons and time constraints, it was not possible to conduct pilot testing of the survey instrument before it was distributed to the municipalities. A close study of the data indicates a significantly large amount of missing data associated with some of the questions. Similarly, possibly due to the translation, a few of the questions were misinterpreted by the people filling the survey. Information from the questions with a large amount of missing or erroneous data was eliminated and is not presented in this report.

Pre-school Observations

In order for a pre-school reform to be successful in Georgia, it is essential to collect reliable scientific data that reveals the quality of pre-school institutions and the education that is imparted by these institutions. Observation of pre-school institutions was carried out as the first step for assessing the overall quality of pre-schools in Georgia and to identify their strengths and weaknesses.

A standardised scale called ECERS-R was used to evaluate the quality of kindergartens. ECERS-R is a widely respected scale that is used to measure all aspects of the quality of pre-school institutions. The scale consists of 43 items organised into 7 sub-scales:

· Space and Furnishings

· Personal Care Routines

· Language-Reasoning

· Activities

· Interactions

· Programme Structure

· Parents and Staff

ECERS-R contains inclusive and culturally sensitive indicators for many items. The scale is available in 15 different languages (Georgian is not one of these), and is widely used in many countries outside the USA.

The scale includes a combination of observational assessments, supplemented by direct questions put to the pre-school staff. 

Dr. Iltus conducted a two-day training of the scale prior to its application. Training included use of a training video by ECERS developers, on site piloting and test of inter-coder reliability.

Out of the kindergartens around the country, 45 were selected and observed by the research team. While there were some small discrepancies, most of the kindergartens that were selected were also the ones included in the Step by Step / UNICEF project, where the teachers are being trained under the Step by Step Programme. Findings of this research will constitute an excellent baseline data for the Step by Step team. They will be able to identify, in advance, the major weaknesses of the kindergartens where they are planning to work. Also, by repeating the assessment after the completion of the training, it will be possible to demonstrate the change in each kindergarten in an objective manner.

Observers spent at least half a day with a class in the kindergarten. Daily routines, mealtimes, nap times and indoor and outdoor activities were covered during the observations. Each kindergarten was assessed on 43 individual dimensions ranging from “physical set-up of the classroom" to “quality of the interactions between teachers and children”. Each of the 43 dimensions were measured and then coded with a number ranging from 1 to 7. A score of 7 indicates the highest quality, while a score of one is the poorest.

Family Interviews (Door-to-Door Survey of Families)

Family interviews were conducted to identify the knowledge, attitudes and practices of the families in terms of school readiness. Interviews explored the range and frequency of the activities that the parents carry out in order to prepare their children for school. Kindergarten attendance was also a major topic of discussion during the interviews and the goal was to understand the reasons for the families sending (or not sending) their children to school. (See Attachment 2: Family Interview Questionnaire.)

Family interviews were conducted in 6 regions of Georgia. The total sample size was 700. Families with at least one child aged 3 to 6 years were considered eligible for an interview. A random sample of families was selected in the regions identified. The “random walk” procedure was used to select households to be interviewed. Table 1 provides the breakdown of the sample by location and region.

Table 1: Sample Breakdown by Area and Region
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Focus Group Discussions with Mothers

In order to collect more in-depth information regarding the mothers’ ideas about school readiness and kindergarten attendance, 12 focus group discussions (FGDs) with mothers of children aged 3-6 were conducted. Each focus group consisted of 8 mothers. Mothers who sent their child to kindergarten were grouped separately from the mothers who did not. As such, 6 FGDs were conducted with mothers of children who attend kindergarten regularly and 6 FGDs were conducted with mothers of children who do not attend kindergarten.

Mothers were selected from relatively low-income groups. The average monthly income for the sample was approximately 100 GEL per person. Another requirement was that none of the participants should be involved in the education system. Teachers, educators, staff from pre-schools and other faculty or non-faculty members were excluded from the sample.

The same 6 regions covered by the family interviews were also covered by the FGDs. Within each region, 2 FGDs were conducted; one in a rural setting and another in an urban setting. The results of the FGDs were then transcribed and analysed.

FINDINGS

State of the Pre-school Institutions in Georgia 

Types of Institutions: Nurseries
A very significant portion of the pre-schools that were surveyed have nurseries. Out of the 1134 institutions surveyed, 429 (38%) indicated that they have nursery classes. While there is some controversy about the value of sending very young children to educational institutions, it is clear that nurseries are important for families where both parents work full-time and no other adult (such as a grandparent) is available in the home to look after the children. On the positive side, if families start sending their children to a nursery at a young age, it is very likely that they will continue to send them to kindergarten between the ages of 3 to 6. On the negative side, some recent research found that sending young children to nursery may not be good for their development, and children who receive parental attention at home do better emotionally and socially.

Size of Pre-schools

A common misconception is that a typical kindergarten in Georgia is a large two-storied building with multiple classrooms and spaces for activities, health services and offices. While this is true for most of the pre-schools in large urban areas such as Tbilisi, the number of small one or two-room kindergartens is extremely large in rural areas. Survey findings indicate that in 56% of the pre-schools, there are only one or two groups (classes). 

Figure 2: Number of pre-school groups
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The same pattern can also be observed in the total number of registered students in the kindergartens. About half (48%) of the surveyed kindergartens have less than 40 registered students, while about a quarter (24%) have 100 or more students.

[image: image13.wmf]Figure 2: Total number of registered students in kindergartens

Where are these small kindergartens located? While it is clear that they are mostly in rural areas, the numbers of small, medium and large kindergartens show significant variation across regions. 

 Figure 3: Kindergarten size by regions
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The implications of this finding can be significant for designing and implementing systems to support existing kindergartens. It is to be expected that large, multi-group kindergartens are very expensive to support and maintain, while small ones are much more manageable. On the other hand, it is important to realise that interventions designed for large kindergartens may not always be appropriate for small kindergartens with only one or two groups. 

The abundance of small-sized kindergartens might also be relevant to decisions regarding optimisation. Closing small kindergartens in rural areas that serve a specific rural community is not the same as closing kindergartens in urban areas where other alternatives do exist nearby. Therefore, these decisions need careful study of conditions and access especially in rural areas.

Capacity Issues in the Existing Kindergarten System

There seems to be significant extra capacity in the system. About a quarter (23%) of the surveyed institutions indicated that they are overcrowded, meaning that they have more students than their capacity allows. On the other hand, 78% of the kindergartens reported that they have empty seats available. In other words, they have empty unused space. However this does not mean that those seats are actually usable. Considering the shortage of equipment, furniture and the condition of the kindergarten buildings, a very significant investment may be necessary before those seats can be used by children.

Reporting on their available space, most kindergartens indicated that they have at least one or – in many cases – more unused classrooms. About half of the institutions seem to have 2 to 4 unused classrooms. 

Figure 4: Number of unused classrooms in kindergartens
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On the other hand, when kindergartens were asked why they have not been using the vacant space, only 25% said that they do not have any need (students) for them. The remaining 75% indicated that the classrooms need repair, renovation and furnishings, and that is why they are not being used. 

This issue of excess capacity in the overall system is a complicated one. According to these findings, even though there is unused capacity, most of it is not in usable condition at all. On the other hand, the poor condition of the classrooms and the buildings can be the reason why parents are reluctant to send their children to these kindergartens. Therefore, it is possible to argue that if the conditions were better, the demand would also have been better and the so-called “excess capacity” would have disappeared.

Finally, a big consideration should be using the extra space for services other than regular classrooms. This way it would be possible to strengthen the system through use of supplemental models and services. The renovated classrooms can be used as child and family rooms, Parent-Teacher Association (PTA) rooms, resource centres, lending libraries, and the like.

Children-Teacher Ratios

For half of the institutions, child-teacher ratios in the surveyed kindergartens are within international standards. In Georgia, full-time teachers are usually assisted by teaching aides or part-time teachers. In the classrooms, one full-time teacher is present for every 11 to 20 children, in about half the cases. On the other hand, in the second largest group, this ratio drops to one teacher for every 21 to 30 children. Of the surveyed institutions, 40% fall into the latter category.

Figure 5: Ratio of number of students for each full-time teacher
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Determining the exact number of teachers and aides in one classroom at a given time is not easy because of the changing shifts, part-time teachers and part-time teaching aides. In general, however, it would be safe to say that, at any given time and regardless of the class size, there are likely to be at least two adults supervising the children.

While currently there is no cause for alarm about existing child-teacher ratios, the impact of optimisation might change this. In most cases, institutions are close to being overcrowded, and an infusion of new children into an existing kindergarten is likely to reduce the children-teacher ratio dramatically. During the implementation of optimisation in Tbilisi, teachers who worked in the kindergartens that were subsequently closed were mostly dismissed, and in some cases, the remaining kindergartens were not able to absorb the children from the closed kindergartens. In the case of one kindergarten that the surveyors visited, the director indicated that she has no choice but to turn down the mothers who wanted to register their children in that kindergarten.

Staffing of the Kindergartens

Outside the teaching staff, most kindergartens seem to have a number of other support staff. Support titles range from doctors, nurses, maintenance people, food preparation staff, gardeners and guards. The survey findings show that 78% of all kindergartens have at least one full-time person for food preparation present, 45% of them have at least one full-time person for maintenance and 36% have at least one full-time nurse.  

A better way to look at the support staff patterns is to consider the ratio of non-teaching staff to all staff. In about 40% of the kindergartens, the ratio seems close to 1:1 (50%). In other words, in these kindergartens, there is one non-teaching (support) staff member for every teaching staff (teachers or teaching aides). In 20% of the kindergartens, the number of non-teaching staff is larger than the teaching staff.

Figure 6: Ratio of non-teaching staff to all staff
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Times of Operation

While following some basic guidelines, operational hours of the kindergartens seem to show some differences. Most kindergartens start operating at 9:00 AM, yet about 200 of them start at 8:00 or 8:30 AM. Interestingly, 50 to 60 kindergartens reported that they do not start accepting the children before 10:00 or 11:00 AM.

Most kindergartens stop operating at 5:00 or 6:00 PM. About 100 remain open until later, but 325 also close as early as 4:00 PM. 

Non-standardisation in operational hours is not necessarily a bad thing. Kindergartens should work closely with the community in order to adjust their operations according to the needs of the parents. In areas where most parents work 9:00 AM to 5:00 PM, it makes sense to start at 8:30 AM and close around 5:30 or 6 PM. This allows the parents ample time to drop-off and pick up their children. Similarly, the times can be significantly different in rural areas or near factories where the working hours of the parents are dependent on local economic conditions.

Expenses and Fees

Almost all families pay fees to have their children attend kindergarten. The average monthly fees can be considered quite modest. While parents in urban areas, especially Tbilisi, are likely to pay higher fees, low fees in rural areas bring the average down. On a national average, half of the families pay somewhere between 5 to 15 GEL per child each month. Of course, for families with more than one child attending kindergarten, the fees quickly add up, but for many families, the amount is still manageable.

Figure 7: Average monthly fees paid for each child
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Food is one of the major expenses for most kindergartens. Still, food expenses are extremely low for many of the kindergartens. Of the total number of kindergartens surveyed, 75% indicated that they spend less than 1 GEL per child per day as food expenses. 

[image: image17.wmf]Figure 8: Daily food expenses in kindergartens

The larger the size of the kindergarten, the more it tends to spend on food. While it is expected that if one is buying in bulk, food will be cheaper, it is likely that small kindergartens tend to be in poorer villages and cannot afford to spend too much on food. Also, in cities (where the larger kindergartens are located), food costs are likely to be higher.

Figure 9: Food expense by kindergarten size
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Insufficient or low-quality food is likely to result in poor nutrition for children. This will have negative implications for the children’s health and learning capacity. Furthermore, poor quality of food can be a major factor why parents do not want to send their child to the kindergarten in the first place.

Similar deficiencies are also apparent in the analysis of teachers’ salaries. Kindergarten teachers in Georgia are paid very low salaries, and it is well known that this does have a major impact on motivation and the quality of education in kindergartens.

According to the survey, monthly salaries for most teachers range from 50 to 150 GEL. While there are some exceptions to that pay scale, even the best-paid teachers do not make more than 220 GEL per month.

Figure 10: Average salaries of teachers
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All these cost figures raise serious concerns about the feasibility of privatisation of the existing kindergarten system in Georgia. The present system runs on a shoestring budget, with minimum contribution from parents, very low food expenses and very low salaries for teachers. In the case of privatisation, the questions that arise are how the increased expenses will be financed and who will carry the burden. In the case of large-scale privatisation, it is not inconceivable that many existing kindergartens will close down, and a large number of families will end up having no access to pre-school education for their children. The ones that will be hardest hit will be the small one-room or two-room kindergartens located in rural areas.

Children with Disabilities

The survey revealed that only a very small percentage (7%) of the pre-school institutions in Georgia have any children with special needs. This indicates that a vast majority of children with special needs in the 3 to 6 age group are either attending specialised schools or, more likely, are being kept at home. 

This has also been confirmed when speaking to the mothers. Many mothers said that, based on their personal observations, children with special needs are never sent to kindergartens and they are kept at home.

Integration is still a hard concept for many of the teachers and administrators of pre-schools to grasp. When asked for the main reasons for not having children with special needs in their kindergarten, almost 70% of the kindergartens responded that their institution could not accept children with disabilities because of the physical infrastructure. It is very likely that they were referring to children in wheelchairs and pointing out that their building has no ramps.

The survey findings reveal that 40% of the kindergartens in Georgia are single-storied buildings. Of the remaining kindergartens, 57% are two-storied buildings. It should be very simple for these institutions to build simple ramps at the entrance and to accommodate children in wheelchairs on the first floor, in the case of two-storied buildings. 

Out of the total number of respondents, 13% indicated that their kindergarten does not have the organisational capacity or knowledge to deal with children who have special needs. This is a legitimate concern. With no training and background, pre-schools are likely to find it very challenging to accept children with special needs at the present time.

Quality of Existing Pre-school Institutions

Assessing the educational, organisational and physical qualities of the existing pre-school institutions in Georgia is rarely done. While most people agree that the quality of the institutions has deteriorated in the last decade, an objective assessment will help to identify the major weaknesses – as well as the strengths – of the system. The observational study carried out in the 45 selected pre-schools revealed important information regarding the state of the existing pre-school system.

As a result of systematic observations, the kindergartens were rated on a score of 1 (totally inadequate) to a score of 7 (excellent). 

Physical and Spatial Characteristics

When rated on many of the physical and spatial characteristics, kindergartens averaged from 3 (average) to 4 (adequate). The summary of the scores is listed below.
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Figure 11: Mean scores for physical and spatial characteristics

In terms of indoor space and furniture, most kindergartens scored over 4, which is not surprising. Even though most buildings are old and are not maintained well, the overall quality of the classrooms is good, since most of them were originally designed with children in mind. Classes are airy and light, with large windows that bring in natural light.
 Similarly, most kindergartens use child-sized furniture. Even though structures and furniture are very old, the kindergartens have devised ways to repair and use them, making the spaces quite child-friendly.

One of the lowest scored dimensions (2.0) related to the furnishings for relaxation and comfort. The key criteria for this dimension are the availability of soft furniture and surfaces. It seems that most classrooms are designed with an abundance of hard surfaces and furniture. There are very few soft and comfortable areas for relaxation. This issue can be addressed by adding several large pillows in a corner of the classroom.

The scores were also relatively low (3.5) in the areas of room arrangement and privacy. While most pre-school classrooms have some activity centres, they are not usually well defined. Furthermore, children are not given enough flexibility in using these activity centres on their own initiative. The common practice is to have everyone engage in the same activity during a class period. 

Privacy is not easy to achieve. When a child (or a couple of children) want to conduct an activity away from the others, they can rarely find a sheltered space to play quietly. 

In the best pre-schools, children’s work is predominantly displayed at a child’s eye-level. Drawings and pictures are supplemented by three-dimensional objects created by the children. Most important, these exhibits are frequently updated as children create new things. On the contrary, any visitor to typical kindergartens in Georgia quickly realises that the children’s work displayed on the walls has been there for some time. 

Research showed a relatively high score for the availability of space for gross-motor (active) play. This is because most kindergartens have large outdoor yards. However, the condition of these yards, and especially the condition of the equipment, is a source of concern. There is usually some very old and broken metal playground equipment, which can be dangerous for the children. This accounts for the overall score (2.5) for gross motor (playground) equipment.

Assessing the 45 kindergartens together only provides a general idea on the overall status of kindergartens. The real value of this type of research is the ability to use data from an individual kindergarten as a diagnostic tool. For example, on the issue of physical environment, if a kindergarten is randomly selected and its scores are viewed independently, it would be possible to identify the strengths and weaknesses right away. Below is an example from one kindergarten (KG21).

Figure 12: Physical and spatial characteristics of a single kindergarten (KG21)

[image: image5.wmf]
As clearly seen in the figure above, KG 21 is organised in such a way that room arrangement for activity centres is quite adequate and there are ample opportunities for privacy and individual play. On the other hand, conditions of furniture, soft environment and outdoor play environment are totally inadequate. A person from the Early Childhood Development (ECD) programme who is equipped with this kind of information can easily develop a plan with clear priorities for this kindergarten. Such a plan would include fixing or replacing some of the furniture and repairing – or even removing and replacing – the outdoor play equipment.

Activities and Practices

A comprehensive evaluation of the range and quality of activities taking place in and outside the classrooms has been recorded by the observers. While improvement is necessary in most dimensions, observers felt that greeting and departure procedures are quite appropriate. Teachers greet the children and parents pleasantly upon their arrival, and departures are organised and civil. On the other hand, extensive nap times scored as inappropriate for the age groups. A low score in this dimension also indicates that most of the students are actually awake during naptime, but are being forced to stay in their bed and be quiet. Meals and snacks, health practices and safety practices all need improvement. In most kindergartens, teachers rarely sit together with the children around the table, and conversation is usually discouraged. This might be a cultural issue and further debate on this may be necessary.

Figure 13: Classroom activities and practices
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Books and Pictures

It is common knowledge that most kindergartens in Georgia do not have enough resources such as books, picture books and other resources to stimulate and educate the children. This has been confirmed by the findings of this research. Almost half of the observed kindergartens were assessed as totally inadequate in terms of the availability of books and visual materials, and only 20% were deemed good or excellent,

Figure 14: Availability of books and visual materials
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Academic Domains

Overall, the scores regarding various academic domains were quite poor and need significant improvement. The observers studied and rated the quality and quantity of different activities. The highest ratings are for artistic and mathematical activities. Simply put, there do not seem to be enough quality activities where children are allowed to manipulate objects (fine motor activities), interact with natural elements (plants, animals) and act out scenarios imaginatively (dramatic play). Interaction with water and sand – which is a critical developmental need – is almost totally absent.

Figure 15: Developmental domains and academic activities
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Free Play versus Structured Group Activities

One critical finding from this research is that, in most kindergartens in Georgia, children are not given enough opportunities for free play. Free play, where a child has control over the play activity with no direction from adults, is essential for healthy development. In the classroom setting, it was clearly observed that the teachers have a preference for structured, organised group activities. For example, all children draw together (and draw the same subject), sing together, and the like. In cases where there are presentations, children are asked to be quiet and watch the presenters.

This is understandable, as free play gives the impression of chaos and teachers may feel that they are losing control. Yet it is important to educate teachers about the value of free play and how to carry it out successfully.

Figure 16: Free play in kindergartens
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As seen in the figure above, good free play opportunities are rarely available in about 70% of the kindergartens that were observed. At the other end of the spectrum, about 20% of schools excel in free play practices.

In summary, it is arguable that the quality of education in most kindergartens is below international standards. Lack of materials and books and the condition of furniture are serious concerns that should be addressed immediately. It is also evident that most children are spending too much time in group work and opportunities for personal development are largely missing. It is possible to overcome many of these shortcomings through a large-scale teacher training programme. Resourceful teachers can transform classrooms into creative play and learning environments even with minimal funding and support.

Family Readiness; Beliefs and Practices of Families in Terms of School Readiness

The survey of 700 families in the country and the 12 FGDs with the mothers provided strong data concerning the practices of the families in order to prepare their children for school and their ideas and concerns regarding the pre-school system in Georgia.

Pre-school Attendance

Obtaining a reliable figure on pre-school attendance in Georgia is not easy. Many studies have tried to pin down that number; however, discrepancies are very significant. Some of the reasons behind this are that different studies might be focusing on different age groups (3 to 6, 4 to 6, and so on). Another problem is the large differences between urban and rural areas. Finally, just because some children are registered in a pre-school institution does not mean that they are actually attending it; therefore, family-based studies and institution-based studies may reveal different results.

[image: image21.wmf]Table 2: Summary of findings from different studies regarding pre-school attendance

As seen from this table, the estimated percentage of attendance ranges from 27% to 52%. Based on the two recent nationally representative family surveys, the ECD Survey of 2004 and the School Readiness Survey of 2007, the actual number is close to 50% nationally. However the number is much higher in urban areas (60%) compared to rural areas (40%).

Regional differences are also significant. For example, while the average attendance rate in Samegrelo-Zemo Svaneti is above 60% (62%), it is as low as 32% for Samtskhe Javakheti. The reasons for regional differences are unknown at this time and more research will be necessary to identify the reasons. 

[image: image22.wmf]Figure 17: Pre-school attendance by region

Family survey results also reveal that, regardless of location, if they want, every family has access to at least one type of pre-school, but accessibility is an issue. When asked, “Are there any pre-school institutions in your neighbourhood/village?” all parents, regardless of location – urban or rural – answered “yes”. This is a very significant finding. Even though the distance of the pre-school from their home is longer than they are willing to negotiate, all parents think that their community has a pre-school available to them.

Overall, mothers’ assessment of kindergartens in their neighbourhood or village is very positive. They overwhelmingly think that “it is a nice place for learning” and that teachers are fair and doing their best.

Figure 18: Percent of parents who rate the kindergarten in their [image: image23.wmf]community positively

It is not very easy to interpret these last two findings. If there are already pre-school institutions in every community, and if they are highly regarded, then why is it that half of the children aged 3 to 6 are not attending these institutions?

When they were asked for the most important reason for their child’s non-attendance at a pre-school institution, the primary reason turned out to be distance to the pre-school (38%). This was followed by cost/fees, low quality of education, physical conditions of the building and poor quality of food. 

It is hard to judge if distance of the pre-school from the home is the real determining factor for the parents’ decision about whether or not to send the child to a pre-school. The average distance (mean) of the pre-school from home for the sample population was 2 kilometres. However, a few families who lived very far from pre-schools increase this mean significantly. In this case, a much more reliable measure (the median) turned out to be 400 meters. Given that about 80% of the families walk to the pre-school, it is hard to believe this distance could be considered “unmanageable” for the families.

If the distance is not the real issue, what are the real reasons for non-attendance? There is strong evidence that the real reasons are ideological rather than practical. When the mothers of the children who do attend kindergarten were asked about the most important reasons for attendance, they listed “academic development” (40%) and “personal development” (31%) as the primary reasons. 

Figure 19: The most important reason given by parents for sending their child to pre-school


Parents generally agree that there are things that kindergartens provide that cannot be duplicated at home. These include:

· Social interaction

· Range of books and materials

· Learning to deal with aggression and conflicts

· Discipline

· Self-expression skills

Based on the findings, it is very likely that the final decision to not send the child to pre-school depends on a combination of practical reasons, such as distance to school, cost, food quality, conditions of the facilities, or having grandparents at home. Survey participants also mentioned other reasons, such as their child’s inability to adapt to the kindergarten, and their concerns about their children getting sick more frequently if they do attend. However, in the final analysis, it seems that parents who really understand the value of pre-school education and school readiness end up sending their child to a pre-school, while parents who feel that their child will develop equally well at home do not.

Trusting in a kindergarten is very important for parents. Most do trust state/municipality kindergartens. Trust in private kindergartens is lower, even if their fees are higher. 

The high price might not affect the quality. I think the matter of a good and well-educated teacher and the eager parent is still the most important. To pay high price doesn’t mean high quality of teaching at all.

Zugdidi – parent of a child attending kindergarten

Parents are suspicious that private kindergartens are in the business of making money and are less committed to children. Most of them also do not have appropriate indoor, and especially outdoor, space. Parents are particularly distrustful of small private establishments operating from private houses and apartments.

Concerns about Optimisation

Mothers are very dissatisfied with the degree of existing government support to the kindergartens. Especially after decentralisation, they feel that the Government is not doing anything for the kindergartens. As a result, they are also very suspicious and angry about optimisation. They believe that it is only the efforts of the dedicated staff and directors that are preventing the kindergartens from closing down one after the other.

No support. There was even a risk of closing kindergartens; children would stay out of them and the staff too. Local authority said they couldn’t provide financing, and that the budget was out of money. They suggested that we shift to self-financing. The parents of 2-3 children couldn’t afford 20 GEL, and caretakers were left out of salaries for a period of 6-7 months. The Government does nothing. The only persons that have kept kindergartens from closing are their staff and directors.

Akhaltsikhe –- parent of a child attending kindergarten

On the other hand, parents strongly prefer older experienced teachers to younger ones. They argue that younger teachers lack motivation and experience.

The poor physical conditions in the kindergartens are also a big issue for the mothers. These include:

· Lack of heat

· Lack of toys and books

· Lack of educational technology

· Poor condition of plumbing and sewage

· Poor condition of yards and play equipment

The problem of chairs and tables are faced everywhere. When I took my child there, they had 27 children and faced the problem of chairs. The building itself is huge, but I don’t know what it is occupied by. There are no elementary facilities. They join three groups in winter because of the problem of heating. I am sorry for the teachers in such conditions, the Government should support them.

Mtskheta – mother of a child attending kindergarten

Despite these conditions, mothers are still happy that the kindergartens are there at all.

They don’t have proper conditions. They are together during winter. They have food in the bedroom. There is no heating and the parents bring firewood. However, we are still satisfied that the kindergarten exists.

Mtskheta – mother of a child attending kindergarten

On the other hand, some parents believe that investing in teachers and education is more important than fixing up the buildings.

I think that the Government does the minimum of what it is supposed to do. The kindergartens should be well equipped. Much importance is given to its appearance, façade of the building and the interior as well where the children spend the major part of their days…It is necessary to develop the creative skills; however, when teacher works for 40 GEL you cannot demand anything. Nevertheless, if the teacher is not interested, then they do not teach anything. They are sitting all day long having coffee. Teachers’ salaries should be increased. Instead of painting the buildings and spending money on it, it is better to take care of children and kindergartens.

Tbilisi - parent of a child attending kindergarten

In addition, in the Samegrelo region, internally displaced persons (IDPs) in kindergartens were identified as a major concern. They occupy the first floors of all kindergartens there.

Parents are not bitter about the fees and financial support they provide. They understand that fees are the only way to keep the system going and they are mostly willing to keep supporting their local kindergartens. Financial independence of kindergartens is strongly supported. They feel that the current management of the kindergartens can definitely manage their financial affairs if they were getting enough support from the Government. They also feel that providing moral support to teachers is equally important,

Parental Practices of School Readiness at Home

What are the common practices of the parents at home in terms of their interaction with their children when preparing them for school? Based on the survey results, the indicators are not very positive. 

Regardless of the age of their child, when asked if they are conducting any activities to prepare their children for school, 88% of the parents said “yes”, they are engaging in activities to prepare their child for school. Parents were then asked if they regularly read books to their child, to which 30% answered “no”, while 70% said “yes”. Interestingly, when asked if they had read to their child in the last 3 days, 50% said that they had not. The findings were not very different for other activities ranging from teaching the child songs or teaching the child to be neat. The following graph represents the percentage of parents who had conducted an activity in each of a range of school-preparation categories within the last three days of being interviewed.

Figure 20: Activities conducted with the child in the last three days


A number of factors need to be taken into consideration when interpreting these numbers. First, there is always the tendency of the parents to give the “right” answer to the interviewer in order to demonstrate that they are “good” parents. The second important factor is the “unreliability of the memory”. For many parents, reading or doing an activity with their child is a significant event, and they might not be able to judge the date and duration of the event when reporting it to a third party. 

Given all these factors, it is still troubling that most parents are not engaging in enough activities with their children to prepare them for school. Especially when compared to the range of activities, play and social interaction opportunities in the pre-school institutions, it is fairly obvious that most children who stay at home are at a significant disadvantage. Still, 93% of all mothers do believe that their child is ready – or will be ready – for school. 

When the same question was framed in a different way, as in “do you think your child is better prepared for school compared to children of her own age?”, a significantly larger number of parents who send their child to a kindergarten said that their child is better prepared for school, compared to parents who do not send their child to pre-school.

The primary reason behind the families’ confidence in their children’s school readiness seems to be their perceptions of their child’s social skills and behaviour at home (43%). This is followed by their belief in the personal maturity of their child (21%). Interestingly, academic readiness (knowing about letters and numbers) is not considered very important by the parents for school readiness (literacy skills 5%, numeric skills 4%).

At first look, these findings may seem conflicting. According to the findings:

· Most parents do very little at home to prepare their child for school.

· Most parents believe that children who attend kindergarten are better prepared for school.

· Almost all parents believe that their child is – or will be – ready for school.

In reality, mothers’ feelings about pre-school readiness are quite complicated. Mothers who do not take their children to pre-school do feel a certain degree of guilt, and try to teach their children some basic skills. However, these attempts are very unsystematic, and mothers lack the basic knowledge and skills in order to be able to work with their children. All the mothers who are trying to support their children desperately need advice (and materials) that will guide them in their activities and show them what to do.

I did not try to take him to the kindergarten. I taught him myself as well as I could, though I suppose, it is not normal, I am a housewife and I have nothing to do. I suppose, a kindergarten is necessary and I want to take him there, he will be 4 soon…

Mtskheta – mother of a child not attending kindergarten

In many families, grandparents play a significant role in the education of the children who stay at home, yet this fact is still overlooked in most family training programmes. There are no real materials or tested approaches that would support involvement of grandparents in pre-school activities with children.

I take my child to kindergarten but his grandmother helps him at home with his homework. She teaches him poems, etc. I think I would be more involved in it, if I didn’t take him to kindergarten.

Zugdidi – parent of a child attending kindergarten

Mothers also observed that children with siblings who are close to their age learn a lot while engaging in activities together with them.

Another interesting phenomenon is the positive reinforcement that kindergartens have on parental practices at home.

The parent who takes a child to a kindergarten is more involved because the child will himself make you do it regardless of whether you wish so or not. The child asks you to tell stories, to read.

Mtskheta – mother of a child attending kindergarten

Parental concerns regarding school readiness are also closely related to the age of the child. Parents of 5-year-olds usually get panicky if their child is not going to the kindergarten. At that age, they try to register the child and/or start spending more time with the child trying to teach him letters, numbers, and the like.

MAJOR RECOMMENDATIONS

Need for a Clear Policy regarding the Existing Pre-school System

At this time, it is very important to have a clear policy regarding the future of the existing pre-school system in Georgia. Following decentralisation and with discussions about privatisation, parents, teachers and municipalities are very confused about the direction pre-school education is taking. While the existing system has many defects and problems, it also has many strengths. If the existing pre-school institutions disintegrate, it would be very hard to replace the system with any viable alternative. 

The policy should also examine how to use the extra capacity available in kindergartens. One option is to significantly increase the overall kindergarten attendance by renovating unused classrooms. This will require significant investment in infrastructure and teachers. A more viable alternative would be exploring community-based supplemental models.

Need for Supportive Models

A recommended approach is to strengthen the existing system and use the existing institutions as cores or hubs for expanded community-based supportive pre-school models. During the brainstorming sessions conducted with the multi-sectoral group in Tbilisi, the following supportive models have been identified:

1. Mother - Child Resource Centres located in existing kindergartens

2. Accelerated (3-month) summer school preparation courses run from a classroom in the elementary school (for children who have never attended a pre-school)

3. Family-run kindergartens acting as “satellites” for existing kindergartens

4. Inclusive kindergartens with a resource centre for special needs

5. Corporate-based day-care centres

6. Flexible and/or part-time kindergartens

7. Community-based, part-time day-care centres and pre-schools located in available community spaces (e.g. health centres, municipality, etc.)

8. Informal but supervised play / education groups

9. Church-based pre-school programmes run from churches

School Readiness for Children with Special Needs

Findings show that most vulnerable children are being excluded from formal school preparation, and these include children with special needs. Action plans need to be developed for their integration into pre-school institutions. Model integrated kindergartens in a few communities can be a good starting point. Kindergarten principals and teachers need to be informed about how to remove barriers for admitting children with special needs (physical and operational).

Support to Families regarding School Readiness

Parents’ current perceptions need to be changed by helping them to re-conceptualise what is meant by “school readiness”. Currently there is no agreement among the parents regarding what is meant by “school readiness”. They also seem to underestimate their own role as facilitators. Parents need to be provided with support, programme knowledge and tools to help them work with their child. Again, as there seems to be kindergartens in each community, these kindergartens can be used as “hubs” to initiate these programmes.

Increasing the Quality of Education

Strengthening the existing system and improving the quality of education in kindergartens should be the top priority. The work of the multidisciplinary thematic working groups is at the core of this initiative. Their work and plans should be supported by practical programmes, including teacher training in kindergartens.

Importance of a Tracking System

After the decentralisation, it became extremely problematic to track the progress of existing pre-school institutions in a systematic fashion. The institutional survey that was a part of this study proved that it could be done with some serious effort. This should not be a one-time exercise and the survey should be revised and repeated every year. This way, it would be possible to keep track of all institutions and monitor the progress of the pre-school system in Georgia in a reliable fashion in the coming years.

Child’s Readiness for School











� See Early Childhood Development (ECD) 2007 – 2009 National Strategic Plan of Action (Revision of 2007-2009 ECD NSPA by Yale University). 30 March 2007. 





� For findings on ECD research, see Early Childhood Development in Georgia; Findings from the National Baseline Study. UNICEF Publications: Tbilisi. 2007.


� Only 12 of the surveyed institutions were private pre-schools. The remaining 1122 were public institutions.


� For a more complete description of the ECERS-R, review the ECERS-R website at http://www.fpg.unc.edu/~ecers/


� Findings in this section are mostly based on the survey of existing pre-school institutions submitted to UNICEF by the municipalities.


� Child care and child development. Results from the NICHD Study of Early Child Care and Youth Development. By: Leach, Penelope. Journal of Child Psychology & Psychiatry, September 2007, Vol. 48 Issue 9


and


Family and child factors related to the use of non-maternal infant care: An English study. By: Sylva, Kathy; Stein, Alan; Leach, Penelope; Barnes, Jacqueline; Malmberg, Lars-Erik. Early Childhood Research Quarterly, March 2007, Vol. 22 Issue 1, p118-136


� It should be remembered that the data collection was done in the summer. If the kindergartens had been visited in winter, drafty and cold classrooms might have resulted in much lower overall scores.


� Data in this section is primarily derived from family interviews and FGDs with parents.
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