
About the case studies: To document UNICEF’s work on disability and inclusion in the Europe and Central Asia region, we have 
developed a set of case studies that can be read together or stand alone.

UNICEF takes a comprehensive approach to inclusion, working to ensure that all children have access to vital services and 
opportunities. When UNICEF speaks about “inclusion” this encompasses children with and without disabilities, marginalized and 
vulnerable children, and children from minority and hard-to-reach groups. 

The case studies have a specific focus on children with disabilities and their families. However, many of the highlighted initiatives 
are designed for broad inclusion and benefit all children.

INTEGRATING SYSTEMS AND SERVICES FOR 
INCLUSIVE PRESCHOOL: ‘TOGETHER FROM  
THE KINDERGARTEN’ IN BULGARIA
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Access to quality early childhood education (ECE) 
supports holistic development – cognitive, social, 
emotional and physical – and is the basis of lifelong 
learning and well-being for the world’s young 
children. Children enrolled in good-quality early 
learning programmes develop their social skills, 
vocabularies, facility with numbers and curiosity to 
keep learning. Attendance in preschool also means a 
child is more likely to attend primary school, to attain 
minimum competency in reading and mathematics, 
and to complete secondary education.1 

Quality learning for preschool-age children has a 
vital focus on engaging parents and other caregivers 
in both the learning and the home environment, 
creating a continuum of positive stimulation that 

“Inclusion in education must start in the 
early years when the foundation for lifelong 
learning is built and fundamental values and 
attitudes are formed. Inequality in learning 
and development emerges during early 
childhood, before children begin primary 
school. Beginning to address inclusion when 
children begin primary school is simply too 
late.”

Yoshie Kaga and Dragana Stretenov, ‘Inclusion in Early 
Childhood Care and Education: Brief on inclusion in 
education’, UNESCO, 2021
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helps secure developmental growth and educational 
achievements later in life. This is a solid foundation 
for building children’s resilience to cope with stress 
and maintaining their healthy relationships with 
family members and peers. 

But we have yet to reach all children. The UNICEF 
Europe and Central Asia region encompasses 22 
countries2 and is home to 14.6 million children aged 
3–6 years old, generally the age when they should 
be attending preschool. Nearly half of these children, 
7.1 million, do not attend preschool.3  

Many groups of young children are missing out 
on life-changing opportunities for early childhood 
education, and barriers to participation often result 
from interlinked factors, such as gender, poverty, 
place of residence, ethnicity, language and legal 
status, as well as developmental delay and disability. 
Effective early childhood care and education 
responses consider the individual child’s needs and 
are developed within a broad framework of inclusion 
for all that embraces inclusive policies, systems and 
practices.4  

An estimated 10.8 million of the region’s children 
aged 0-17 were living with disabilities as of 2021, 
and 5% of all children aged 2–4 are estimated to 
have one or more functional difficulties. Children 
with disabilities are 24% less likely to receive 
early stimulation and responsive care than children 
without disabilities, and they are 25% less likely 
to attend early childhood education. This leads to a 
situation in which children with disabilities of almost 

“Recognition of inclusion as the key to 
achieving the right to education has 
strengthened over the past 30 years and is 
enshrined in the Convention on the Rights 
of Persons with Disabilities, the first legally 
binding instrument to contain a reference to 
the concept of quality inclusive education. 
Sustainable Development Goal 4 too affirms 
the value of inclusive, quality and equitable 
education. Inclusive education is central 
to achieving high-quality education for all 
learners, including those with disabilities, and 
for the development of inclusive, peaceful and 
fair societies.”

Committee on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities, 
General comment No. 4 (2016) on the right to inclusive 
education, para. 2

every background have lower rates of primary 
school readiness than children without disabilities. 
For example, children with disabilities are 42% less 
likely to have foundational reading and numeracy 
skills. Among children in the first grade of primary 
school, those with hearing difficulties are less likely 
to have attended early childhood education in the 
previous year.5  

While detailed data on children with disabilities 
are limited, it is known that many of them do not 
benefit from multi-sectoral early identification or 
diagnosis as services are not widely available. 
Furthermore, the impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic 
threaten to intensify the isolation of children with 
disabilities, who already faced high levels of stigma, 
discrimination and exclusion, among other violations 
of their rights.6 During a child’s earliest years, this 
can have a significant impact on cognitive and socio-
emotional development and weakens the foundation 
for young children’s early learning.

UNICEF works in close cooperation with government 
ministries and municipality representatives, 
kindergarten directors, early learning centres, 
teachers, educators and specialist staff, non-
governmental organizations, parents’ groups and 
teacher training institutions to ensure that children 
with disabilities throughout the region:

• Enrol in the education system on time; 

• Fully participate in quality early learning; and 

• Are supported by effective government policies 
to promote their school attendance. 

As an example of the type of work that UNICEF is 
doing across the Europe and Central Asia region, this 
case study outlines the education reforms in Bulgaria 
and highlights the ‘Together from the Kindergarten’ 
programme, which supports the implementation of 
inclusive preschool and the new preschool act. 

The context in Bulgaria

In 2021, an estimated 700,000 children were in 
education in Bulgaria, including 25,000 children 
with special needs; 4,000 children were in ‘special’ 
groups or schools. The National Strategy for Lifelong 
Learning 2014–2020 noted that the main barrier to 
achieving universal preschool attendance was a 
lack of appropriate environments for children with 
disabilities. Half of the country’s teachers have 
reported low confidence to work with children with 
disabilities even if they have training.7  
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Capacity for inclusive practices, environmental 
factors and attitudes all contribute to the low levels 
of inclusion in ECE settings. An estimated 5,900 
children with specific educational needs are enrolled 
in kindergartens where the environment is not 
inclusive. An Early Childhood Environment Rating 
Scale (ECERS) study in 2017 found that 67% of 
respondents agree or strongly agree that children 
with special needs and disabilities should not be 
educated in mainstream kindergartens. In addition, 
more than 90% of kindergartens do not foster 
diversity or mitigate race, age, culture and gender 
stereotypes. The structured preschool curricula 
use the same instructions for all and do not reflect 
individual needs.8 

Discriminatory attitudes have been persistent among 
the general public. For example, a study conducted in 
2021 on attitudes and social norms towards children 
with disabilities and developmental difficulties in 
Bulgaria found that 81.9% of parents of children 
without disabilities either fully or somewhat agree 
that children with physical disabilities need special 
educational institutions and should not be included 
in mainstream education settings. Parents and 
families also reported a lack of support and feelings 
of isolation and despair regarding the status quo: 
About a third of parents of children with disabilities 
reported that raising their child had an impact on 
their emotional and mental state and around one fifth 
stated that it made them feel unhappy and helpless.9 

A lack of specialized staff to support children and 
educators has also been a barrier to inclusion. 

Nationwide, as of 2017, the education system had 
only 1,062 resource teachers, 761 psychologists 
and pedagogic counsellors, 112 speech therapists, 
20 hearing and speech impairment teachers, and 
8 visual impairment teachers, according to the 
Ministry of Education and Science. These specialists 
are concentrated in the big towns and are insufficient 
to provide the required support to all children with 
specific needs.10 This gap has been compounded 
by limited opportunities for enhancing the capacity 
and confidence of educators to enable them to work 
with every child in their class and to refer children to 
resources for additional support.

Developing and implementing 
the inclusive preschool model: 
Together from the Kindergarten

Education reforms in Bulgaria seek to create positive 
change by supporting schools and educators to 
provide inclusive education, beginning with the 
preschool level. The Preschool and School Education 
Act (Ministry of Education and Science) was publicly 
announced in 2015 and entered into force in 2016. 
This legislation introduced equal access to quality 
education and made preschool education compulsory 
for every child beginning at age 5. An amendment to 
the Act published in September 2020 lowered this 
to cover all children at age 4, and all municipalities 
will be expected to comply with this change in the 
2023/24 school year.

“Inclusive education cannot be considered 
a luxury. For far too long, children with 
disabilities have been excluded from society 
in a way that no child ever should be. My 
lived experience as a woman with disabilities 
supports that statement.” 

“No child, especially the most vulnerable, 
should have to fight for their basic human 
rights alone. We need governments, 
stakeholders and NGOs to ensure children 
with disabilities have equal, inclusive access 
to education.”

Maria Alexandrova, youth advocate for inclusive education, 
UNICEF Bulgaria, 10 November 2021, <www.unicef.org/
bulgaria/en/press-releases/nearly-240-million-children-
disabilities-around-world-unicefs-most-comprehensive>
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Together from the Kindergarten was conceived 
to support implementation of the Preschool and 
School Education Act and to help stakeholders in 
kindergartens and regional institutions fulfil their 
new roles under the legislation. The project was 
jointly initiated in 2016 by UNICEF and the Ministry 
of Education and Science, and was funded by 
UNICEF and bTV, with in-kind support from IKEA. It 
was implemented for two academic years, 2016/17 
and 2017/18, and involved 35 kindergartens in four 
regions (Montana, Sliven, Sofia-city and Shumen).

The project was designed to ‘proof test’ the legislative 
reforms in practice and apply a comprehensive 
approach while identifying the gaps, and to support 
inclusive education that helps all children develop 
their potential and talent. The main goals were to:

• Implement a whole-school approach to introduce 
inclusive early education and to build inclusive 
environments;

• Develop a model of collaboration among 
national, regional and local stakeholders and 
build their capacity to ensure inclusive early 
education; and

• Strengthen the role of kindergartens in early 
identification of children at risk of learning 
difficulties and in supporting the inclusion of all 
children in quality early learning.11 

UNICEF’s partnership with Bulgaria’s Ministry of 
Education and Science helped ensure synergy 
and alignment with national goals for education, 
and increased the potential for duplication in 
kindergartens across the country. The model is a 
comprehensive approach to providing key elements 
and implementing activities of the Together for the 
Kindergarten approach to providing support centred 
on the child’s needs are shown in the graphic 
below.12 

“In addition to teachers, other personnel 
are vital to the [pre-primary] subsector’s 
success. They include principals, 
inspectors and supervisors, providers 
of ECE pre- and in-service professional 
development, and support staff such 
as paraprofessionals and disability 
specialists. At the local level, they 
provide the enabling environment for 
pre-primary teachers to deliver quality 
education in the classroom.”

UNICEF, Build to Last: A framework in support of 
universal quality pre-primary education, March 2020

Everything centres on the child – Key elements and activities at the kindergarten level

Inclusive learning environment: Capacity-building among 
the teaching and non-teaching staff to develop new skills 

and positive and supportive attitudes in promoting inclusion 
interacting with children who have specific needs and create an 

inclusive climate throughout the kindergarten

Specialized 
support: Provision 

of support by a team 
of psychologists, 

speech therapists, 
teaching assistants 

and resource 
teachers to ensure 

early intervention 
in case of learning 

difficulties

Inclusive education process: 
Development of a support network 

around the kindergarten by strengthening 
relations and streamlining coordination 

among institutions and services

Partnership with and support for 
parents: Active communication with 
parents, recognizing them as key 
partners in establishing and sustaining 
an inclusive learning environment

Accessible 
architecture: 
Transformation 
of the physical 
environment to 
stimulate the 
development 
and talents of 
every child

Inclusive social climate: Development 
of supportive public attitudes towards 
children with disabilities, their specific 
needs and their right to education 

CHILD
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Project interventions at the national and local (regional 
structures and municipalities) levels included the 
following activities:

National level

• Advocacy for introduction of national policy on 
inclusive education.

• Development of pre-service and in-service 
training programmes for mainstream teachers 
on inclusive education. 

• Identification of challenges and gaps in 
inclusive education legislation and practice 
through national representative surveys on 
teachers’ attitudes, concerns and efficacy, and 
on inclusiveness of the environment in early 
learning settings.

Local (regional structures and municipalities) 
level

• Establishing a regional-level mechanism for 
coordination and methodological support for 
inclusive education

• Enhancing the capacities of the newly established 
Regional Centers for Supporting the Process of 
Inclusive Education

• Strengthening municipalities’ capacities

• Reinforcing collaboration between kindergartens 
and the existing social and health services in the 
community13 

Key results: Children, parents, staff 
and systems14 

An assessment of Together from the Kindergarten 
found that the quality of services provided to 
children in participating kindergartens improved – 
particularly for early identification and intervention 
due to strengthening teachers’ capacities and 
having specialists to support teachers in their daily 
work as well as work with children and their parents. 
Kindergartens also improved their relationships 
with parents and their ability to communicate 
constructively on education and children’s issues, 
particularly, but not limited to, special learning 
needs.

Overall, 394 teachers, directors, teaching assistants 
and auxiliary teachers and 72 specialists benefited 
from the main project teacher training, and 26 
specialists received additional specialized training. 
This contributed to:

Focus on capacity-building

Training courses developed and delivered 
during the first phase of Together from the 
Kindergarten (2016–2017) were a vital part 
of the project’s activities. For example, 
participants in a 64-hour-minimum training for 
two regions included teachers, kindergarten 
directors, speech therapists, psychologists, 
teacher assistants and, in some cases, auxiliary 
teachers.

The topics that were covered included Bulgaria’s 
new legislative framework for inclusive education 
and strategies to adapt the learning environment 
to the various needs of children, such as the use 
of assistive technology and sensory integration 
approaches. Other topics included interacting 
with parents, communicating with children 
with specific educational needs, and promoting 
teamwork between teachers and specialist staff. 
Following the training, project kindergartens 
organized workshops with parents.

Participants expressed a high level of 
satisfaction with the training, noting that it 
was concrete, focused on specific cases, [and] 
provided opportunities to ask questions and 
share experiences and practices. All of the 
trainees reported that they benefited from the 
training, including teacher assistants who tend 
not to have a great deal of experience.

Source: Atonowicz, Laetitia, ‘Formative Assessment 
Inclusive Pre-School Model in Bulgaria’, Draft 1, United 
Nations Children’s Fund, 30 July 2018 (unpublished).

• Positive change in attitudes towards inclusive 
education and greater acceptance of diversity;

• Increased understanding of disability and 
learning difficulties;

• Increased knowledge of the legislation and 
related procedures;

• Increased understanding of the role of various 
stakeholders in inclusive education;

• Increased understanding, skills and confidence 
to work with children with special learning needs 
(e.g., needs assessments, adapting learning 
environment, using teaching and learning aids, 
building on the work of specialists); and

• Improved skills and confidence to engage with 
parents.
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Parents overall were more aware of the importance 
of early identification and early support, and of 
the process for requesting additional support. The 
project contributed to parents’ confidence that 
kindergartens were better equipped to respond to 
their children’s special learning needs. There was also 
indicative evidence of a higher level of acceptance 
of children with disabilities in regular classrooms by 
other parents. 

Screening for learning difficulties was provided to 653 
children aged 3–3.5 years and 473 children received 
general or additional support facilitated by the 
project. Children with special learning needs were 
assessed faster than through the Regional Centers 
for Supporting the Process of Inclusive Education. 
Other children also benefited from general support 
and ad hoc sessions with specialists when needed. 
In addition, there is evidence from teachers and 
parents that specialized support resulted in improved 
developmental outcomes for children, both cognitive 
and socio-emotional, e.g., better speech, eating by 
oneself, being happier and socializing better with 
other children.

The Regional Coordination Councils played a role in 
improving information-sharing across organizations, 
referring children and parents and supporting the 
identification of compulsory preschool-age children 
who were out of school. 

Regional Support Centers have improved their 
understanding of inclusive education issues and 
contexts in pre-primary education and have been 
more proactive in supporting experience-sharing 
across kindergartens and in reaching out to parents. 
Municipalities have demonstrated their support for 
early identification and intervention and their political 
will to keep specialist staff in post.

At the national level, a key outcome of Together from 
the Kindergarten was the accreditation of its teacher 
training model and tools by the Ministry of Education 
and Science for future use. Project lessons learned 
have also contributed to national guidelines on using 
screening tools for preschool-age children, analysing 
the results, and sharing this information with parents, 
developed by the Ministry with UNICEF’s support. In 
addition, UNICEF’s technical support and advocacy 
have contributed to positive change towards 
strengthening policy and regulatory frameworks 
for inclusive preschool and raising awareness of 
inclusive education as an essential element of the 
preschool system. 

Long-term sustainability and 
ownership15 

The success of the initial programme led to the model 
being included under the EU’s Phase III Testing of the 
Child Guarantee Pilot Programme in Bulgaria. The 
Child Guarantee is designed to address child poverty 
and social exclusion in Europe, including addressing 
the issue of inclusion in quality inclusive preschool 
education. 

The Child Guarantee provided an opportunity for 
the Together from the Kindergarten model to be 
expanded to more kindergartens and to create 
strong links with other vital services for young 
children, including home visiting, child protection 
and early childhood intervention services. A 
special focus is placed on parents’ engagement 
and mechanisms for facilitating the transition from 
family to kindergarten or primary school. Pilot 
activities are being carried out in 10 municipalities 
in three districts – Burgas, Sliven and Stara Zagora 

Comments on Together from 
the Kindergarten

“Children with special educational 
needs are not isolated … Before we said 
‘your child cannot do this’. Now we 
say ‘your child has achieved this’. We 
recognize children’s progress more.”  
Teachers

“When my first child entered the 
kindergarten, the first meeting with 
parents focused on how to spend the 
budget on materials and selecting 
the textbook. When my second child 
entered the [project] kindergarten, 
we discussed emotional intelligence, 
early childhood development and the 
importance of good communication 
between families and the kindergarten 
at the first parent meeting. Things have 
improved thanks to the project.”  Parent
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– and will reach more than 6,500 children and 
parents, and nearly 600 specialists from different 
sectors.

With scale-up under the Child Guarantee pilot, 6,152 
children are participating in inclusive preschool 
education, an additional 44 specialists were hired 
to support the kindergartens, and 315 staff in pilot 
kindergartens received methodological support. 
Training modules were provided to 426 teachers 
and specialists, 298 participated in an introductory 
webinar series, and 178 received training on 
working with bilingual children. Sixty-five staff from 
three Regional Centers for Supporting the Process 
of Inclusive Education have also participated in 
training.

Excitingly, through the development of Child 
Guarantee a National Action Plan to address child 
poverty and social exclusion is being developed 
and key components from the Together from the 
Kindergarten programme will be included in the 
action plan to support the national scaling up of 
inclusive preschool. Through the Child Guarantee, 
Bulgaria has also been able to share the results 
and approach of the programme with other EU 
countries and the Western Balkan states as a best 
practice.

UNICEF’s system-wide approach 
to inclusive education

When it comes to universal and comprehensive 
programmes for inclusion, the ability to engage many 
different partners is vital to securing the necessary 
changes in the education system, including 
preschool reform. UNICEF is in a unique position 
regarding the range of partners we work with. As 
well as collaborating with and supporting national, 
regional and local governments, we work closely 
with intergovernmental organizations, such as the 
European Union, and other United Nations agencies, 
such as UNESCO and the World Health Organization.

Throughout this work, UNICEF emphasizes the 
importance of partnership with families, young 
people and children. We also aim to ensure that 
their experiences are embedded in planning, policy 
and monitoring, and that programme priorities and 
objectives reflect their needs and realities. 

Based on guidance from UNICEF’s ‘Build to Last’ 
global conceptual framework16 and the GEM 
Regional Inclusion Report 2021,17  there are many 
specific factors that every country can consider when 
working to create a stronger and more inclusive 
preschool system. Examples of the key elements 
this requires are outlined in the table below.

© UNICEF/Bulgaria/2015

7

Case study: Integrating systems and services for inclusive preschool: ‘Together from the Kindergarten’ in Bulgaria



Enabling environment

• National legislation provides 
for inclusive preschool, is 
linked to specific education 
needs/disability and covers 
multiple marginalized groups, 
including children with 
disabilities.

• Education strategies and 
action plans define targets 
for inclusion and special 
education, including 
preschool.

• Integrated services are 
coordinated through cross-
ministry collaboration 
(national, local, service level) 
across a child’s life cycle.

Planning and budgeting

• Data systems provide 
accurate, timely, 
disaggregated data on 
children with disabilities 
enrolled in services (including 
inclusive preschool) and 
those out of services.

• Funding formulas are 
tailored to support 
inclusive preschools, with 
additional funds available for 
disadvantaged children and 
families.

• Expertise and resources 
are shared to sustain the 
transition to inclusion and 
strengthen systems that 
have already embraced 
inclusion.

Curricula

• Inclusive preschool curricula 
are a central feature of 
high-quality programmes 
to: address young children’s 
holistic development (social-
emotional competencies, 
cognitive and language skills); 
recognize that adaptations 
may be necessary for all 
children to participate; tailor 
assessment to suit children 
with diverse needs.

• These curricula are 
implemented with 
participation of stakeholders 
including parents, children, 
teachers and inclusion 
specialists.

Workforce development

• Teachers have experience 
in play-based learning and/
or participate in continuous 
training on inclusive 
education theory and 
practice. 

• Teachers have support for 
developing individual plans, 
including through specialists 
in inclusion, counselling 
and mentoring, therapeutic 
support and learning support. 

Parents and communities

• Parents are supported 
to be actively involved in 
their children’s learning, as 
established in legislation and 
school policy.

• Civil society organizations 
and organizations of persons 
with disabilities are key 
partners.

• Services and support 
systems are linked across 
the life cycle.

Quality assurance

• Monitoring frameworks for 
inclusive preschool use a 
range of data sources – and 
data are fed into national-, 
subnational- and preschool-
level quality assurance 
mechanisms.

• The child is placed at the 
centre, and children, parents 
and communities have 
mechanisms to provide 
feedback at all levels. 

Foundations for creating and/or strengthening inclusive preschool systems

In summary, the work to promote, enable and sustain 
inclusion reaches across the child’s life cycle and 
across demand and supply. This covers a full range of 
interlinked activities throughout the early childhood 
development and education ecosystem – from 
support for an enabling environment and heightened 
awareness of inclusive early childhood education, to 
planning and budgeting for children with their unique 
needs at the core; from the curriculum and teacher 
training, classroom practices and interactions with 
parents and communities, to data and monitoring 

designed to ensure that children are not left out of 
the statistics.

Achieving the broad vision of inclusion for all requires 
the system-level reforms that will yield manifold 
results. Quality inclusive preschools establish the 
foundation for a child’s journey in learning. Ensuring 
that all children participate in preschool experiences 
that provide well-trained teachers, well-developed 
curricula and stimulating learning environments 
generates proven and lifelong benefits, and will help 
fulfil every child’s right to reach their full potential.
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