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This report takes stock of Early Childhood Education and Care (ECEC) in the six 
Western Balkan countries, Albania, Bosnia and Herzegovina (BIH), Kosovo, Mon‑
tenegro, North Macedonia, and Serbia, highlighting the main barriers limiting ac‑
cess, equity, and quality, and outlining practical policy options to build stronger, 
more inclusive systems. ECEC expansion represents a triple win for the region: it 
enables greater women’s labor–force participation by reducing childcare burdens; 
strengthens children’s early development and long–term learning outcomes; and 
promotes inclusive economic growth through job creation and improved human 
capital (Figure 1).

Executive  
summary

Figure 1. Triple dividend of childcare in the Western Balkans 

Source: Authors.

Employment and 
participation  
of women

Higher 
developmental 
outcomes
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productivity

Increase women’s employment 
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attend preschool perform better 
academically participation in 
preschool is associated with 20+ 
point higher reading  
scores in 4th grade

· Working parents can 
improve family income

· 21,000 potential jobs in 
ECEC if reaching OECD 
enrollment standards
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ECEC is one of the most effective policies for increasing mothers’ participation in the 
labor force —an area where the Western Balkans faces significant challenges. 61% of 
working–age women are not participating in the labor force, compared to 40% of men. 
Women with young children, especially those under six, are less likely to seek employ‑
ment, and over 60% of inactive women cite care responsibilities as their main reason for 
not working. Expanding affordable, reliable ECEC directly reduces these barriers —low‑
ering the cost and time burden of care, shortening career breaks, and enabling mothers 
to enter or re–enter employment, increase hours, and move into better–quality jobs.

Yet access and affordability remain limited: participation lags well behind EU and 
OECD averages, especially for children under three and for low income, Roma, and 
rural households. Public provision has not kept pace with demand; private and com‑
munity providers face regulatory and financing hurdles; and fees, especially in the 
private sector, are often prohibitive, with hidden costs further constraining low–in‑
come families. As a result, more than half of households with children 0–6 do not use 
formal childcare, citing costs, distance, norms around mothers’ caregiving role, and 
concerns about quality.

ECEC is also a cornerstone of children’s development and human capital forma‑
tion, shaping cognitive, socio–emotional, and physical development and improving 
school readiness. Despite this, coverage and quality vary widely across the region. 
Participation among 3 to primary entry–age children average just over half, but 
countries differ significantly: Albania and Montenegro approach OECD enrollment 
levels, and Serbia follows closely, however, Kosovo, North Macedonia, and Bosnia 
and Herzegovina lag far behind. Enrollment for children under three is uniformly low, 
with Kosovo among the lowest. 

Constraints on enrollment are evident: many municipalities have no formal ECEC 
services, waiting lists are long, opening hours are limited, and staffing shortages 
constrain both adequacy and quality. Where public provision is insufficient, informal 
and unregulated care fills the gap, raising concerns about safety and developmen‑
tal outcomes. Quality is similarly uneven. While some well resourced–urban centers 
provide strong learning environments, many settings suffer from large class sizes, 
limited materials, insufficient support for socio–emotional development, and une‑
ven pedagogical practices. Observations from Kosovo and North Macedonia reveal 
particularly large quality gaps in rural areas. On the other hand, families cite strong 
preferences for family care, expectations about mothers’ role in childcare, distance, 
fees, and hidden costs, and doubts about quality as the main reasons for not enroll‑
ing their children.

Beyond benefits to women and children, expanding ECEC has the potential to 
drive long–term economic growth and job creation in the Western Balkans. Direct 
employment needs are substantial: meeting OECD equivalent enrollment levels would 
require roughly 24,000 additional teaching and support staff across the region, most 
of these jobs would go to women. Further job creation would follow as mothers place 
children in care and enter the labor market. 
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Furthermore, over the long term, removing barriers to women’s economic em‑
powerment, especially childcare, can generate large productivity gains. Closing 
childcare related constraints alone could boost long run GDP per capita by 45% in 
Kosovo, 19% in Bosnia and Herzegovina, 14% in North Macedonia, and 7–8% in Monte‑
negro, Serbia, and Albania. These potential gains underscore the urgency of expand‑
ing access, raising quality, and ensuring affordability.

Despite some promising reforms for expansion —new facilities, expanded staff 
training, and stronger outreach— many constraints remain. Public spending on ed‑
ucation is low by international standards, and ECEC receives a particularly small 
share. Most available resources are absorbed by recurrent costs, limiting the ability 
to expand access, upgrade infrastructure, or improve quality. Financing rules are 
often fragmented and rigid, particularly in systems where responsibilities are split 
across ministries or levels of government, making it difficult to match funding to lo‑
cal needs and widening geographic disparities in service provision. In some areas, 
budget pressures have even led to shortened service hours, enrollment freezes, or 
increased fees, further burdening families. These financing challenges interact with 
complex governance structures marked by overlapping mandates, uneven decen‑
tralization, and weak coordination, which hinder coherent planning, quality assur‑
ance, and accountability. At the same time, the ECEC workforce remains underpaid, 
undermining recruitment and retention and limiting the sector’s capacity to deliver 
high‑quality services at scale.

The region stands at an inflection point. Delivering on the triple dividend will re‑
quire coordinated reforms that expand places, reduce inequalities, strengthen gov‑
ernance and financing, and professionalize the workforce. This report presents a 
five–pillar framework to guide policy reform in achieving these goals, drawing on 
regional data and international best practices, especially from OECD countries. The 
proposed multi–faceted approach follows clear policy goals, as outlined in Figure 2: 
expanding access (broadening supply and stimulating demand), prioritizing vulner‑
able families for public support and spaces, raising and better targeting financing, 
clarifying institutional responsibilities, and strengthening the workforce and quality–
assurance systems. Doing so will foster child development, support family well–be‑
ing, create jobs, and enable women’s employment, yielding both individual and social 
economic and social returns.

.
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Executive summary

1. Expand access to childcare by promoting diverse types of provision. Given the 
scale of needs and the urgency of this agenda, expanding the sector would benefit 
from both increased public and private participation in the provision of services. 
Encouraging private participation, either independently or in partnership with 
the public sector, would require tackling barriers related to the overall business 
environment as well as those specific to the sector around licensing and operations. 
Particularly in underserved areas, this would also require demand (preferably) or 
supply–side subsidies to overcome barriers related to scale and additional costs 
associated, for example, with attracting and retaining qualified staff. Supporting 
private provision can be done through public–private partnerships, demand–
side subsidies, subsidies linked to places for low–income families, and access to 
professional training opportunities.  Expanding the supply of services also needs 
to pay attention to the varied needs of families. This includes finding innovative 
ways to provide for vulnerable children and to ensure enough length and flexibility 
of services to support working parents. Public–private partnerships and voucher 
schemes aimed at increasing private provision can be prioritized in areas where 
municipal supply is thin, accompanied by robust quality and equity safeguards.

In many situations, increasing supply alone will not lift enrollment unless norms, 
information gaps, and trust in the ECEC system are addressed, as recently shown 
by the Kosovo voucher program. Communication campaigns that involve full families 

Figure 2. ECEC policy goals: Improving access to affordable and quality childcare

POLICY GOALS

QUALITY, 
AFFORDABLE 
CHILD CARE

Governments 
should ensure 
that childcare 

is available, 
affordable, of 

decent quality and 
meets the needs of 

all families.

Better 
women’s 
employment

Increased 
productivity 
and economic 
growth

Increased 
family 
welfare

Improved 
child 
development 
outcomes

1. Expand access to childcare by  
promoting diverse types of provision. 

2. Prioritize childcare coverage for the  
most vulnerable families and ensure  
low–cost and free options are available. 

3. Allocate sufficient financing to make 
quality childcare affordable for families. 

4. Define clear, workable institutional 
arrangements and build system coherence. 

5. Ensure that children are in safe and 
stimulating environments through a robust 
quality assurance system and a supported 
and capable workforce.

Source: Devercelli and Beaton–Day, 2020.
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and sometimes extended families, highlight peer experiences, and explain the devel‑
opmental and economic benefits of ECEC can shift attitudes. Door–to–door outreach 
and tailored messaging through schools, social services, and community leaders 
and organizations can help families navigate enrollment and voice concerns.

2. Prioritize childcare coverage for the most vulnerable families and ensure low–
cost and free options are available. Transparent admissions, program designs 
tailored to their needs, and targeted financial relief, through fee waivers, progressive 
pricing, reserved places, and outreach via community mediators, can lower barriers 
and build trust. Access must be matched by quality improvements so that participation 
translates into real developmental gains, particularly for minority groups and children 
with disabilities.

3. Allocate sufficient financing to make quality childcare affordable for families. 
Public investment in ECEC, especially for children under three, falls short of levels 
associated with broad access and strong outcomes. Larger budgets for early childhood 
can create more places, enhance quality, and lighten the burden on households. 
Progressive fee structures and supplemental funding for providers serving high–
needs populations will bolster affordability and equity without compromising 
standards. Limited funds need to be used efficiently, and this requires more effective 
targeting of public subsidies, continued expenditure reviews, and reviewing funding 
formulas to tie more closely to the most critical policy goals of the sector.
 
4. Define clear, workable institutional arrangements and build system coherence. 
Clear mandates, aligned legal frameworks, and capable coordination units can 
reduce fragmentation and improve implementation across tiers of government. 
Regular, transparent quality monitoring, backed by public reporting and structured 
improvement plans, will reinforce accountability and support continuous progress. 
Enforceable staffing and child–to–teacher ratios, depending on age, can ensure safe, 
stimulating environments and consistent educator–child interactions as systems scale.

5. Ensure that children are in safe and stimulating environments through a robust 
quality assurance system and a supported and capable workforce. Sustaining and 
improving quality starts with teachers, and demands unified professional standards 
across age groups, structured career–long development paths and training 
opportunities, and incentives, financial and non–financial, to attract staff to hard–to–
serve areas and keep experienced educators in the profession. Clear progression 
routes into leadership, specialist, and policy roles, together with competitive salary 
growth, will help professionalize and stabilize the sector.
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Introduction1. 

Early Childhood Education and Care (ECEC) refers to any publicly regulated service 
that provides education and childcare for children from birth to the start of pri‑
mary education. ECEC, or childcare as often referred to in this report, plays a vital 
role in shaping children’s cognitive, social, and emotional development, improving 
school readiness, and supporting parental employment —particularly among wom‑
en (World Bank, 2024a). In the Western Balkans, expanding access to quality ECEC 
is not only a foundation for children’s lifelong learning and well–being but also a key 
driver of inclusive economic growth and gender equality.

Yet despite its proven benefits, the region continues to face persistent challeng‑
es in delivering equitable, affordable, and high–quality ECEC services. Enrollment 
remains well below European Union (EU) averages, especially for children under the 
age of three and those from marginalized groups such as low–income households, 
Roma families, and rural communities. Public provision has struggled to meet rising 
demand, while private and community–based providers remain underdeveloped due 
to financing and regulatory barriers.

This report seeks to deepen the understanding of these challenges and their root 
causes, drawing on available data, existing literature, and local surveys.1 It reviews 
the current landscape of ECEC in the Western Balkans, examines the constraints 
that limit access, equity, and quality, and identifies actionable policy options. By do‑
ing so, it aims to inform strategies for strengthening ECEC systems and promoting 
more inclusive access across the region.

1.  Two firms, Civitta and WeGlobal, were engaged in collecting primary data. For more information on the methodology 
see Box 1.
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1. Introduction

Box 1. Methodology for data collection

This study combines analysis of existing quantitative data with new qualitative re-

search, based on extensive desk research and additional data collection through inter-

views and focus groups involving key stakeholders. This methodological framework 

allows for incorporating diverse perspectives and assessing areas where hard data is 

limited or does not exist. 

The review involved analyzing legal and policy frameworks, including national 

education strategies, government regulations, and funding mechanisms. Reports 

from international organizations such as the World Bank, UNICEF, and EU initiatives 

were examined to benchmark best practices and identify gaps in the current system. 

Local sources were reviewed to gain a deeper understanding of the ECEC framework 

and provision. Furthermore, statistical data on enrollment rates and ECEC funding 

were reviewed to assess accessibility and service quality. 

Primary data collection was carried out in all countries, except in Montenegro 

where access to stakeholders was difficult, and included conducting in–depth inter-

views with key stakeholders, such as representatives from central and local govern-

ment, preschool educators, policymakers, private sector, and NGO representatives 

involved in early childhood education. Insights were gathered on policy effectiveness, 

resource allocation, training needs for educators, and challenges in expanding access 

to quality ECEC services. Additionally, focus group discussions were scheduled to 

engage small groups of parents and caregivers to discuss experiences and challenges 

related to ECEC. This work is also complemented by a more in–depth deep dive study 

on childcare in Kosovo.

This methodological framework aims to provide a comprehensive analysis. While 

the report focuses on common issues across countries in the region, it highlights distinc-

tive country–specific issues when needed. The study provides an in–depth examination 

of existing policies, service provision, challenges, and opportunities, forming a founda-

tion for practical recommendations to enhance ECEC services in the Western Balkans.
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The Importance  
and Impact  

of Early Childhood  
Education and Care

2.

Accessible, high–quality childcare is a strategic investment for the Western Balkans 
because it represents a triple win: it enables greater women’s labor–force participa‑
tion by easing childcare constraints, strengthens children’s early development and 
long–term learning outcomes, and promotes inclusive economic growth through job 
creation and improved human capital. These benefits are especially important in a 
region where female labor–force participation remains low and demographic pres‑
sures are rising.

Accessible, high–quality childcare is a strategic investment for the Western Bal‑
kans because it represents a triple win: it enables greater women’s labor–force 
participation by easing childcare constraints, strengthens children’s early develop‑
ment and long–term learning outcomes, and promotes inclusive economic growth 
through job creation and improved human capital. These benefits are especially im‑
portant in a region where female labor–force participation remains low and demo‑
graphic pressures are rising.

Women’s participation in the labor market in the region, is among the lowest in 
Europe, with 61% of working–age women out of the labor force compared to 40% of 
men. The constraint is particularly acute for mothers: women with children under 
six are significantly more likely to be inactive, and more than 60% of inactive wom‑
en aged 25–34 cite childcare and household responsibilities as their primary bar‑
rier to employment (Fruttero et al, 2026). Affordable, accessible, and high–quality 
childcare helps women overcome these barriers, allowing them to enter the work‑
force or transition into more stable and rewarding jobs. Evidence from high income 
countries shows that investment in early childhood services is strongly associated 
with increases in maternal employment (Olivetti & Petrongolo, 2017). Cross coun‑
try analysis from 95 low and middle income economies reinforces this: improving 
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2. The Importance and Impact of Early Childhood Education and Care

childcare availability and affordability raised female labor force participation by up 
to 4 percentage points within five years (Dinarte et al., 2023).2 These global results 
align closely with the patterns seen in the Western Balkans, where the lack of child‑
care pushes many women toward informal work or self–employment, chosen largely 
for its flexibility (Alfers, 2016). In Bosnia and Herzegovina, 83% of women report that 
limited childcare access and the burden of unpaid care work constrain their career 
advancement (Spahić Šiljak & Đipa, 2024).

Childcare expansion also intersects with the region’s demographic trajectory. 
The Western Balkans faces aging populations, outmigration, shrinking cohorts of 
young workers, and rising dependency ratios. In this context, policies that help par‑
ents balance work and family life play a double role: they raise women’s employment 
and are associated with higher fertility rates, helping soften the impacts of demo‑
graphic transition (World Bank, 2025c). Childcare, therefore, is not only a labor mar‑
ket intervention but also a demographic policy tool.

ECEC is equally vital for building the region’s human capital. The early years are 
a critical period of brain development, during which children acquire foundational 
language, cognitive, and socioemotional skills. Evidence shows that proper nutrition, 
healthcare, early stimulation, and responsive caregiving improve cognitive and so‑
cioemotional outcomes (World Bank, 2017). High quality ECEC strengthens school 
readiness (Heckman & Masterov, 2007; Devercelli & Beaton Day, 2020), improves the 
likelihood of remaining in school and accessing higher skilled jobs (Shafiq, Devercelli 
& Valerio, 2018), and boosts early academic performance. In the Western Balkans, 
children who attend preschool score over 20 points higher in reading by grade four 
compared to nonattenders —one of the clearest signs that early learning gaps trans‑
late into later achievement gaps (Shmis et al., 2024).

Childcare also improves household welfare. When mothers work, family incomes 
rise, and evidence consistently shows that women’s earnings translate into greater 
investments in children’s health, education, and nutrition. Childcare access can even 
improve school attendance for older siblings, who no longer shoulder care responsi‑
bilities for younger children (Devercelli & Beaton Day, 2020).

Finally, expanding childcare services boosts economic growth both directly and 
indirectly. Meeting OECD level enrollment in the Western Balkans would require 
around 16,000 new teaching positions and 8,000 administrative and support staff, 
creating approximately 24,000 new jobs —the majority of which would go to wom‑
en, significantly raising female employment in countries like Kosovo (+5%) and North 
Macedonia and Bosnia and Herzegovina (+1.4%). The long–term macroeconomic re‑
turns are even more substantial: removing childcare related constraints to women’s 

2.  A large and growing literature also substantiate these findings Heath, 2025; IFC 2017; Hein and Cassirer 2010; Diaz 
and Rodriquez–Chamussy 2013; Woetzel et al. 2015; UN Women 2015; World Bank 2018; Revenga and Dooley 2020; 
Evans, Jakiela, and Knauer 2021; Martinez and Perticara 2017; Halim, Perova, and Reynolds 2021; Ajayi, Dao and 
Koussoube 2022.
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economic empowerment could raise GDP per capita by 45 percent in Kosovo, 19% in 
Bosnia and Herzegovina, 14% in North Macedonia, and 7–8 % in Montenegro, Serbia, 
and Albania (Fruttero et al., 2026). These effects reflect not only increased labor sup‑
ply, but also the productivity gains associated with better educated children enter‑
ing the workforce.

Given these combined benefits —greater participation, stronger child devel‑
opment, higher household welfare, and significant long term economic growth— 
quality ECEC should be treated as essential economic infrastructure. Returns on 
investment are substantial: high quality childcare services are estimated to yield 
7–13 percent annual economic returns (García et al., 2020), and regional simula‑
tions for North Macedonia show that universal high quality ECEC could increase GDP 
by 5.8 percent, with a multiplier of 1.8 (De Heanu & Mojsoska, 2019). For the Western 
Balkans, expanding access to quality, affordable childcare is therefore one of the 
most cost–effective strategies to strengthen human capital and support sustaina‑
ble, inclusive growth.
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Countries in the Western Balkans have a diverse landscape of ECEC services, re‑
flecting varying levels of enrollment, service provision, and quality across countries. 
This section provides a situational analysis of the ECEC sector examining aspects 
such as enrollment rates, types of services offered, costs and fees, quality of pro‑
vision, workforce, governance structures, and financing mechanisms. By exploring 
these dimensions, we aim to provide a comprehensive understanding of the current 
state and challenges of ECEC services in the Western Balkans.

Enrollment and types of services provided

Enrollment in childcare varies significantly across countries in the Western Balkans. 
For pre–primary education (ages 3 to school age), Albania and Montenegro boast 
high preschool enrollment rates, approaching the levels seen in OECD countries. 
Conversely, countries such as Kosovo, North Macedonia, and Bosnia and Herzegovi‑
na lag considerably behind, with enrollment figures for this age group less than half 
of those in their regional counterparts (Figure 3). Only in Kosovo (very recent), the 
Federation of Bosnia and Herzegovina, and Serbia is the last year of preschool man‑
datory (Table 1). The regional average stands at approximately 51% (OECD, 2024a). 
In practice, this means a sizeable numbers of children in the region do not benefit 
from any formal early childhood learning or care before they enter primary school.

ECEC services 
in the Western 

Balkans

3.
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For children under the age of 3, consistent data is harder to obtain, but it is clear 
that the enrollment rate across Western Balkan countries is significantly below the 
OECD average of 32%. This enrollment is particularly low for Kosovo, where only 7% of 
children are enrolled, followed by Bosnia and Herzegovina (13%) and North Macedonia 
(16%) (Figure 4). This low enrollment is largely attributed to children in this age group 
remaining at home with parents during maternity leave or parents perceiving them 
as too young for kindergarten enrollment (Gomez Tamayo and Shmis, 2026) The EU’s 
Barcelona targets call for at least 45% enrollment of children under age 3 by 2030.  

37.3%37.3%

7.2%7.2%
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Figure 4. Percentage of children under 3 years old using ECEC services for at least one hour a week

Source: Percentages for Albania, BIH, Kosovo, North Macedonia, Montenegro and Serbia were calculated by taking the absolute number of children enrolled 
between 0 and 3 according to the Agency for Statistics of each country for 2023 and dividing by the total population of children in these groups using UN 
(2024) data. For the comparative countries, the data from UNESCO, 2024 was taken.

Kosovo Albania Croatia North 
Macedonia 

MontenegroRomania Serbia EU 27 FrancePolandBIH

Figure 3. Net enrollment in pre–primary education from age 3 to 6, 2023 or latest

Source: Data for North Macedonia, Montenegro, Serbia, EU is taken from Eurostat and corresponds to 2023; data for Albania is taken from UNICEF (2025) for 
2023 and reports gross ratio; data for BIH and Kosovo is calculated by taking the absolute number of children enrolled according to the Agency for Statistics 
of each country for 2023 and dividing by the total population of children in these groups using UN (2024) data —for Kosovo this is 3–5 years old and for BIH 
3–6 years old; Data for the OECD and the regional average is taken from OECD, 2024a.

BIH AlbaniaMontenegroKosovo OECD EUSerbiaNorth Macedonia
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By gender, there is a balanced participation of children in kindergartens, with 
institutions reporting approximately 52% male and 48% female students across the 
region (World Bank, 2023; Institute of Statistics Albania, 2024; Institute of Statistics 
of North Macedonia, 2024; MESTI, 2024; Ministry of Civil Affairs, 2023).

Most countries offer 2–3 different types of ECEC services, including nurseries or 
creches for children under 3 years old, kindergarten spaces for those aged 3 to 5, 
and some form of pre–primary preparatory classes for children aged 5–6. See Table 
1 for a breakdown across countries.

Table 1. Types of ECEC services across countries

Source: Eurydice, 2025 and Gomez Tamayo and Shmis, 2026.

COUNTRY CARE TYPES

Albania

 
 

Bosnia and 
Herzegovina 
(BIH)  
 

Kosovo 

 

Montenegro 
 

North 
Macedonia 

Serbia 

Nurseries 

Kindergartens  
(kopshte) 

Preparatory Classes 

Nursery

Kindergarten

Preschool Preparatory 
Program 

Center–Based Care Services 

Center–Based Care and 
Education Services

Pre–Primary Education 

Nursery Groups 

Kindergarten Groups 

Preschools 

Early Childhood Development 
Centers

Nursery

Kindergarten

Preschool Preparatory 
Program

Provide ECEC services for children aged 0–3 years.

Offer ECEC for children aged 3–5 years, operating in age groups of 3–4 year olds, 
4–5 year olds, and 5–6 year olds. 

Conducted in basic education schools for five–year–old children, regardless of 
prior preschool attendance. No compulsory preschool year.

For children from 6 months to 3 years old. 

For children from 3 up to 6 years old. 

Implemented in the year before starting school, compulsory for children between 
5 and 6 years old in the Federation of BIH and the Brčko District; not compulsory 
in Republika Srpska (RS).

For children between nine months and three years old.

For children aged 3 to 6 years.  

For children aged 5 to 6 years (Grade 0), provided at both preschool and primary 
school institutions. Mandatory under the new ECEC Law.

For children under 3 years. There are legal provisions for this to be home–based, 
but this type of provision is not yet in place. 

For children aged 3 years up to the age of 6 when they enter primary school. 
Preschool education is not mandatory.

Include nursery groups (jasli) for children under 3 years. No mandatory 
preschool but one year of kindergarten is tuition–free for 5–year–olds.

Serve children aged 3 up to 6 years old.  

For children aged 6 months to 3 years.  

For children aged 3–5.5 years. 

For children over 5.5 years, mandatory and free of charge (4 hours/ day), 
delivered in ECEC institutions or primary schools.
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The operating hours of ECEC centers vary significantly across the region, re‑
flecting local needs and regulatory frameworks, as well as the availability and ca‑
pacity that providers have (Eurydice, 2025; Gomez Tamayo and Shmis, 2026).  

	˴ In Albania, ECEC providers operate half–day programs from 8:00 to 12:00 and 
full–day programs from 8:00 to 16:00.

	˴ In Bosnia and Herzegovina, preschools typically operate from 7:00 to 17:00, 
offering full–day (up to 12 hours) and half–day (up to 6 hours) programs.

	˴ In Kosovo, public and private kindergartens typically operate from 07:00 to 
17:00, while community–based centers offer services for 2–3 hours per day.

	˴ In Montenegro,  ECEC programs include full–day (6–9 hours), half–day (4–6 
hours), shorter (3 hours), and specialized programs (up to 4 hours).

	˴ In North Macedonia, preschool institutions are open five days a week, offering 
full–day programs (9–11 hours) and half–day programs (4–6 hours), available in 
both public and private settings.

	˴ In Serbia, there are three forms of provision: half–day (up to 6 hours), whole–day 
(9–12 hours), and multiple–day programs for families with specific needs (24–
hour services, including overnight stays for extended care). 

Service providers

In the Western Balkans, both non–state and state actors are integral to the provision of 
ECEC. All six countries now allow private or NGO–run ECEC centers, to varying extents. 
However, the roles and prevalence of these sectors vary significantly across coun‑
tries. Montenegro and BIH represent one end of the spectrum with a somewhat even 
distribution between public and private providers, while most other countries predom‑
inantly rely on public provision (Figure 5). For Kosovo, provision for children between 
0–5 years old is also evenly distributed across the public and private sectors, though 
public provision dominates for the pre–primary program. Community–based initiatives 
and services provided by NGOs, considered here part of the non–state (“private”) sec‑
tor, are often critical to reaching marginalized communities, particularly in rural and 
underserved regions. These alternatives have increased capacity, but without public 
subsidies many remain affordable mainly to middle–class and affluent families.

Public institutions are typically managed by local municipalities and offer subsi‑
dized or free services, especially for compulsory education levels. Private institutions 
complement public services, particularly in urban areas where demand and ability to 
pay are higher. These providers range from small, family–run centers to larger, formal 
institutions. Private provision in ECEC has been growing rapidly. In North Macedonia, 
for example, private kindergartens have increased from 3 private (compared to 54 
public) in 2011 to 31 private (and 78 public) in 2022 (World Bank 2023). In addition to 
licensed operators, many unregistered family–run daycare providers serve young 
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children. These informal services raise concerns about quality and safety due to the 
lack of oversight and adherence to early childhood development standards.

Kosovo is an example of the efforts countries in the region have been making to 
diversify provision. The country has implemented various models, including commu‑
nity–based centers, to address access issues and enhance service delivery. These 
centers typically offer flexible services tailored to community needs, such as part–
time care or specialized programs. Similarly, Montenegro provides community–
based ECEC programs, characterized by low–cost, flexible learning models. These 
programs are primarily located in community settings and multipurpose schools, 
and are largely funded by donors.

Despite the predominance of public provision in ECEC across the Western Bal‑
kans, the number of centers does not necessarily reflect this dominance. In coun‑
tries like Kosovo, private centers tend to be smaller and accommodate fewer chil‑
dren per class compared to their public counterparts. This results in a higher 
number of private centers, in certain countries, even though the overall capacity 
may be less than that of public institutions (Figure 6).  
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Figure 5. Share of enrolled pre–school students by type of provider —latest available 

Source: Eurydice; 2025; Institute of Statistics Albania, 2024; Institute of Statistics of North Macedonia, 2024; MESTI, 2024; Institute of Statistics of Serbia, 
2024; OECD, 2025; MONSTAT, 2023.

*Note: In Kosovo and Montenegro, the private sector includes community–based facilities.

  Public        Private



28

Early Childhood Education and Care in the Western Balkans

3. ECEC services in the Western Balkans

Governance

All Western Balkan countries have established governance systems for ECEC, re‑
flecting growing recognition of its importance for child development, future learn‑
ing, and labor market outcomes (OECD, 2024a). These systems are underpinned by 
strategic frameworks, legal regulations, and institutional reforms aimed at expand‑
ing access, improving quality, and aligning with international standards. Despite 
differences in policy maturity and legal enforcement, all six economies are making 
concerted efforts to strengthen their ECEC sectors (Table 3). For instance, Serbia, 
Bosnia and Herzegovina, and Kosovo (planned) have introduced legal mandates for 
pre–primary education, while others, like Albania, Montenegro, and North Macedo‑
nia, have developed national strategies or policy goals that prioritize ECEC expan‑
sion and quality improvement.

At the same time, the governance of ECEC across the region is highly complex, 
involving multiple institutions across several administrative levels. Responsibilities 
are often shared between ministries of education, social policy, health, and local 
governments, with variations in oversight depending on the type of service (e.g., 
nurseries vs. kindergartens), age group, or institutional affiliation. This fragmenta‑
tion complicates policy coordination, quality assurance, and financial management, 
and often results in unclear guidelines standards (Eurydice, 2025).

In Albania, ECEC governance and financing are decentralized. Municipalities ad‑
minister nurseries and kindergartens but share responsibilities with two central min‑
istries: the Ministry of Health and Social Protection oversees services for ages 0–3, 
while the Ministry of Education and Sports governs services for ages 3–6. Although an 
Early Childhood Development Committee was established to improve coordination, it 
has limited effectiveness in practice. The country has introduced reforms —including 
a competency‑based preschool curriculum and updated minimum standards for 
preschool principals— but still lacks a dedicated ECEC law or national strategy.  
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Table 2. Main policy frameworks to improve and expand access to ECEC

COUNTRY MAIN POLICY FRAMEWORKS OBJECTIVE

Albania

 

Bosnia and 
Herzegovina 
(BIH)  

Federation  
of BIH 
 
 
 
 

Republiksa 
Srpska 

Kosovo 

 
 
 

Montenegro 

 
 
 

North 
Macedonia

 
 
 
 
 
 

National Strategy on 
Education 2021–26 

Law on the Pre–University 
Education System

State–level recommendations 
for action policies with a 
roadmap for improving 
inclusive education

Strategic Plan for the 
Improvement of Early Growth 
and Development of Children 
2020–25

Development Strategy 
2021–27

Strategy for the development 
of preschool, primary and 
secondary education 2022–30

Education Strategy 2022–26

Law on Early Childhood 
Education 

Administrative instruction 
for the inclusion of children in 
preschool institutions

Law on Preschool Education 
 

Strategy for Early and 
Preschool Education 2021–25 

National Roma Strategy 
2022–30 (and Action Plans for 
Education)

Law on Primary Education 

National Strategy on the 
Rights of Persons with 
Disabilities 2023–30

Enhance inclusion and participation in preschool and compulsory 
education, as well as increase access to preschool education and 
upper secondary education.

Increasing the inclusion of children aged 5–6 years in preschool education 
and raising awareness regarding the importance of participation.

Improve the quality and inclusivity of education at all levels. 
 
 

Improve access to early learning opportunities for children. 
 
 

Improve the quality of preschool, primary, and secondary education for 
the needs of development and ensure inclusive education for all.

Increase coverage of training in preschool education. 
 

Increasing inclusion and equal access to early childhood education. 

Defines measures to make early childhood education more accessible 
to marginalized groups (adjusting opening hours, inclusive language, 
lowering cost barriers, raising awareness)..

Increase engagement of children from the Roma community and other 
social categories.						       

Establishes the legal framework for preschool education, guarantees 
free and compulsory preschool in the final pre–primary year, and sets 
standards for inclusive education.

Increasing coverage of children in preschool education, improving 
quality of preschool education, and improving chances for early 
development of children from marginalized groups.

Reduce the rate of young Roma not in employment, education or training 
by at least 50%.						       

Emphasizes protection against discrimination and the promotion of 
equality, as well as the inclusive nature of primary education.

Improve educational access and representation of people with disability 
in education.						       
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COUNTRY MAIN POLICY FRAMEWORKS OBJECTIVE

Serbia

 

 
 
 
 
 

Strategy for Education 
Development by 2030 (and 
Action Plan 2023–26)

Rulebook on the Resource 
Centre 

Law on Preschool Education 
(120/2021) 

Specific goals of increasing the accessibility, equity and openness of 
pre–university education and higher education.		   

Outlines professional support to children, students and adults who need 
additional support for inclusive education with the goal of increasing 
the quality of inclusive education.

Regulates the provision of childcare services by both public and private 
providers and introduced the mandatorz year of preschool for all 
children aged 5.5. to 6.5 years old. 

Source: Research conducted for this report and adaptations from OECD, 2024a.

The “Law on Pre–University Education” assigns curricula and teacher qualifica‑
tions to the ministry, while municipalities handle infrastructure and management 
(Eurydice, 2025).

In North Macedonia, governance is also split. The Ministry of Education and 
Science sets teaching standards and develops curricula aligned with Early Learning 
and Development Standards, while the Ministry of Social Policy, Youth and Demogra‑
phy manages infrastructure, staffing, and budgeting, in cooperation with municipal‑
ities. An inter‑ministerial body was recently established to strengthen coordination. 
Municipalities are responsible for managing facilities, enrollment, quality assurance, 
and local financing. However, despite mandated quality monitoring, implementation 
remains inconsistent, and fragmentation continues to challenge alignment between 
curriculum delivery and institutional management (World Bank, 2023; Eurydice, 2025).

In Montenegro, ECEC governance is comparatively centralized. The Ministry of 
Education, Science and Innovation oversees all ECEC services, with local govern‑
ments supporting infrastructure. National policies —including the Strategy on Early 
and Preschool Education (2021–2025)— aim to increase access and improve quali‑
ty. Montenegro has introduced a unified curriculum for ages 0–6 and expanded in‑
clusive practices through partnerships with resource centers and family‑oriented 
early‑intervention pilots. Local governments implement national policy by funding 
infrastructure, transportation, meal programs, and financial support for low‑in‑
come families (Eurydice, 2025).

Serbia and Kosovo share structural similarities, though they are at different 
stages of reform. In Serbia, the Ministry of Education, Science and Technologi‑
cal Development sets national policy, guidelines, and quality standards, while dis‑
trict school authorities oversee implementation. A mandatory one‑year Preschool 
Preparatory Program is in place, and additional actors, including social welfare 
centers and public‑health authorities, support identification of vulnerable children 
and quality inspections, requiring ongoing intersectoral coordination. Kosovo’s gov‑
ernance system is transitioning under a new Law on ECE. Previously, oversight was 
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split: the Ministry of Education handled pre‑primary (5–6) while the Ministry of Labor 
and Social Welfare and municipalities managed services for younger ages. The new 
law consolidates policy leadership under the Ministry of Education, Science, Tech‑
nology and Innovation (MESTI), which now sets standards and leads implementa‑
tion. Municipal Education Directorates retain responsibility for day–to–day manage‑
ment and co‑financing of public institutions. The law also created a Council for Early 
Childhood to strengthen cross‑sector coordination. Implementation is still under‑
way, and key challenges include integrating previously separate systems and clari‑
fying central–local responsibilities (Gomez Tamayo & Shmis, 2026).

Bosnia and Herzegovina has the most complex governance structure in the 
region, reflecting its high degree of decentralization. Responsibilities are divid‑
ed across the Republika Srpska, the Brčko District, and, within the Federation of 
BIH, ten cantonal ministries —each with its own legislation and standards. A 2007 
state‑level Framework Law sought to harmonize approaches, but implementation 
varies widely. The Ministry of Civil Affairs coordinates between administrative lev‑
els and leads international engagement, while the Agency for Preschool, Primary 
and Secondary Education develops common core curricula and standards. Howev‑
er, state‑level bodies have limited authority, leading to significant variation in curric‑
ulum quality, staff qualifications, and service availability. In the Federation, munici‑
palities manage public provision, further contributing to disparities across cantons 
(Eurydice, 2025).

Financing of ECEC services

In the Western Balkans region, the average expenditure on education is approxi‑
mately 3.9% of GDP. This figure is lower than that of neighboring countries and is 
over 20% less than the average spending in OECD and EU countries, both of which 
allocate around 5% of GDP to education (OECD, 2024a). Additionally, it falls slightly 
short of the Education 2030 Framework for Action’s recommendation for Sustain‑
able Development Goal 4, which suggests allocating at least 4–6% of GDP to educa‑
tion (UNESCO, 2016). Behind the regional average spending, there are disparities 
within the region. Kosovo, Montenegro, and Bosnia and Herzegovina have higher 
expenditures, exceeding 4%, while North Macedonia is just at the threshold with an 
expenditure of 3.8%, Albania and Serbia have significantly lower expenditures, with 
substantial gaps to meet the Sustainable Development Goals targets (Figure 7).

Despite some countries nearing target levels for overall education expenditure, 
the proportion of the budget allocated to ECEC remains low (Figure 8). Government 
expenditure on preschool in the region is a small fraction of GDP and of education 
budgets. Precise data on ECEC–specific spending are not always published, but 
available indicators and public budget reports suggest that Western Balkan coun‑
tries typically spend on the order of 0.2–0.4% of GDP on pre–primary education. 
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North Macedonia allocates the highest share of GDP to pre–primary education at 
0.35%, yet this is still well below the OECD average of 0.8%. All countries allocate 
less than a tenth of their educational budget to pre–primary education, which is far 
below the SDG target of a 15 to 20% allocation (UNESCO, 2016). Leading examples in‑
clude the Nordic countries, France, and the UK, which each invest close to or above 
1% of GDP on early childhood services. At the upper end, some countries invest up 
to 1.8% of GDP in ECEC (including childcare for under–3s), reflecting a robust public 
commitment. Western Balkan nations are far from these levels.3

A major characteristic of financing in the region is that local governments bear 
significant responsibility for funding and running ECEC —often without sufficient 
central support. Most countries apply a certain degree of decentralization, although 
there is variation across countries. 

In Albania, the pre–school system is managed and financed in a decentralized 
manner, with local municipalities responsible for administration. The Ministry of 
Health and Social Protection oversees nurseries for ages 0–3, while the Ministry of 
Education and Sports governs kindergartens for ages 3–6. Municipalities finance 
non–teaching staff, administrative expenses, and capital investments through public 
funds, including unconditional grants and their own budgets. State budget funding 
is partially based on a “per student” formula, with allocations for goods and servic‑
es determined by joint decisions from the Ministers of Education and Finance. The 
Ministry of Finance provides funds for staff of nurseries. Public kindergarten teach‑
ing staff salaries are centrally funded by the state. Private pre–school institutions 

3. In most countries the private sector does not receive any direct funding for their regular operations, although in some 
cases subsidies may be granted for families to enroll their children in private ECEC institutions (more on this in Section 4).

Sources: World Development Indicators, 2024; UNESCO, 2024; UNICEF, 2023; Gomez Tamayo and Shmis, 2026; World Bank, 2019.

Figure 7. Total education expenditure as a share of GPD, 2021 or latest available
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Total public 
expenditure on 
pre–primary 
aducation as a 
share of GPD

Sources: Our World in Data, 2025; UNESCO, 2024; UNICEF, 2023; World Bank, 2023; Ministry of Finance, Labor and Transfers of Kosovo, 2024; OECD, 2023b.

Figure 8. Total public expenditure on pre–primary education as a share of GPD, 2021 or latest available
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are financed through private funds, with no state budget support (Eurydice, 2025; 
UNESCO, 2024; World Bank, 2022).

In Serbia and Bosnia and Herzegovina, the financing of ECEC institutions is also 
almost completely decentralized. In Serbia, the local authorities provide up to 80% 
of the funding for public institutions. While teacher salaries in pre–schools are co–
funded by the central government, municipalities are largely responsible for infra‑
structure and additional staff, and poorer municipalities struggle to dedicate funds. 
The national budget is, thus, used primarily to support the compulsory Preschool 
Preparatory Program. Public institutions conduct the preparatory program, for 
which funding is allocated from the national budget and transferred to local gov‑
ernments, which then distribute it to the respective preschool institutions. In con‑
trast, private institutions offering preparatory classes are financed by the parents 
of enrolled children, although recently some local government policies have been 
introduced to support families with children in the preparatory school program en‑
rolled in private institutions (Eurydice, 2025). Similarly, in BIH preschool funding is 
primarily sourced from municipal budgets, with the year prior to school enrollment 
is funded by entity or cantonal ministries of education. 

In Kosovo, North Macedonia and Montenegro, the central government is respon‑
sible for most of the funding. In Kosovo, funding primarily comes from three sourc‑
es: the Ministry of Education, Science, Technology, and Innovation, general govern‑
ment grants to municipalities, and specific government grants for ECEC services. 
The national government is the main financier, with limited financial contributions 
from municipalities. Local authorities allocate funding based on a pupil–to–capital 
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ratio. In North Macedonia, almost all funding for ECEC comes from the central gov‑
ernment budget, in a form of block grant for each municipality, with these local en‑
tities providing minimal additional contributions. The funding formula for ECEC is 
based on the number of employed staff and the capacity of preschools, but it lacks 
flexibility to account for regional disparities (World Bank, 2023). In Montenegro, 
ECEC institutions receive nearly 80% of the total from the State Budget, with the re‑
mainder covered by parental fees (UNICEF, 2024).

Costs and fees 

The affordability of ECEC varies widely across the Western Balkans, shaped by 
whether children attend public or private institutions and whether families qualify 
for government support. In most countries, parents pay a portion of the cost in pub‑
lic centers —as in Montenegro and Serbia— where even modest fees can be prohib‑
itive for low‑income households. Private centers are significantly more expensive, 
with fees in Tirana or Belgrade often reaching €150–€300 per month, representing a 
substantial share of average household income. Some governments, such as North 
Macedonia and Montenegro, have recently introduced caps on private preschool 
fees or partial voucher schemes, though these measures remain limited in scope.

Across the region, ECEC services generally require fees, with only partial excep‑
tions. Serbia’s mandatory preschool preparatory program (ages 5.5–6.5) is free, while 
younger children’s attendance still incurs costs. Similarly, in Bosnia and Herzegovina, 
the preschool program for five‑year‑olds is free in the Republika Srpska (RS) and free 
for up to five hours per week in the Federation of Bosnia and Herzegovina (FBIH). These 
efforts aim to promote access but apply only to specific age groups and programs.

Fee structures in the public sector differ notably across countries, reflecting lo‑
cal governance models and economic conditions (Table 3). In Albania, public fees 
are capped at 10 percent of the minimum wage, with local exemptions available for 
Roma families. Bosnia and Herzegovina’s public fees range from 10 to 50 percent of 
the municipality’s average net salary, alongside exemption policies for low‑income 
households (UNICEF, 2023). North Macedonia sets fees based on the number of chil‑
dren per family. capped at 10 percent of the average net salary for one child, with 
public kindergarten fees around €24 per month and private fees between €245 and 
€395. Montenegro’s average cost for full‑day programs is about €50 per month, 
complemented by social‑service support for vulnerable groups. Serbia offers sub‑
sidized fees ranging from €50 to €80 depending on family income, in addition to free 
access to the four‑hour preparatory program. In Kosovo, public fees range from 
€40 to €70 per month, with exemptions for vulnerable families. 

In addition to standard fees, families across the region often face a range of hid‑
den or supplementary costs that significantly increase the overall expense of ECEC. In 
Albania, parents are frequently asked to contribute toys or make monetary donations 
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at the start of the school year to support nursery centers In North Macedonia, fami‑
lies incur extra costs for extracurricular activities such as dance or foreign language 
classes, which add roughly €8 per month per activity. In Kosovo, parents similarly 
report substantial additional expenses, including supplies, transportation fees, and 
charges for extracurricular programs. Interviews with families indicate that they are 
often asked to financially support preschools by contributing to materials or activi‑
ties, making these hidden costs a meaningful barrier to affordability and access.

 4

4. Under such arrangements, a portion of the private fee is paid directly by the municipality, reducing out–of–pocket 
expenses for eligible families. Attendance in private kindergartens are subsidized with lower amounts: 16,000 RSD for 
children aged 1 to 3, and 13,000 RSD for children aged 3 to 7, in cities like Belgrade and Novi Sad.

Table 3. ECEC fees by country 

Source: Research conducted for this report; Eurydice, 2025; UNICEF, 2023; Interviews Albanian Daily News, 2023.

COUNTRY Public Institution Fees  
(EUR)

Subsidies and fee deductions 
in public institutions

Private Institution Fees  
(EUR)

Albania 

Bosnia and 
Herzegovina 
(BiH)  

Kosovo 

Montenegro 

North 
Macedonia 

Serbia 
 
 
 
 

Varies by municipality, but maximum 10% 
of the minimum wage. Often, half day 
kindergartens are free of cost. In Tirana, 
the flat fee is €45 per month.

€50–82 per month, equivalent to 10 to 50 
percent of the average net wage in the 
respective municipality.		   
Compulsory pre–primary course is free 
of charge for a half day stay.	   

€40–70 per month. 
 
 

€25 for the half–day program and €50 for 
the full–day program per month. Single 
parents benefit from a 50% reduction in 
these fees.

€24 per month.	  
There is a cap of 10% of the average 
net salary for one child, increasing for 
additional children.	  

€25–80 per month, with the amount 
depending on the municipality and family 
income. In Belgrade and Novi Sad, for 
example, public kindergartens are com-
pletely free of charge.		    
Free pre–primary program for 4 hours/
day, with an additional monthly fee of €65 
for the full day program.

Exemptions for Roma and 
Egyptian families; low–income 
families are eligible for finan‑
cial assistance.	

Exemptions for low–income 
families and children in vul‑
nerable situations.	  
 
 

Exemptions for children from 
vulnerable backgrounds. 
 

Support for single parents 
(50% cost reduction), low–in‑
come children and vulnerable 
children.

Subsidies for low–income 
families.			    
 
 

Children without parental 
care, children with disabili‑
ties and those living in finan‑
cially disadvantaged families 
are exempt.		   
 
 

Depends on the municipality. In 
Tirana it ranges from €150 to €250. 
 

Ranges from approximately €150–
250 for a full–day stay, and from 
approximately €50–100 for a half–
day stay.			   
 

€150–350 per month.	  
€80 for community–based kinder–
gartens.			    

€100–300 per month. 
 
 

€245–395 per month. 
 
 
 

€150–400 per month.	  
In certain cases, the municipalities 
provide a partial refund for this cost, 
particularly when public providers 
are overcrowded.3	  
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Recognizing the financial burden ECEC fees can impose, all countries in the re‑
gion have implemented support mechanisms aimed at alleviating costs for socio–
economically disadvantaged families and marginalized groups. In Albania, Kosovo, 
North Macedonia, and Montenegro children from these groups can enroll in pub‑
lic preschools free of charge. In Serbia and RS, reduced costs are available. These 
measures are crucial in promoting equity and accessibility, ensuring that financial 
constraints do not hinder educational opportunities for vulnerable populations.

Quality of ECEC provision

QUALITY STANDARDS
Quality is central to the impact of ECEC in the Western Balkans. While all countries 
have policies and standards in place, implementation is uneven, and quality varies 
widely across and within countries. This affects both child outcomes and parents’ 
willingness to use childcare.

All six countries have official curricula or educational frameworks for pre–pri‑
mary education. For example, Serbia has a “Years of Ascent” national preschool cur‑
riculum framework emphasizing holistic development. North Macedonia introduced 
an updated Early Childhood Development and Learning Standards and curriculum 
for 0–6 in recent years (2019), outlining what children should experience and learn. 
Kosovo’s new law mandated development of a comprehensive curriculum covering 
ages 0–6, and a core curriculum for the preparatory year was already in place since 
2011 (revised 2016). Albania has a unified kindergarten curriculum as well. These 
curricula are generally aligned with modern pedagogical approaches —play–based 
learning, social–emotional development, early literacy and numeracy, etc.

However, having a curriculum does not guarantee it is well–implemented. Many 
centers lack the trained staff or materials to deliver the curriculum as intended. In 
Bosnia and Herzegovina, for instance, curriculum implementation is inconsistent: 
some richer urban centers follow advanced programs, while elsewhere the curric‑
ulum exists only nominally due to shortage of educators and resources. Moreover, 
age–appropriate practices for the under–3 age group are relatively new in these 
systems —traditionally, formal “education” was focused on 3–6, with infant–toddler 
care seen more as custodial. There is a need to strengthen early stimulation and 
caregiving practices for the 0–3 age range in line with new standards (responsive 
feeding, play, early communication, etc., often delivered through nurseries or family 
support programs).

Group sizes and child–to–teacher ratios are critical quality indicators. Legally 
regulated ratios vary by country and child age. For example, North Macedonia’s law 
indicates a maximum number of students in a class depending on the age of the 
children (12 for age 2; 18 for 3–year–olds; 25 over 5–year–olds). Serbia similarly 
caps group sizes to 12 for age 2; 16 for 3–year–olds and 26 for preschoolers. In 
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Montenegro, the ratios increase progressively from 1:8 for one–year olds to 1:25 
for 5–6–year–olds and may vary depending on class composition. In Albania, based 
on guidance from the Ministry of Education and Sports, public kindergartens group 
vary from maximum of 25 children in urban areas to a maximum of 10 children in ru‑
ral areas. With regard to preparatory classes, in urban areas they contain no fewer 
than 25 pupils and in rural ones no fewer than 10. Kosovo, after its new law, is also 
adopting ratio norms aligned with these ranges.

In practice, many centers exceed these ratios because of resource constraints 
and high demand, although systematic up–to–date data is —as in other areas— not 
always readily available. Interviews with stakeholders indicate that quality stand‑
ards, like child–to–teacher ratios are sometimes not effectively enforced. In some 
Sarajevo Canton preschools, groups of 25 three–year–olds with one teacher were 
observed, due to teacher shortages. Too large group sizes strain the learning en‑
vironment and reduce individual attention. On the other hand, some rural or small 
communities have very low enrollment per group (which can be good for quality but 
costly). Average pupil–teacher ratios in pre–primary are above the standards set 
in the law, but these seem broadly aligned with those in OECD countries: Serbia’s 
is about 11:1 (Serbia Statistical Office), whereas Albania’s is around 13:1 in public 
preschools and 11:1 in private ones (Eurydice, 2025). Among OECD countries, the 
average is 13:1 (OECD 2025). 

Quality also depends on having safe, child–friendly facilities and adequate edu‑
cational materials (toys, books, playgrounds, etc.). Many preschools in the region 
operate in old buildings that need renovation. Safety standards (for example, emer‑
gency exits, childproofing5, sanitation) are sometimes not fully met, especially in 
repurposed venues. Meeting adequate standards requires modernizing premises 
as countries like North Macedonia, Montenegro, and Serbia have done in recent 
years. Interviews with diverse stakeholders for this report often highlighted rural 
facilities often lack heating or insulation, playground equipment that is absent or 
unsafe, and classrooms that can be sparsely furnished. Teaching and play materials 
are often also limited by tight budgets. School meals are also an important element 
of quality in ECE. Meals are provided in many full–day programs, so nutritional qual‑
ity is part of overall quality.

MONITORING OF ECEC PROVISION
A structured system to monitor quality (inspections, accreditation, feedback loops) 
is essential for maintaining standards, but many Western Balkan countries have un‑
derdeveloped quality assurance for ECEC, while at the same time having overlapped 
or complex mandates across institutions. Only a few have a dedicated preschool 

5. Childproofing refers to the process of ensuring a space is safe for children by preventing their access to or contact 
with potentially hazardous objects or areas.

https://www.portalishkollor.al/argetim/parashkollori-numri-i-nxenesve-dhe-norma-e-mesuesit
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inspectorate or similar mechanism. Montenegro has an Education Inspectorate 
that includes preschool oversight, and North Macedonia recently empowered a 
State Inspectorate for ECEC to conduct visits and enforce standards, with protocols 
for reporting and correcting issues. Serbia integrates preschool inspection into its 
broader education quality assurance system (the school inspectorate and a quali‑
ty evaluation framework). Kosovo is establishing new mechanisms under the 2023 
law, but monitoring is currently weak. BIH lacks a unified system; quality control, 
if any, is handled at the entity/canton level and is inconsistent (some cantons have 
preschool pedagogical advisors, others do not, for example) (Eurydice, 2025).

In some countries, there is an absence of formal assessment mechanisms for chil‑
dren’s progress in ECEC. In Serbia, for example, there is no formative or summative 
assessment during ECEC programs. Instead, personal records of progress for each 
child are maintained and updated within ECEC institutions (Eurydice, 2025). In Koso‑
vo, there are currently no systematic mechanisms for monitoring child growth and 
development, although educators and teachers in early childhood education centers 
have reference points for tracking children’s progress. The new national quality as‑
surance framework is being designed in Kosovo, but it is at the nascent stage of de‑
velopment. Consequently, data on child development in cognitive, linguistic, and so‑
cial–emotional dimensions are not readily available (Gomez Tamayo and Shmis, 2026).

In Bosnia and Herzegovina, there is no standardized assessment, but records of 
children’s progress are maintained and evaluated. The assessment is prescribed by 
laws governing the competent education authorities. Educators record important 
information during the program’s implementation, including the child’s participation, 
potential problems, and suggestions for improvement. At the end of the preschool 
program, educators provide parents with feedback on the child’s achievements. 
Teachers, along with expert teams, monitor and evaluate each child’s creativity and 
the application of modern educational methods. However, there is no unified set of 
standards across BIH, with approximately 15 documents regulating preschool edu‑
cation (Eurydice, 2025; UN Women, 2023).

Lastly, North Macedonia and Montenegro follow a more standardized approach 
to assessing children’s development through portfolio systems. In Montenegro, the 
portfolio provides a compilation of information about a child’s development and pro‑
gression, covering key areas such as sensory and motor skills, cognitive abilities, 
social and emotional development, and communication. The portfolio is developed 
and updated over several years while the child is in preschool, involving systematic 
information collection from parents, preschool teachers, nurses, and professional 
associates. Tools such as developmental maps, assessment scales, checklists, and 
questionnaires are used to monitor and evaluate each child’s progress (Eurydice, 
2025). In North Macedonia, child progress has been monitored through a teacher–
compiled child development portfolio, which has been part of the curriculum since 
2014. This portfolio assesses children’s achievement of outcomes defined in the 
Early Learning and Development Standards, documenting strengths, abilities, and 
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interests. It covers physical, cognitive, language, and social development domains 
for children aged 2–6 years. 

MONITORING TEACHING AND LEARNING OUTCOMES
Efforts to assess early learning quality are emerging in the region, although they 
remain very limited. In North Macedonia, the Measuring Early Learning Quality and 
Outcomes (MELQO) provided the first nationally comparable data, showing most 
children perform well, and pointing to a positive correlation between children’s de‑
velopment scores and the quality of teaching practices, further underscoring the 
pivotal contribution of teachers to ECE quality.  However, improvements are need‑
ed in school readiness skills like literacy and numeracy. Roma children score low‑
er than ethnic Macedonian peers across all domains; other minorities score lower 
in language and communication domains (World Bank, 2023). Complementary evi‑
dence from the TEACH ECEC classroom observation conducted in Kosovo in 2024 
points to generally solid teaching practices, particularly in classroom culture, but 
weaker performance in fostering children’s socio–emotional and core skills (Gomez 
Tamayo and Shmis, 2026). Pooled TEACH ECEC data from Bulgaria, Romania, and 
Kosovo further suggest that teaching quality varies by geographic location and ex‑
perience, and that teachers tend to be more effective at creating supportive class‑
room environments than at developing children’s key skills (see Box 2).

Box 2. What do classroom observations tell us about ECEC teaching 
quality in Eastern Europe?

Recent classroom observations conducted in Bulgaria, Romania, North Macedonia, 

and Kosovo provide new insights into ECEC teaching quality and early pathways for 

improvement. Drawing on data collected through the TEACH ECEC tool in Bulgaria, 

Romania, and Kosovo, and the MELQO instruments in North Macedonia, the analy-

sis captures key dimensions of teaching quality by observing teachers’ practices in real 

classroom settings. The availability of data across four countries enables a regional 

perspective on ECEC process quality and offers an evidence base to support policy-

makers in strengthening access to quality ECEC and building effective ECEC tea-

ching workforces.

Initial findings point to several common patterns across countries. Teaching qua-

lity tends to be lower in rural than in urban areas, and teachers are generally more 

effective at creating supportive and respectful classroom environments than at foste-

ring children’s critical thinking and socio–emotional skills. These findings are broadly 

aligned with global TEACH ECE results.
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Source: Avitabile et al., 2025.

Pooled TEACH ECEC data from Bulgaria, Romania, and Kosovo also suggest 

that teacher experience matters, with educators with long tenure consistently de-

monstrating higher levels of teaching quality across all observed domains. These pat-

terns are broadly aligned with global evidence from TEACH ECEC assessments.Evi-

dence from North Macedonia further underscores the importance of teaching quality 

for child development. MELQO results show a positive correlation between the quali-

ty of teaching practices and children’s developmental outcomes. 

Together, findings from TEACH ECEC and MELQO highlight both strengths to 

build on, particularly in classroom culture, and priority areas for policy action, inclu-

ding targeted support to improve instructional practices that promote children’s core 

and socio–emotional skills.

Given the overall lack of comparable assessments, we turn to international as‑
sessments to address the current level of quality of ECEC provision in the Western 
Balkans. For example, according to the new Human Capital Index Plus (HCI+), the hu‑
man capital performance of Kosovo at 171 points is significantly below the European 
Union level of 246 points. Improvement of two indicators in Kosovo’s education sys‑
tem to the European levels (i) Expected Years of Preschool from 0.1 to 1.0, and (ii) 
School quality (HLO) from 396 to 504 could bring Kosovo HCI+ score to 204 points 
—much closer to EU levels (See Annex 1 for HCI+ levels across Western Balkans). 
Without accelerated improvements in human capital development, convergence of 
WeBa with EU human capital levels may not be achieved until 2076 (OECD, 2023). 
These low levels of human capital are linked with currently weak learning outcomes 
in primary and secondary education, stemming in part from lower average time 
spent in school, widespread digital distractions, and a limited ability to sustain the 
gains made during early childhood education (Shmis et al., 2024).

International assessments provide a nuanced view of ECEC’s effectiveness in 
the Western Balkans. Results from the Progress in International Reading Literacy 
Study (PIRLS) 2021 study, which measures reading literacy among fourth–grade 
students, show that preschool attendance is associated with positive reading out‑
comes in the region, but with large differences across countries (Figure 9). Studies 
in the region show that children who attend preschool perform better academically 
—for example, participation in preschool is associated with 20+ point higher read‑
ing scores in 4th grade (equivalent to roughly one year of learning) across Western 
Balkan countries. In North Macedonia, the advantage was even larger (35 points, 
~1.5 years of learning) (Shmis, 2024). In fact, the benefits of preschool participation 
on reading scores are comparable to those observed in other PIRLS–participating 

OECD

Non–OECD

Albania

Serbia

Montenegro

North Macedonia

Kosovo
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countries. Importantly, the data allow for differentiation between daycare and pre‑
school participation, with findings suggesting that while preschool attendance im‑
proves reading comprehension, children who attended only daycare did not experi‑
ence the same benefits.
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Figure 9. Participation in 
childcare and learning 
outcomes in Western 
Balkan countries

Source: taken from Shmis et al. 2024.

  PIRLS Mean Scores –  
Did not participate in any ECE

  PIRLS Mean Scores –  
Participated in ECE

Nonetheless, access to ECEC remains limited across the Western Balkans com‑
pared to OECD standards. According to PISA 2022 data, only 25 percent of OECD 
students reported not having attended preschool, whereas this figure was signif‑
icantly higher in the Western Balkans, reaching 39 percent in Montenegro and as 
high as 77 percent in Serbia (Figure 10). This suggests that a large proportion of 
students in the region are entering school without the foundational skills and social 
experiences that preschool education typically provides.
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Figure 10. Preschool Attendance of Students Sampled in PISA 2022. 

Source: taken from Shmis et al. 2024.
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ECEC workforce

The ECEC teacher workforce across the Western Balkans varies in size, gender com‑
position, and geographic distribution. As of the most recent data, North Macedonia 
employs approximately 5,365 ECEC teachers (State Statistics Office, 2024), followed 
by Albania with 4,346 (UNESCO, 2021), Bosnia and Herzegovina with 3,181 (Agency 
for Statistics of Bosnia and Herzegovina, 2023), and Kosovo with 769 (Gomez Tama‑
yo and Shmis, 2026). The workforce is overwhelmingly female, 92% in North Mace‑
donia, 94% in Bosnia and Herzegovina, and 99% in Kosovo, highlighting both the gen‑
dered nature of the profession and potential challenges in workforce diversification. 
Bosnia and Herzegovina also reports an additional 2,338 staff working in other roles 
within ECEC, while Kosovo records 97 administrative and 256 support staff. A key 
regional issue is the concentration of ECEC teachers in urban areas, leaving rural 
and remote communities underserved (Gomez Tamayo and Shmis, 2026).

WORKFORCE QUALIFICATIONS
Across the Western Balkan countries, there are generally two main types of early 
childhood educators: those trained to work with very young children (typically aged 
0–3 years), and those prepared to work with preschool–aged children (3 years and 
above). The qualification requirements for these two groups differ significantly, with 
higher educational standards usually required for those working with older chil‑
dren (Eurydice, 2025).

In North Macedonia, for example, ECEC staff working with children under 3 years 
old must have completed at least secondary education and hold a valid caregiver li‑
cense, granted after passing a professional exam administered by the Ministry of 
Labor and Social Policy. In Albania, nursery educators —who care for children be‑
low the age of 3— are not formally designated as teachers and are hired through a 
municipal process involving paper applications and interviews. Although hiring cri‑
teria are set by each municipality, these educators typically hold bachelor’s degrees 
in fields such as social sciences, psychology, nursing, or pedagogy. In Serbia, staff 
working with children from 6 months to 3 years of age are allowed to hold quali‑
fications below the bachelor’s level. In Kosovo, while there are no formal legal re‑
quirements for a degree in ECEC for those teaching children under 3, educators in 
practice often possess a degree in early childhood education.

In contrast, requirements for educators working with children aged 3 and old‑
er are more rigorous. In Albania, teachers must complete a first–cycle bachelor’s 
program in pre–school education, pass a state exam, and complete a three–month 
practicum, and a new framework for evaluating psycho–social workers has been 
approved, which provides the necessary means for assessing in–service psycholo‑
gists and social workers within the pre–university education system (UNESCO, 2024; 
Eurydice, 2025). In North Macedonia, ECEC teachers working with children aged 3 
and above are required to have at least an ISCED level 6 qualification (bachelor’s 
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level) in initial teacher training. In Kosovo and Serbia, educators working with chil‑
dren aged 3 to 6 must also possess a bachelor’s degree in early childhood education.

Montenegro and Bosnia and Herzegovina are notable exceptions to this split sys‑
tem. In both countries, the qualification requirements for all preschool teachers are 
uniform regardless of the age group they work with. In Montenegro, a preschool teach‑
er must complete at minimum a three–year higher education program in preschool 
education, equivalent to a bachelor’s degree. In BIH, educators must have at least a 
first–cycle higher education degree and a professional qualification in a relevant field, 
alongside passing a professional exam and meeting basic health requirements.

In practice, a review of existing studies and interviews conducted in the region 
suggests that most urban preschool teachers do hold a post–secondary qualifi‑
cation, but historically many nurseries (for under–3s) and rural childcare centers 
employed staff with only high–school level training (such as a secondary vocational 
diploma in childcare). This seems to be slowly changing as older staff retire, and new 
graduates are hired. However, capacity of training institutions can be a bottleneck: 
the number of graduates in early childhood education each year is limited. Univer‑
sities in Belgrade, Skopje, Tirana, etc., have ECE programs, but it is common to hear 
that there are not enough graduates to fill the gap if a major expansion were to take 
place. Moreover, there is also anecdotal evidence that private childcare centers 
sometimes employ staff without the mandated degrees, due to lack of enforcement 
or shortage of applicants —a risk to quality.

CONTINUOUS PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT 
Across the region, systems for advancement and continuing professional develop‑
ment (CPD) for ECEC staff are emerging, though their structure, implementation, and 
overall impact remain uneven. Many teachers have not received in–service training 
in modern ECE techniques or inclusive education, as evidence by the emphasis in 
recent projects in these areas. 

The lack of training is probably a reflection of financial constraints as well as lack 
of incentives to invest in upskilling. In Montenegro and Serbia, structured career lad‑
ders link advancement directly to CPD participation and performance. In Montenegro, 
the CPD model is based on institutional needs assessments and individualized develop‑
ment plans, with training funded by the government. Teachers can progress through 
a formal ranking system —from teacher to mentor, adviser, senior adviser, and re‑
searcher— encouraging lifelong learning and practical application of new knowledge 
(General Law on Education, Montenegro). In Serbia, all ECEC and school staff must 
complete at least 44 hours of CPD annually, including participation in at least one ac‑
credited training and one professional event. These are required for promotion along 
a career pathway that includes various pedagogical adviser levels (Bylaw on CPD, 
Serbia). In Bosnia and Herzegovina (BIH), regular participation in CPD is also neces‑
sary for career progression, including promotion to mentor or advisory roles. How‑
ever, financing and access to training vary significantly by canton or entity, reflecting 
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broader administrative decentralization. Overall, a lack of data on CPD makes it diffi‑
cult to assess whether the links to career advancement exist in practice or not.

In contrast, while CPD frameworks exist in other Western Balkan countries, 
their ties to career advancement are often weak or undefined, even on paper. In 
North Macedonia, CPD is mandatory and linked to license renewal every five years. 
The CPD structure is somewhat developed, offering both generic (e.g., administra‑
tive, communication) and specialized (e.g., early childhood development, child pro‑
tection) training. Training courses are classified into basic, advanced, and trainer–
level formats, yet the link to promotion remains limited (State Statistics Office, 2024). 
In Albania, structured professional development is scarce. Upskilling often occurs 
informally, such as peer coaching by experienced educators. Formal CPD is rarely 
linked to career progression, and specialized training, especially for working with 
children with disabilities, is notably lacking. In Kosovo, training systems are weakly 
institutionalized and often unavailable for private providers. While public educators 
do participate in training sessions, including those on methodology and curriculum, 
there is no systematic needs assessment to guide content or delivery. Instead, CPD 
offerings are based on available funding and pre–existing training modules, rather 
than strategic planning or educator demand.

Typically, high–performing systems ensure ongoing mentoring and education for 
ECE staff (OECD 2025b). The Western Balkans are at an early stage of building such 
support systems.

SALARIES AND WORKING CONDITIONS
Salary levels for ECEC staff in the Western Balkans are generally modest and often 
lower than those in other professional sectors (OECD, 2024a). Comparable up–to–
date data does not exist, but as of 2021 overall (starting) teacher salaries for all 
Western Balkan countries were below levels in the rest of Europe in PPP terms. 
Starting salaries for teachers were just 1.5 times minimum wage levels in Albania, 
North Macedonia, and Serbia (Eurydice 2022). In Albania, preschool teachers’ stat‑
utory salaries are similar to those of clerical staff and significantly lower than oth‑
er professionals, with salaries after 15 years of experience reaching only about 1.0 
times GDP per capita, compared to 1.3 times GDP per capita for upper secondary 
teachers (UNESCO, 2024). In Kosovo, the salary for ECEC teachers is about 8% lower 
than that of primary teachers, despite having equivalent background requirements 
(Gomez Tamayo and Shmis, 2026). In North Macedonia, salaries are determined us‑
ing a point–based system, where teachers with a bachelor’s degree begin at 255 
points with a starting salary of about €600 (2021), with bonuses and incremental 
increases based on experience and annual performance evaluations. Core care staff 
start with fewer points and thus receive lower wages, with the starting salary being 
equivalent at around €450 in 2021 (Eurydice, 2025). In Serbia, average ECEC teacher 
salaries are roughly 69% of those earned by other tertiary–educated workers and, 
despite recent increases (World Bank, 2022).  
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The child–to–teacher ratio in preschool institutions is diverse across countries, 
with regulations often setting maximum limits that are not strictly adhered to, espe‑
cially in urban areas with high demand. Kosovo allows for some flexibility in group 
sizes, with adjustments made for children with Kosovo follows MESTI guidelines, with 
ratios ranging from 5 to 12 children per teacher, depending on age, and classroom 
sizes defined by square meters per child. In Bosnia and Herzegovina, the regulations 
governing child–to–teacher ratios in preschool education are defined by laws on 
preschool education, which set specific limits for different age groups. For nursery 
groups, the maximum number of children per class ranges from 6 to 15, while kinder‑
garten groups have higher limits, with up to 25 children for ages 5 to 6 years. The ratio 
of staff to children varies depending on the type of group, with typically two teachers 
per group, unless it is a full–time or mixed group, in which case two teachers or a 
teacher and a professional associate are required. In North Macedonia, the Child Pro‑
tection Law does not define any child–teacher ratios, but it does define the maximum 
number of children per class, with these ranging from 8 children for those under 12 
months to 25 children for those over 5 years. Montenegro has similar regulations, with 
classroom ratios increasing as children age, and special provisions for mixed groups 
and children with disabilities (Eurydice, 2025; Gomez Tamayo and Shmis, 2026). 



46

Early Childhood Education and Care in the Western Balkans

3. ECEC services in the Western Balkans



47

Early Childhood Education and Care in the Western Balkans

Recognizing the high stakes involved in investing in ECEC, governments in the West‑
ern Balkans have begun to put childcare more at the center of their policy agenda. 
Many have adopted strategies or laws on early childhood education in recent years, 
often as part of broader social or educational reforms (e.g., a new Early Childhood 
Education Law in Kosovo in 2023, a Social Protection Law in North Macedonia in 
2019 that prioritized expansion of ECEC services, etc.). However, much work re‑
mains to build comprehensive childcare systems. The region still trails well behind 
European standards on most indicators of access, quality and public investment in 
early childhood services.

ECEC systems in the Western Balkans face persistent common challenges —lim‑
ited access, equity, and quality. Coverage remains low compared to EU benchmarks, 
particularly among children under three and those from disadvantaged back‑
grounds such as low–income, Roma, and rural communities. Public provision alone 
has struggled to keep pace with rising demand, while private and community–based 
providers remain underdeveloped due to financing and regulatory constraints. In 
parallel, lack of an adequate workforce often constrains services and quality; wag‑
es are relatively low, and the workforce benefits from limited in–service training, 
and weak incentives. Finally, financing mechanisms are often fragmented, inequita‑
ble, and insufficient to support the expansion of inclusive and high–quality services. 
In this section, we examine these constraints in greater detail to better understand 
the root causes of the region’s ECEC gaps and identify strategic entry points for 
investment and reform. 

Main Challenges 
to ECEC provision

4.
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Insufficient use of childcare services outside the home

As has been presented throughout this report, ECEC enrollment in the Western Bal‑
kans is low, with challenges for expansion stemming from a combination of supply– 
and demand–side limitations. On the demand side, low parental uptake presents 
constrains to the growth and improvement of the childcare sector. This limited de‑
mand is driven by factors such as financial barriers, limited awareness of the long–
term benefits of ECEC, and prevailing cultural norms regarding the care of young 
children. On the supply side, there is an insufficient availability of high–quality ECEC 
services. This shortage also means limited options available to families, and under‑
mines parents’ ability to access reliable and developmentally appropriate care and 
education for their young children.  Together, these factors inhibit the development 
of a dynamic and responsive childcare market that meets the needs of families and 
supports early learning outcomes.

DEMAND–SIDE CONSTRAINTS
Despite efforts to expand childcare provision, many families across the Western Bal‑
kans do not use formal ECEC services, even if available. According to Fruttero et al. 
(2026), also prepared as background for this report, around 56 percent of households 
with children aged 0–6 and 65 percent of those with children aged 0–3, on average 
across Western Balkan countries, do not utilize formal childcare. Their analysis dis‑
cusses the reasons for this, pointing to the presence of persistent demand–side bar‑
riers that go beyond the physical availability of services.

A predominant reason parents cite for not enrolling their children in childcare is 
the availability of care within the household. Across the region, traditional caregiv‑
ing responsibilities are deeply gendered, with expectations that women, regardless 
of their employment status, will assume primary responsibility for childrearing. Ac‑
cording to Fruttero et al., the share of families reporting that they do not use child‑
care facilities because children are cared for by relatives ranges from around 40 
percent in Albania to nearly 70 percent in Bosnia and Herzegovina (Figure 11). This 
preference for in–home or kin–based care reflects deeply rooted norms regarding 
maternal responsibility and uncertainty about external care arrangements, particu‑
larly for very young children.

These dynamics can translate into labor market inactivity for women, especially 
those of childbearing age, or women choosing lower productivity, but more flexible, 
forms of employment if they do work. Across the region, caregiving responsibilities, 
primarily childcare, is the most commonly cited reason for women’s absence from 
the labor force, particularly among women aged 25 to 34 who have children (Figure 
13) (Fruttero et al., 2026).

In addition to social norms, a number of other barriers further constrain paren‑
tal demand for ECEC. Distance to facilities and lack of transportation infrastructure 
also play a role in discouraging use of formal childcare services, particularly for 
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Figure 11. Share of households not using childcare facilities, by main reason

Taken from Fruttero et al., 2026.
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Figure 12. Reasons for inactivity for women between 25 and 34 years old, with or without children 6 years 
old or younger
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rural families for which centers are not close by (Figure 12). In Kosovo and Serbia, 
many rural families face long commutes to the nearest ECEC center, with no guaran‑
teed transportation (World Bank, 2022). In Albania, children who live more than two 
kilometers from a kindergarten are entitled to free transport, but this assistance is 
managed locally and applied unevenly. Costs are also often cited as a reason for lack 
of enrollment in countries such as Kosovo and BIH. 
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While quality concerns are not the most frequently cited reason, they are never‑
theless important. Parents in Serbia, for instance, report dissatisfaction with the re‑
sponsiveness and practical operation of services —including opening hours and the 
perceived sensitivity of educators to children’s needs (World Bank, 2017). In Kosovo, 
qualitative data also reveal some mistrust in ECEC institutions. According to paren‑
tal interviews, 45.5% of respondents cited general mistrust in service quality as a 
reason for not enrolling their children. 

For children under the age of three, the preference for informal care, whether by 
a parent, grandparent, or other family member, is especially strong. Fruttero et al. 
report that over 50 percent of families with children in this age group rely exclusively 
on informal arrangements for children in this age group (Figure 14). In Kosovo, for ex‑
ample, many parents view children under three as too young to attend kindergarten, 
and they do not see an additional value of sending children to external care providers.

Percentage 
of children 
in each 
type of care 
arrangement

Taken from Fruttero et al., 2026. Recent data not available for BIH and North Macedonia.

Figure 13. Share of children by type of care arrangement and age group
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Nevertheless, attitudes are not uniform across countries. In Albania, focus group 
discussions with parents and grandparents reflect more favorable views toward 
early childcare, particularly among working mothers. Many parents reported en‑
rolling their children in nursery care shortly after the end of maternity leave, some‑
times even before, in order to return to work. Early enrollment was seen not only as 
a necessity, but also as beneficial to children’s social development and later adjust‑
ment to kindergarten. The presence of grandparents in the household was viewed 
as a complementary, rather than substitutive, source of care, useful for evenings 
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and weekends or for assisting with transportation, but not necessarily replacing 
nursery enrollment. 

SUPPLY–SIDE CONSTRAINTS
In many countries, the supply of public preschool slots has simply not kept up with 
demand or population needs. For example, as of 2023 Kosovo had only 54 public 
preschool institutions nationwide for its 38 municipalities, leading to severe under‑
supply (Gomez Tamayo and Shmis, 2026). Even in Serbia, which has an extensive 
network, major cities like Belgrade and Novi Sad have historically had thousands of 
children on waiting lists for public kindergartens (though this has improved recent‑
ly with new construction). Age–appropriate infrastructure is another issue: some 
existing facilities are old or not designed for young children (e.g. repurposed school 
classrooms lacking child–friendly toilets or play space). Where public provision is 
lacking, private childcare has emerged —but this often means high fees that exclude 
low–income families.

On the supply side, significant barriers continue to restrict the availability of 
ECEC services across the Western Balkans. While the number of nurseries, kinder‑
gartens, and pre–school educators has increased in recent years, overall coverage 
remains low, especially for children aged 0 to 3. 

These low enrollment rates are partly explained by low availability, with large 
waiting lists across countries. In the capital of Albania, Tirana, where there are 39 
public nurseries, demand still exceeds supply, with over 400 children on waiting 
lists in recent years. In Bosnia and Herzegovina, 6,605 children aged 3–6 were wait‑
ing for a place in a preschool institution in 2022, equivalent to 17 percent of the total 
number of enrolled children in that age group (Agency for Statistics of Bosnia and 
Herzegovina, 2023). And in Kosovo, the current sector capacity meets only about 
30% of the total childcare demand.

These challenges are compounded by severe geographic disparities in service 
availability. In Kosovo, nine out of thirty–eight municipalities lack any ECEC institu‑
tions. In North Macedonia, 13 out of 80 municipalities have no formal ECEC provi‑
sion (World Bank, 2023). In Bosnia and Herzegovina, the situation is particularly dire 
in rural and remote areas, where public kindergartens are either nonexistent or 
extremely difficult to access. Cities typically offer some public or private options, but 
these are often oversubscribed, and rural regions remain deeply underserved (UN 
Women, 2023). In Albania, in some municipalities such as Shkodra and Durrës, the 
number of public nurseries is strikingly low, with only 6 and 4 facilities respective‑
ly —two of which in Durrës remain damaged following the 2019 earthquake. Lastly, 
in Montenegro, 10 out of 25 municipalities, mostly those in rural areas and in the 
northern region, lack sufficient childcare institutions with overcrowded classrooms 
or lack of services altogether. 

Limited program duration also reduces accessibility. In Kosovo, most communi‑
ty–based ECEC centers operate with shortened hours that may not be sufficient for 
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working parents. In Bosnia and Herzegovina’s Republika Srpska, mandatory pre‑
school lasts only 120 hours annually, while in North Macedonia, full–day programs 
(typically 9 hours) are generally available only to children whose parents are both 
employed, excluding those with different working arrangements (Eurydice, 2025). 
Staff shortages further strain the system, particularly in Kosovo and Bosnia and 
Herzegovina, where the number of trained childcare professionals is insufficient to 
meet growing demand. 

As formal systems struggle to meet growing demand, informal and unregulated 
childcare options are proliferating. In Bosnia and Herzegovina, these include unreg‑
istered day centers or associations of citizens that operate outside of the national 
preschool framework, lacking any oversight or standardized quality controls. Sim‑
ilarly, Kosovo has nearly as many unlicensed childcare centers as licensed ones, 
raising serious concerns about safety, pedagogy, and equity in early learning.

Low coverage of vulnerable families and limited 
affordable childcare

Access to ECEC services remains unequal across the Western Balkans, particular‑
ly for vulnerable groups such as ethnic minorities, rural households, children with 
disabilities, and children from low–income or households with unemployed parents.

Urban–rural disparities in enrollment are particularly notable. In every Western 
Balkan country, ECEC facilities are concentrated in cities and larger towns, leav‑
ing rural areas underserved. This results in much lower enrollment outside urban 
centers. On average across countries, 58% of urban households with children aged 
0–6 use childcare services, compared to only 30% in rural households (Fruttero et 
al., 2026) In North Macedonia, children in urban areas are more than twice as likely 
to be enrolled in preschool (47%) than those in rural areas (20%) (World Bank, 2023). 
In Kosovo, the enrollment gap for children 3–4 years old is also pronounced —26 
percent in urban areas versus 8 percent in non–urban locations (UNICEF, 2020), 
as it is in Montenegro where 80% of children are enrolled in urban areas, while ru‑
ral areas have enrollment rates below 40% (UNICEF, 2022), and in Serbia, where 
only 25% of children aged 3 to 5.5 in rural areas participate in ECEC services. In 
Albania, while the number of public crèches rose by 25 percent between 2016 and 
2023 —from 96 to 127— the distribution remains highly uneven. Tirana accounts 
for 48 percent of the national total, while rural municipalities are significantly un‑
derserved. Around 30 percent of municipalities (18) have no public crèches at all 
(World Bank 2025b).

Enrollment rates among minority populations remain significantly below nation‑
al averages. In Kosovo, only 10 percent of children from Roma, Ashkali, and Egyptian 
(RAE) communities participate in ECEC, making up just 3% of total enrollees in public 
institutions (MESTI, 2024). Similar disparities exist in Albania, where Roma children 
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—who face compounding socioeconomic and linguistic barriers— make up only 0.8% 
of children in pre–primary education and are overrepresented in dropout statis‑
tics. In North Macedonia, participation in ECEC for children aged 3–6 is 54 percent 
among ethnic Macedonians but drops to 14 percent for ethnic Albanians and just 
12 percent for Roma children (World Bank, 2023). In Serbia, only 7 percent of Roma 
children are enrolled in preschool (World Bank, 2022), while in Montenegro, the rate 
is between 20 and 30% for Roma and Egyptian children compared to 57 percent 
for the general population (UNICEF, 2022). Barriers to access include limited infra‑
structure in marginalized areas, lack of documentation, language obstacles, social 
norms, and discriminatory practices.

Access to ECEC for children with disabilities is similarly constrained. In North 
Macedonia, less than 5 percent of children with disabilities are enrolled in ECEC 
(UNICEF, 2021). In Albania, parents report insufficient support services for chil‑
dren with disabilities —such as psychologists, teaching aides, and social workers— 
alongside overcrowded classrooms and low educator–to–child ratios. And in Bosnia 
and Herzegovina, challenges include outdated skills among providers and the ab‑
sence of a harmonized definition of disability, which make provision of ECEC servic‑
es for this group challenging. 

As discussed earlier, there are several factors, beyond the availability of ser‑
vices, that may explain these outcomes. One of the key reasons behind the lack of 
effective demand for childcare services among the most vulnerable is affordability. 
Without strong subsidy mechanisms, affordability remains a barrier, especially for 
larger families or single parents.

In Bosnia and Herzegovina, despite rising public support for private providers 
in the Federation, government subsidies per child remain significantly lower than in 
public preschools. With public provision unable to meet demand, many families turn 
to private care, often at great financial sacrifice (UNICEF, 2023). Fees in the private 
sector are significantly higher than in the public sector —around double in BIH and as 
much as 16 times higher in North Macedonia (Table 2). For families with two children 
and only one employed parent, this means spending between 30% of their income in 
Serbia and 63% in North Macedonia on private childcare. Accessing public childcare, 
in contrast, would require only 10% and 6% of their income respectively (Figure 14).

Partly reflecting limited public financing, the use of childcare facilities depends 
on households’ capacity to pay.  Higher–income households (top 60 percent) make 
greater use of childcare than lower–income households (bottom 40 percent), as 
observed in Figure 16. Among higher–income families with children in the relevant 
age group, 54 percent of those with children ages 0–6 and 36 percent of those with 
children ages 0–3 are enrolled in childcare (Figure 15). In comparison, among the 
lowest–income families, it is 42 percent among those with children ages 0–6 and 35 
percent among families with children ages 0–3 attend (Fruttero et al., 2026).

This issue is often aggravated by the fact that many ECEC systems prioritize 
enrollment for children of working parents, which can then crowd out spaces for 
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Figure 15. Use of childcare facilities among households with only children 0–6 years old

Taken from Fruttero et al., forthcoming.
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children from vulnerable groups. This system also effectively excludes those chil‑
dren whose caregivers are unemployed, are looking for work, or work in the infor‑
mal sector. In Serbia, for example, institutions with long waitlists often apply non–
transparent admission practices, favoring children of employed parents despite 
bylaws advocating for broader inclusion (World Bank, 2017). In North Macedonia, 
full–day care is typically reserved for children whose parents are employed full–
time, though municipalities may extend access to other groups based on capacity 
(MoLSP, 2022). In the Federation of BIH, a points–based system governs enrollment, 
often privileging dual–earner households. In 2021, 85 percent of children enrolled 
in ECEC came from families with two working parents, compared to just 1 percent 
from households where both parents were unemployed (UNICEF, 2023). A similar 
practice is also observed in Kosovo.

Prioritization practices, limited availability of public preschool spaces, and pa‑
rental preferences collectively contribute to making economic status a key deter‑
minant of access to ECEC. In Kosovo, only 3 percent of children from the poorest 
quintile were enrolled in ECEC programs as of 2020. In BIH, enrollment in preschool 
is heavily skewed toward wealthier families: just 7 percent of children in the lowest 
income quintile attended kindergarten in 2018, compared to 67 percent of children 
in the highest (World Bank, 2023). Serbia shows similar patterns, with over 80 per‑
cent of children from the wealthiest quintile enrolled, versus just 11 percent from 
the poorest (World Bank, 2022). In North Macedonia, the disparity is even starker 
—only 1 in 300 children from low–income families attend preschool (UNICEF, 2021).

Insufficient financing 

Adequate financing is the foundation for expanding and sustaining childcare ser‑
vices. In the Western Balkans, however, public investment in ECEC has historically 
been low (see Figure 8), resulting in funding shortfalls for infrastructure, staff, and 
subsidies. Families that turn to private providers often shoulder significant costs, 
which can make formal childcare unaffordable for many. 

Most countries in the region fall short of the international benchmarks outlined 
in the Education 2030 Framework for Action, which recommends spending at least 
15–20% of total government expenditure or 4–6% of GDP on education. Instead, edu‑
cation spending averages just 3.9% of GDP —over 20% below the OECD and EU aver‑
ages (OECD, 2024a). This underinvestment directly affects the ECEC sector, where 
public financing remains limited, and the funding that is available is often absorbed 
by recurrent costs, especially salaries, leaving little room for expanding access, up‑
grading infrastructure, or improving service quality (OECD, 2024a). Funding short‑
ages often translate into overcrowded public kindergartens and long waiting lists, 
while private institutions —though more flexible and often better equipped— are 
priced beyond the reach of most low– and middle–income families.
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Fragmentation at the central level and between central and local levels, exacer‑
bates the financing challenge. In North Macedonia, the central government is the 
primary funder of ECEC services, channeled mainly through the Ministry of Social 
Policy. However, a lack of transparency in inter–ministerial financial flows makes it 
difficult to track spending and assess whether it meets local needs. Municipal con‑
tributions remain limited due to budget constraints and legal restrictions (e.g., the 
inability to top up teacher salaries), resulting in minimal local capacity to fill funding 
gaps (Eurydice, 2025). A uniform funding formula exacerbates regional disparities 
by failing to account for differences in costs and needs. Similarly, in BIH, afforda‑
bility challenges are compounded by fragmented and unequal financing across the 
entity, cantonal, and municipal levels. While some areas —like Sarajevo Canton— 
subsidize private center fees or offer direct grants, many municipalities lack the 
fiscal capacity to do so. As a result, household out–of–pocket spending remains high 
and access to services uneven.

Where local governments subsidize fees, budget constraints can lead to fee hikes 
or cuts in service hours. For example, in some BIH cantons, kindergartens have had 
to shorten their working hours or freeze enrollments due to lack of funds —pushing 
parents towards private options or informal care. In Kosovo, public pre–primary 
classes in schools could be operating for only 2–2.5 hours per day (due to limited 
funds and space), which does not meet working parents’ needs, often forcing them 
to pay for additional private childcare or rely on family. 

Limited public financing not only limits possible financial support to families but 
also undermines efforts to expand the ECEC workforce and improve service quality. 
Without targeted investments in staff recruitment, training, and adequate remuner‑
ation, expanding access may come at the cost of quality. This is particularly relevant 
given the region’s low enrollment rates among vulnerable children and the increas‑
ing recognition that quality matters most for these groups (Cascio 2015). Parents 
interviewed in public centers stressed the need to raise educators’ salaries to re‑
flect the responsibility entrusted to them, suggesting that inadequate compensation 
is undermining the attractiveness of the profession and limiting staff retention. So 
not only the existence of services, but the extent and quality of services provided, 
are tied to financing levels (we will discuss quality later, but it’s worth noting how 
financing and quality interact).

Fragmented institutional frameworks 

The lack of clear, workable institutional arrangements has been identified as a con‑
straint in every country in the region. The institutional complexity —marked by over‑
lapping mandates, uneven decentralization, and weak coordination— undermines 
efforts to ensure coherent policy planning, implementation, and accountability. As 
a representative from the National Institute for Social Protection in Serbia put it, 
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“Cooperation exists but is challenging, as integration of social protection, education, 
and health sectors is complex and ongoing”. This limited cooperation also creates 
potential barriers for private investment in the sector. 

In Bosnia and Herzegovina, governance fragmentation is particularly acute. The 
country is divided into three administrative units with distinct legal and institutional 
frameworks, and within the Federation of BIH, further complexity arises as each can‑
ton and municipality implements ECEC policy separately. Despite the adoption of the 
Framework Law on Preschool Upbringing and Education, harmonization of legislation 
across jurisdictions remains incomplete. As of 2022, several education authorities 
had yet to align their local laws with the Framework Law —more than a decade past 
the original deadline (Ministry of Civil Affairs, 2022). Some cantons are still drafting 
the necessary laws, while others have yet to adopt them, and there is no mechanism to 
hold authorities accountable for inaction. This legal setup results in unequal access to 
core services, such as inclusive education for children with special needs or manda‑
tory preschool programs. Moreover, in the absence of a unified curriculum, ECEC pro‑
grams vary widely in quality and content across and within administrative units, with 
services often tailored to local norms and capacities rather than national equity goals.

Albania has undergone a decentralization process that shifted responsibility for 
ECEC infrastructure and day–to–day operations to local governments, while the Min‑
istry of Education and Sport retained control over staffing and oversight (UNESCO, 
2024). Despite the creation of regional and local education offices, this dual struc‑
ture has created coordination challenges, as responsibilities remain ambiguously 
distributed. Local governments are often under–resourced and lack the capacity to 
oversee education quality effectively —particularly in larger municipalities. While na‑
tional institutions such as the General Directorate of Pre–University Education and 
the Agency for Quality Assurance exist to guide and evaluate the system, overlapping 
mandates and insufficient staff for inspection and monitoring limit their effective‑
ness. Interview data suggest that although rules and regulations are generally seen 
as adequate, clarity in individual roles —particularly at the regional level— is low. 
Stakeholders note that implementation suffers from short–term focus, with an over‑
burdened Ministry of Education lacking a long–term strategic vision (UNESCO, 2024).

Similarly, in North Macedonia, ECEC quality assurance is split between the 
Ministry of Education and Science and the Ministry of Social Policy, Youth and De‑
mography, leading to institutional overlaps and ambiguous lines of accountability. 
Monitoring and evaluation tools are underdeveloped, and there is limited analytical 
capacity to support evidence–based decision–making. Stakeholders highlighted the 
need for stronger intersectoral cooperation, particularly in data sharing, between 
the ministries of Education, Health, and Social Protection. The lack of strong data 
culture hampers planning and the development of targeted policies.

In Kosovo, the legal framework prioritizes vulnerable children, but implementa‑
tion lags. Children aged 3–5 are often neglected in policy execution. Moreover, the 
absence of a national curriculum, combined with limited training for educators, 
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further erodes the system’s ability to ensure quality and consistency across provid‑
ers. Fragmentation also impedes the translation of legal commitments into practice, 
with insufficient cooperation between ministries and limited capacity among pro‑
viders to serve marginalized groups effectively. Similar coordination issues across 
ministries are observed in Serbia, where coordination among education, health, and 
social sectors is limited, resulting in fragmented service delivery, with representa‑
tives from the National Institute for Social Protection expressing that “cooperation 
exists but is challenging, as integration of social protection, education, and health 
sectors is complex and ongoing”.

These governance challenges could be particularly acute in the very early years. 
In Albania, for example, crèches are not formally recognized as educational institu‑
tions under the relevant law on the Pre–University Education System. The fragment‑
ed structure has left children under age three without formal oversight or quality 
assurance mechanisms (World Bank 2025b).

Gaps in human resources and quality assurance  

Research shows that teacher–child interactions are the single most important 
determinant of quality in ECEC. The effectiveness of ECEC systems in the Western 
Balkans is significantly constrained by systemic weaknesses in both quality assur‑
ance mechanisms and the development and retention of qualified human resourc‑
es. While a few countries have made notable strides, progress remains uneven and 
fragmented across the region. Focus group discussions and ad–hoc reports on 
parents’ feedback indicate that parents with children in established urban public 
kindergartens often express satisfaction with the care and learning their children 
receive, which indicates that those centers meet a basic quality threshold (trained 
teachers, caring environment). However, quality is not consistent: for example, it 
can vary drastically between an urban center that serves as a model and an under‑
funded rural group; the few systematic assessments that exist in the region tell this 
story of uneven quality, particularly affecting the most vulnerable. In focus groups 
in the Balkans, parents often cite caring and dedicated teachers as a strength of 
their local kindergarten, but they also worry when they see staff overstretched or 
untrained in certain areas (e.g., how to deal with a child’s challenging behavior). 
Building a supported and capable workforce with a minimum level of quality every‑
where is, hence, a defining challenge in the region.

Underpinning this challenge are some structural and process quality elements 
that appear weak: classes can be overcrowded, not all countries require kindergar‑
ten teachers to have higher education, continuous training is limited, support for chil‑
dren with special needs is minimal, and there is little systematic evaluation of child 
outcomes in ECE.  In a number of countries in the region, including Albania, Serbia, 
and Kosovo, formal mechanisms to assess children’s progress in ECEC are lacking. 
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As mentioned by a Representative from the National Institute for Social Protection, 
Serbia, “While quality standards do exist, they are fragmented and insufficiently de‑
veloped, particularly in areas specific to childcare such as group sizes, staff–child 
ratios, safety, and nutrition”. Furthermore, these standards are often inconsistently 
applied or disconnected from broader strategies for system improvement. Typical 
monitoring activities include annual supervision visits and data reporting, but there 
is limited systematic use of parental feedback and self–evaluation practices. In Koso‑
vo, for example, monitoring and evaluation frameworks for ECEC are poorly defined, 
resulting in inconsistent oversight and a lack of uniform standards across institu‑
tions. Although Bosnia and Herzegovina employs professional pedagogical supervi‑
sion to ensure regulatory compliance, national standards are not applied at all, and 
annual supervision visits are unevenly conducted, resulting in large quality gaps. 
In Albania, while there are national institutions that oversee education quality, the 
absence of a cohesive, ECEC–specific national strategy undermines consistent qual‑
ity assurance in the early years. The issue is particularly salient for ECEC for those 
aged 3 and below, where the Agency for the Assurance of Quality in Pre–University 
Education only evaluates services for children aged 3–6. While Parent Councils have 
a legal role in monitoring both crèches and kindergartens, most municipalities lack 
the capacity to implement this effectively (World Bank 2025b).

One emerging area of focus is the content and innovation in curriculum —for 
instance, integrating modern themes like digital skills, STEM, and socio–emotional 
learning even at the preschool level. The Western Balkans are starting to incorporate 
these. Some programs have introduced innovative pedagogies. Serbia, for example, 
introduced “Years of Ascent” in 2018, a national preschool framework for local in‑
stitutions to develop their own curricula. The framework emphasizes a life learn‑
ing culture, project–based learning, and universal design for learning (adjusting the 
learning environment to meet the needs of all learners). Implementing these innova‑
tions consistently at scale will require substantial teacher training and resources.

Formal inspection systems are weak in some places. Ideally, an inspectorate 
would periodically visit each childcare provider to assess compliance with stand‑
ards (group size, safety, curriculum delivery, etc.) and provide feedback. The fre‑
quency of inspections has often been low due to resource constraints. For example, 
in some countries, a preschool might be officially inspected only once every several 
years, if at all. Private providers until now were often only inspected at licensing and 
rarely thereafter, unless a complaint arises. Where inspection exists, it often lacks 
specialization —inspectors might be general education officers, not specifically 
trained in early childhood development. This can limit their effectiveness in identify‑
ing issues unique to ECE (like interactions quality or play–based curriculum fidelity).

The lack of quality assurance is further compounded by large gaps in the human 
resources for ECEC provision. In the Western Balkans, the workforce faces several 
issues: shortages in some areas, uneven qualifications, low wages in many cases, 
and limited professional development opportunities.
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Challenges start with difficulties in recruiting and retaining qualified staff, espe‑
cially in rural or under–resourced areas. As noted before, some countries face teach‑
er shortages —not necessarily in absolute numbers at the national level, but in specif‑
ic regions or for expansion plans. Migration and attrition contribute to shortages and 
turnover. In Albania, for example, small schools in rural regions face difficulties man‑
aging staffing needs despite incentives like transportation compensation (UNESCO, 
2024). In Bosnia and Herzegovina, a shortage of preschool educators —particularly 
in private kindergartens— forces institutions to raise fees to retain staff. 

A crucial dimension here is the attractiveness of the childcare profession. In 
many Western Balkan societies, salaries for ECE teachers are often below those 
of primary or secondary teachers and below the average for the whole economy. 
Low pay levels demotivate workers and lead to talent attrition, with many educators 
seeking better–paying jobs in public institutions or abroad, particularly in EU coun‑
tries like Germany. Enrollment in preschool education university programs is declin‑
ing in areas such as Sarajevo Canton, indicating waning interest in the profession 
(Nezavisne novine, 2023). 

A notable issue is the lack of consistency in educational profiles and job titles, cre‑
ating inefficiencies and confusion. Furthermore, a significant gap exists between the‑
oretical training and practical application. Many professionals enter the workforce 
with strong academic backgrounds but insufficient hands–on experience, leaving 
them unprepared for the realities of ECEC institutions. Practicum programs, which 
are essential for bridging this gap, remain underdeveloped, with limited collabora‑
tion between training faculties and ECEC centers. Given the lack of training oppor‑
tunities, it is also difficult for professionals to keep up with developments in the field. 

Continuing professional development for ECEC staff in the Western Balkans is 
generally fragmented, weakly institutionalized, and often disconnected from career 
advancement. While Montenegro, Serbia, and North Macedonia have relatively more 
structured systems —with North Macedonia requiring license renewal every five 
years and offering tiered, specialized training— there is still limited linkage between 
CPD participation and professional progression. In other countries, such as Alba‑
nia and Kosovo, CPD remains largely informal, often relying on peer coaching or ad 
hoc donor–funded initiatives. Training is rarely based on systematic needs assess‑
ments and is especially lacking for inclusive education and support for children with 
disabilities or from marginalized groups. Private sector educators in Kosovo face 
particularly limited training opportunities, contributing to high turnover. Across the 
region, low and uncompetitive salaries further hinder efforts to attract and retain 
qualified staff, particularly in under–resourced municipalities where education de‑
partments lack capacity and funding (OECD, 2024a).

.
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To expand access to affordable, quality childcare across the Western Balkans, it is 
essential to address the key challenges outlined above and pursue targeted policy re‑
forms and investments that reflect the diverse needs of families and young children. 
Doing so will not only improve child development and support family well–being but can 
also create jobs and enable more women to participate in the workforce and contrib‑
ute to greater opportunity across the region —both now and for future generations.

To provide guidance on how governments can strengthen their childcare system 
to achieve these goals, we focus on five policy goals that map closely to the aspects 
discussed in previous sections (Figure 16):

1. 	 Expanding access through diverse service provision: ensuring that childcare 
options cater to varying family needs is essential. By offering a range of services 
and for an adequate number of hours, the system can attract families from diffe‑
rent backgrounds as well as funding, thereby broadening access. Expanding ac‑
cess in the region would benefit from not only public provision but also expanded 
private provision, even if attendance —particularly for the most vulnerable— is 
subsidized.

2. 	 Prioritizing coverage for vulnerable families: equitable access to childcare re‑
quires targeted government support to provide low–cost or free options for vul‑
nerable families. This approach is critical to ensuring that all children, regard‑
less of their socio–economic background, can benefit from quality childcare.

Improving  
childcare provision 

and growing the 
childcare economy in 
the Western Balkans

5.
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3.	 Securing sufficient funding: adequate funding is necessary to keep childcare 
affordable while maintaining high–quality standards. This involves mobilizing 
resources to support the infrastructure and operations of childcare services. 
This calls for not only putting more resources into the system but also using re‑
sources more effectively. This, in turn, should start by strengthening the data co‑
llection, monitoring, and evaluation functions of the system as well as reviewing 
funding mechanisms to ensure they support the primary goals of the system.

4.	 Establishing clear institutional frameworks and system coherence: addres‑
sing policy fragmentation and improving planning are essential for a coherent 
childcare system. Clear institutional frameworks help streamline processes and 
enhance the effectiveness of childcare policies. 

5.	 Ensuring safe and stimulating environments with a well–supported workforce: 
creating safe and stimulating environments is key to encouraging parental up‑
take and maximizing the developmental benefits of childcare. A sufficient and 
well–supported workforce, equipped with the necessary skills and resources, is 
fundamental to delivering high–quality childcare services.

Figure 16. Policy goals to improve access to affordable and quality ECEC

POLICY GOALS

QUALITY, 
AFFORDABLE 
CHILD CARE

Governments 
should ensure 
that childcare 

is available, 
affordable, of 

decent quality and 
meets the needs of 

all families.

Better 
women’s 
employment

Increased 
productivity 
and economic 
growth

Increased 
family 
welfare

Improved 
child 
development 
outcomes

1. Expand access to childcare by  
promoting diverse types of provision. 

2. Prioritize childcare coverage for the  
most vulnerable families and ensure  
low–cost and free options are available. 

3. Allocate sufficient financing to make 
quality childcare affordable for families. 

4. Define clear, workable institutional 
arrangements and build system coherence. 

5. Ensure that children are in safe and 
stimulating environments through a robust 
quality assurance system and a supported 
and capable workforce.

Source: Devercelli and Beaton–Day, 2020.
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In this section, we discuss different approaches to meeting these goals, drawing 
on both regional findings and international best practices (particularly lessons from 
OECD countries). For instance, Slovenia’s experience (as a former Yugoslav peer that 
now has very high enrollment and an integrated ECEC system) is a model frequently 
discussed, including practices, like combining nursery and kindergarten under one 
roof and heavy municipal involvement with strong state support. This section highlights 
these examples but also emerging practices in the Western Balkans itself —including 
diverse service models, public–private partnerships, and technology or program inno‑
vations— and how they contribute to the evolution of childcare systems in the region.

Meeting goal 1: Expanding access through diverse service 
provision by supporting private and community–based 
provision

SUPPLY–SIDE INTERVENTIONS
Governments in the region continue to make significant strides in expanding public 
ECEC provision. For example, Serbia has built new ECE facilities and repurposed 
existing infrastructure in disadvantaged areas with the support of the World Bank, 
resulting in a significant increase in ECEC enrollment from 52% in 2018 to 74% in 
2024 in the regions exposed to the investments. To implement the new preschool 
curriculum, over 21,000 preschool teachers (95% of all preschool teachers) and 
3,000 primary school pedagogical staff have been trained in child–centered, play–
based pedagogy (World Bank, 2025a). 

Similarly, Kosovo has expanded its kindergarten provision, with four new kin‑
dergartens completed in 2021, 26 under construction, three school buildings being 
adapted for ECEC use, and eight additional kindergartens in the tendering phase 
(Gomez Tamayo and Shmis, 2026). North Macedonia also has plans to expand its 
public preschool provision, aiming to build and equip 110 public preschool class‑
rooms, adding 2,200 new preschool spaces by 2027. As part of this effort, the coun‑
try is piloting a range of childcare provision models with the support of the World 
Bank, developing the enactment of a licensing system, strengthening caregiver 
training, establishing workable institutional arrangements, and developing a robust 
monitoring mechanism (World Bank, 2023).

In addition to building new facilities to expand public provision, governments in 
the region have also innovated and adapted their provision to reach more children. 
For instance, Serbia’s Law on Preschool Education allows for the establishment of 
separate units in rural areas or the use of specially equipped buses to reach chil‑
dren in remote locations (Eurydice, 2025).

Despite these efforts, ECEC infrastructure is still insufficient (too few centers 
and classrooms to serve all communities) and the system faces capacity constraints 
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(facilities that do exist often have long waiting lists, especially in urban areas). The 
demand for ECEC services remains high, and the current provision is not sufficient 
to meet the needs of all children. This is evident in the long waitlists for public kin‑
dergartens and the limited availability of private ECEC services, particularly in ru‑
ral and disadvantaged areas. Parents also make this issue evident, with parents in 
a focus group in Serbia expressing that “Waiting lists exist, especially for children 
without parental care”.

To address this issue, it is essential to continue increasing public provision, for 
example by repurposing public spaces, integrating childcare into schools, and sup‑
porting flexible models (e.g. mobile units). Repurposing existing public spaces and 
using underutilized school facilities, in particular, can make the expansion more effi‑
cient, given demographic trends. This is a model being followed in North Macedonia 
and Serbia, for example Kosovo is investing in modular kindergarten centers, built 
using prefabricated parts assembled at designated locations, a method that could 
reduce costs and time of the initial construction but that could, however, come at the 
expense of durability and quality.

Integrating childcare into schools, in turn, would involve adapting current class‑
rooms to suit the needs of younger children and investing in appropriate teaching 
materials and outdoor areas for young children. Serbia and Albania have both start‑
ed doing this: e.g., opening preparatory preschool classes in primary schools, or 
even co–locating full kindergarten units in school premises so that facilities (play‑
grounds, heating) are shared. This approach can indeed be more cost–effective 
and quicker to implement than constructing new buildings. It also has the poten‑
tial to provide a seamless educational transition for children as they grow older. 
However, careful planning is needed to ensure that integration meets the specific 
developmental needs of early learners and that the quality of care and education is 
maintained or enhanced. This would likely involve additional training for teachers, 
appropriate curriculum development, and possibly the hiring of specialists in early 
childhood education (Shmis 2024). 

Flexible models, including mobile teams and community or home–based services, 
are also expanding and can do so further. Mobile teams in North Macedonia (part 
of the EU Child Guarantee Pilot project) that visit remote villages to conduct ear‑
ly childhood sessions for children and parents —a form of mobile kindergarten— 
bring services closer to families who cannot reach a distant center. These, as well 
as half–day programs, have been introduced on a pilot basis in remote communities, 
although coverage remains uneven. Given shortages of formal centers, some coun‑
tries are trying community or home–based solutions. For example, Kosovo has com‑
munity–based early childhood centers in areas without public kindergartens, often 
run by NGOs or local initiatives in rented spaces. These may be part–day programs 
focusing on school readiness and play. Providing home–based childcare networks 
is another strategy. This would call for training and certifying home–based child‑
minders (perhaps mothers in the community) to care for small groups of children in 
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their homes and include them in the official system. This approach, used in Austria, 
France, and Canada, for example, increases reach in a community setting. 

The expansion of services is necessary not only in terms of coverage and mo‑
dalities but also in terms of operation hours, particularly when parents are seeking 
employment or working. In several countries, even minimum hours of operation are 
not regulated (not for public nor private institutions); when they are, they typically 
stand at 4 hours (Annex 2: Childcare–relevant legislation in Western Balkans). 

Making all these investments will require additional resources. For example, a 
recent review of public expenditure on ECEC in Albania (World Bank 2025b) uses 
data from Expertise France, which has estimated the average cost per child for 
crèche (0–3) repairs and construction in the country. The findings indicate that the 
crèche repair cost per child is approximately USD 2,915 while new construction 
would cost approximately USD 10,767 per child. If all children not enrolled in 2023 
(56,355) were to be accommodated, the total investment necessary would amount 
to 2 percent of public expenditure for the repair option and 8 percent of public ex‑
penditure for new construction. 

Supporting the expansion of the private sector
Governments can also explore other strategies to expand access to ECEC services, 
particularly by supporting the expansion of non–state ECEC provision. The private 
sector plays a vital role in expanding access to ECEC services, particularly in coun‑
tries where public provision is limited. In Serbia, the private sector accounts for 
78% of the growth in total ECEC enrollments in the past few years, highlighting its 
importance in ensuring equitable access (World Bank, 2022). Bosnia and Herzego‑
vina has also seen significant growth in private preschool enrollment, with a 69% 
increase between 2018 and 2022 in the Republika Srpska (UNICEF, 2023).  Benefi‑
ciary feedback in Kosovo shows less concerns with private kindergartens’ quality 
of provision than expected and sends a positive message to policymakers (Gomez 
Tamayo and Shmis, 2026).

To support the private sector, it is important to ensure that the regulatory sys‑
tems support entry into the sector while also ensuring quality and supporting equity. 
To start, it would be important to conduct a thorough review and consultations with 
for–profit and not–for–profit organizations active and interested in the sector to un‑
derstand constraints to entering the sector and growing, with a particular focus 
on constraints that affect hard–to–serve segments of the market. For instance, the 
government might consider implementing targeted financing (like vouchers —see 
Box 3), supporting providers to secure their financial sustainability, and potentially 
providing tax incentives. The work in Kosovo on the analysis of private providers 
suggests these as potential actions for improvement. 

The engagement with various stakeholders, including the private sector, can help 
mobilize resources for childcare broadly. For example, employers can provide or sub‑
sidize childcare for employees, donate materials, or provide relevant expertise. There 



66

Early Childhood Education and Care in the Western Balkans

5. Main challenges to ECEC provision in Kosovo

may be scope, particularly for larger employers or employment clusters, to increase 
employer–provided childcare. Countries like Germany and Japan have used tax incen‑
tives to boost employer contributions to childcare. This is not yet common in the West‑
ern Balkans, but there are examples: a few large companies in Serbia and North Mac‑
edonia have set up on–site daycare for employees’ children. Regulations in the region 
typically do not mandate this (Annex 2: Childcare–relevant legislation in Western Bal‑
kans), but for example, North Macedonia does mandate employers to either provide 
it, subsidize it, or allow employees flexible work arrangements. While enforcement 
is limited, it has spurred some companies to take action. A few big employers (like 
banks or telecom companies in Skopje) have set up on–site daycare or partnered with 
private nurseries to reserve slots for their employees. Elsewhere, uptake is low, but 
the concept is on the table region wide as policymakers see encouraging employer 
involvement as a way to increase provision and support working mothers.6

Governments are beginning to consider tax incentives or partnerships to en‑
courage more employer–supported childcare (following OECD examples where 
such incentives exist). However, in practice, this is still nascent, and significant dis‑
incentives and barriers exist. For example, in BIH, despite ongoing pilots, scaling up 
employer–provided childcare, even if successful, is going to be limited as employers’ 
provision of childcare services to their employees is treated as a taxable non–salary 
benefit, which can represent additional costs to companies. 

6. See some examples here, for example: https://www.helvetas.org/en/eastern-europe/insights-and-opportunities/
resources/helvetas-mosaic/article/March2021/increasing-employers-role-in-childcare-development

Box 3. Triple goals of the Kosovo childcare voucher program

1)	 Increase equity in access to childcare. As this program targets Social Assistance 

Scheme (SAS) population with children of 3–5 years, it increases the provision 

among this group and helps reach out to the most vulnerable. 

2)	 Stimulate female labor force participation. This is one of the goals for the project 

and for the voucher sub–component, as vouchers are provided for childcare servi-

ces. By definition, childcare means a long period of care, allowing parents to work. 

3)	 Stimulate private provision. This is one of the first large–scale programs suppor-

ting the government financing of the private providers. Only licensed providers 

can be eligible, and it also stimulates those preschools that operate without a li-

cense to obtain one.

Source: authors.

https://www.helvetas.org/en/eastern-europe/insights-and-opportunities/resources/helvetas-mosaic/article/March2021/increasing-employers-role-in-childcare-development
https://www.helvetas.org/en/eastern-europe/insights-and-opportunities/resources/helvetas-mosaic/article/March2021/increasing-employers-role-in-childcare-development
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Furthermore, there is also interest in leveraging the private sector through Pub‑
lic–Private Partnerships (PPPs). Governments can consider tendering out the con‑
struction and operation of preschool facilities to private operators, with the state 
subsidizing fees. Municipalities could rent out or lease on favorable terms existing 
buildings to private kindergarten operators, expanding the support modalities of 
the private sector and making use of currently underutilized assets. The state can 
also pay for spaces in private ECE centers. The Netherlands and Belgium do this, for 
example. This is what the Bosnia’s Sarajevo Canton has done by contracting some 
private daycare centers to take in children from the public waitlist, effectively pur‑
chasing spaces. These arrangements, if well–regulated, can expand capacity quick‑
ly, but need to be accompanied by the strengthening of the regulatory framework 
to ensure quality and equity in PPPs is still underway. Similarly, North Macedonia 
has increasingly contracted NGOs and private providers to deliver, for example, day 
care center services for children with disabilities on behalf of the state, with the aim 
of quickly expanding access where public provision is thin.

Working with the private sector and through PPPs can expand childcare provi‑
sion, but it also carries significant risks linked to the differing incentives of public 
and private actors. Private providers often prioritize financial returns or operation‑
al efficiency, whereas governments aim to ensure equitable access and maintain 
high educational quality. This misalignment can encourage cost–cutting that under‑
mines pedagogy, teacher working conditions, or essential services for children. It 
may also exacerbate inequalities if private operators “cream–skim,” selectively ad‑
mitting easier–to–serve children while public institutions are left to accommodate 
those with greater needs or vulnerabilities (Adamson and Taneja, 2025). In addi‑
tion, negotiating and managing agreements with private providers is complex and 
requires substantial government capacity; without strong oversight and careful 
contract design, governments may inadvertently assume financial risks or fail to 
enforce standards, weakening the expected benefits of collaboration.

To minimize these risks, partnerships with the private sector must be grounded 
in clear regulatory safeguards. Governments should establish contractual frame‑
works that define roles, responsibilities, performance targets, accountability meas‑
ures, and sanctions for non–compliance. Agreements should adhere to legal, cur‑
ricular, and quality standards; regulate or cap parent fees to prevent profiteering; 
and include requirements ensuring inclusion of disadvantaged and marginalized 
children (Adamson and Taneja, 2025).

Such collaboration is most effective when embedded within a coherent national 
education strategy. Governments need to clearly articulate the role of private pro‑
viders in the broader system, select partners through transparent and competitive 
processes, and design policies that recognize and incentivize high–quality private 
provision (Aslam et al., 2018). Building trust between sectors is also crucial: pub‑
lic authorities must fulfill their commitments, ensure timely payments, and support 
private operators in meeting quality standards. Policy frameworks should include 
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exit strategies, contingency plans, and mechanisms to ensure continuity of services 
during disruptions.

DEMAND–SIDE INTERVENTIONS
In many cases, expanding the supply of ECEC services can be a necessary but insuf‑
ficient step toward increasing enrollment. In many countries in the Western Balkans, 
cultural and social norms favor family–based care, with many parents believing that 
ECEC services offer little more value than basic daycare. This perception, coupled 
with a lack of awareness about the long–term benefits of early education, presents 
a significant barrier to demanding childcare services. Therefore, demand–side in‑
terventions must be prioritized alongside infrastructure development and service 
expansion to ensure that families actually enroll their children in ECEC programs. 
This is particularly important among the most vulnerable who stand to benefit the 
most from ECEC and who often may be less willing to use these services.

Governments can offer demand–side financial incentives, such as tax reliefs, and 
subsidies for parents who enroll their children in these centers, especially given 
the high costs that such services have in the region. For example, Serbia has intro‑
duced vouchers, which have led to increased enrollment in several cities. Similarly, 
in Kosovo, the government is introducing a subsidy scheme that targets low–income 
families, aiming to increase access to ECEC services. This approach would help al‑
leviate financial barriers to enrollment, thereby increasing demand and supporting 
provider growth. Public subsidies need to follow the students and strengthen incen‑
tives to deliver quality services to all relevant populations. 

Additionally, governments can provide professional development opportunities 
for private kindergarten staff, enhancing the quality of education and attracting 
more qualified staff to these institutions, thus increasing trust from parents. This 
can be achieved by offering private kindergarten staff the possibility of participating 
in professional development programs available to public sector educators.

Social attitudes toward caregiving, particularly the expectation that childcare is 
primarily a mother’s responsibility, have a direct impact on ECEC uptake. Address‑
ing well–entrenched social norms is not easy, but there is evidence of interventions 
that have been shown to be successful in changing social norms around childcare 
and women’s family role more generally. One evidence–based, scalable approach is 
to engage not only women but also men and extended families in redefining norms 
around childcare and work. For example, a study from northern India showed that 
presenting video testimonials to husbands and in–laws about women’s work oppor‑
tunities led to increased female labor force participation (Halim et al., 2023). Such 
intervention could lead to finding alternative ways of providing childcare outside the 
home. These principles can be applied in the Western Balkans to address traditional 
views about childcare and motherhood.

Furthermore, to shift perceptions and encourage ECEC enrollment, it is crucial 
to actively communicate the long–term developmental and social benefits of these 



69

Early Childhood Education and Care in the Western Balkans

5. Main challenges to ECEC provision in Kosovo

services. Many families are either uninformed or skeptical about the value of ECEC, 
especially in rural or economically disadvantaged areas. Highlighting how early ed‑
ucation prepares children for school, enhances social and cognitive skills, and im‑
proves future learning outcomes can help change attitudes. Moreover, for families 
who rely on one parent (usually mothers) to provide full–time care, emphasizing the 
economic benefits —such as the potential to return to work or access employment 
opportunities— can be a persuasive incentive. Clear communication about how 
ECEC can support household income generation and long–term stability can help 
overcome reluctance. Evidence from the UK (HM Revenue and Customs UK, 2018) 
shows that providing unemployed parents with targeted information about the ben‑
efits of ECEC and simplified guidance on how to enroll significantly increased partic‑
ipation rates. This underscores the importance of not just building services but also 
ensuring that families understand both why and how to use them.

Personal experiences and peer validation can have a powerful influence on pa‑
rental decision–making. Campaigns that feature testimonials from other parents, 
especially those from similar socio–cultural or economic backgrounds, can effec‑
tively build trust and encourage ECEC utilization. In the UK, for example, exposure to 
quotes and perceptions from parents who had used ECEC services helped persuade 
those who had previously not considered such care for their children (HM Revenues 
and Customs UK, 2018).

Several countries in the Western Balkans have begun implementing targeted 
communication campaigns to increase demand for ECEC services. UNICEF and the 
Ministry of Education in Montenegro, for example, implemented a public campaign 
“Everybody in kindergarten” to promote early childhood education in five municipal‑
ities in the north of the country with the lowest enrollment rate (Eurydice, 2025). One 
notable example is Serbia, where the World Bank supported a nationwide initiative 
in 2017 aimed at raising awareness about the importance of early childhood devel‑
opment. The campaign focused on:

1.	 Promoting early stimulation, play, positive parent–child interactions, and health 
and nutrition practices at home.

2.	 Informing families about available ECEC services and eligibility for social protec‑
tion and early learning programs.

3.	 Encouraging preschool attendance through various communication channels, 
including mass media and social media, as well as printed materials in places 
frequently visited by families.

A key strength of the Serbian campaign was its focus on engaging fathers, grand‑
parents, and other caregivers —not just mothers— using role models and public fig‑
ures as advocates. This inclusive approach helped shift attitudes at the community 
level and encouraged broader acceptance of ECEC services.



70

Early Childhood Education and Care in the Western Balkans

5. Main challenges to ECEC provision in Kosovo

Similarly, to increase childcare enrollment, particularly under the newly 
launched Voucher Program, Kosovo has implemented a comprehensive information 
campaign to raise awareness among eligible families. The campaign provides par‑
ents with clear and accessible information on the benefits of ECEC and on how the 
voucher program works. To reach as many Social Assistance Scheme beneficiaries 
as possible, door–to–door outreach and community–based engagements have been 
carried out by MESTI, Centers for Social Work, and municipal teams, who jointly 
provide guidance, answer questions, and collect basic demographic information 
and concerns reported by families. A tailored brochure and an animated video were 
developed for this purpose, explaining the program’s objectives, eligibility criteria, 
application steps, and available support channels, including contact details and a 
simple step‑by‑step guide for applicants (Gomez Tamayo and Shmis, 2026).

Figure 17. Brochure for communication campaign in Kosovo

Overall, increasing demand for ECEC involves more than just expanding infra‑
structure or introducing financial incentives —it requires understanding and re‑
sponding to the cultural, informational, and attitudinal factors that shape paren‑
tal decisions. The experiences of countries like Serbia and Kosovo suggest that a 
well–planned, inclusive communication strategy can be a meaningful step toward 

Source: Ministry of Education, Science, Technology, and Innovation of Kosovo
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fostering greater engagement with early childhood services, and should be consid‑
ered as possible tools for further expansion across the region.

In sum, meeting the first goal of expanding access to ECEC via diverse provision 
models, would entail:

1.	 Investing in scaling up infrastructure and services, especially in underserved 
areas. All countries should make expanding the supply of childcare slots a top 
priority, whether it is new or repurposed infrastructure.

2.	 Embracing public–private partnerships (PPPs) and community–based solu-
tions to increase provision. Governments should enable and actively encourage 
non–state childcare providers to operate —not as a replacement for public servi‑
ces, but as a complement to reach more children quickly. Concretely, this means 
streamlining licensing for private and NGO–run centers, and offering incentives 
for their establishment in underserved localities. Employer–supported childcare 
should also be fostered, particularly among larger employers. North Macedo‑
nia’s requirement for large employers to provide childcare is a bold step; other 
countries could institute voluntary incentive schemes if not mandates. More on 
the PPP arrangements for childcare can be found in Kosovo deep dive prepared 
as part of this analysis (Gomez Tamayo and Shmis, 2026).

3.	 Offering flexible and part–time program options to meet diverse family needs. 
Governments should support alternative program modalities: for instance, half–
day preschools or “playgroups” in communities where full–day demand is low; 
seasonal or occasional care programs during peak agricultural seasons to su‑
pport rural families; and extended–hour or shift childcare in urban areas for pa‑
rents working non–standard hours. Providing home–based childcare networks 
is another strategy.

4.	 Strengthening demand–side efforts to go alongside supply increases in order 
to boost enrollment. This is particularly relevant for the most vulnerable and 
include not only addressing cost or transport constraints, but also addressing 
social norms that may limit the demand for childcare services outside the home, 
particularly for younger children.

Meeting goal 2: Prioritizing ECEC coverage for vulnerable 
families

Efforts to expand quality early learning should focus first on children from disadvan‑
taged families, as they benefit most from quality ECEC (Cascio 2015; Yoshikawa et al. 
2013). Despite challenges, targeting these groups can yield the highest investment 
returns. Research (Ganimian et al 2024; Martinez et al 2017) shows that even small 
increases in ECE access significantly enhance learning for the most disadvantaged, 
making this approach highly cost–effective. Ensuring equitable access to ECEC that 
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includes children from low–income families, rural areas, minority groups, including 
Roma and Egyptians, and those with disabilities is also essential for addressing sys‑
temic disparities and fostering inclusive development. 

Prioritizing childcare options for vulnerable families requires thinking broadly 
about allocated spaces, targeted provision, financing, communication campaigns 
and outreach. Moreover, meeting this challenge requires a dual focus: improving 
targeting mechanisms and service design while also balancing access with quality 
to ensure inclusion is meaningful in practice.

To reach everyone, it is important to encourage the creation of flexible child‑
care models, particularly focusing on the unique needs of rural and marginalized 
communities. These models should be sensitive to the socio–economic challenges 
faced by these populations. For example, opening child groups in adapted premises 
allocated by the community; arranging the centralized delivery for remote locations 
while transportation is arranged by community members; or arranging for trained 
community members to serve as caregivers, could be models worth exploring. Mo‑
bile services, discussed in the previous section, can also help fill some gaps, albeit 
mostly in a temporary manner. 

For children with disabilities or development delays, it would be necessary to de‑
velop specialized support programs, offering tailored educational frameworks and 
resources. Countries in the region are exploring different approaches to address 
the low inclusion of children with disabilities. For instance, in Serbia, in selected set‑
tings, there are childcare groups that include children with disabilities with high‑
er support, integrated within mainstream kindergarten settings. This model moves 
away from segregated special institutions toward inclusive practice, using itinerant 
specialists (speech therapists, etc.) who travel to support children in regular kinder‑
gartens. North Macedonia has also made efforts on inclusive education particularly 
in primary school, efforts that could be expanded to early years. There, the system 
relies on inclusion resource centers that support teachers with strategies and as‑
sistants for children with special needs. Over the past four years, in North Macedo‑
nia, the number of students with disabilities attending mainstream schools has dou‑
bled, increasing from an average of four students per school in the 2019/20 school 
year to nine students per school in the 2023/24 academic year (UNICEF 2024b). 
These are new ways of organizing support that depart from the past practice of 
either exclusion or separate special preschools.

The challenge here is significant since most countries lack the infrastructure 
and trained staff for inclusive early education. For example, in Kosovo’s capital city, 
only a handful of children with disabilities are enrolled in public kindergartens (and 
almost none in private). Often these children are either kept at home or attend spe‑
cialized day–care centers (if available) rather than inclusive preschools. Montene‑
gro, for example, has made progress in deinstitutionalizing childcare —it eliminat‑
ed institutional care for children under 3— but ensuring those children can enter 
community–based ECEC with appropriate support is still a challenge (World Bank 
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and UNICEF 2023). Across the region, there is an urgent need for more inclusive 
approaches so that disability is not a barrier to early education.

Several countries have made efforts to better target and support disadvantaged 
groups. In Serbia, for example, the Ministry of Education has defined a comprehen‑
sive list of priority groups —such as children from single–parent families, those with 
disabilities, and children of war veterans— ensuring they are given first access when 
spaces become available (Eurydice, 2025). Additionally, a municipal grants program 
has supported tailored initiatives to engage parents and introduce flexible preschool 
options aimed specifically at increasing participation among socially disadvantaged 
and marginalized communities. Also in Serbia, there are Roma Education Fund–sup‑
ported preschools and dedicated enrollment quotas in some municipalities, but the 
persistent gaps clearly indicate that these efforts have been insufficient. Challeng‑
es remain, for example, in ensuring that these funds reach the intended beneficiar‑
ies and that outreach and intervention programs are fully implemented. The lack 
of sufficient infrastructure and resources, particularly in rural areas, hampers the 
broader inclusion of vulnerable children in ECEC programs in the country.

Experience from outside the Western Balkans can also be informative. Uzbeki‑
stan introduced a community–based “one–stop” model offering free preschool ser‑
vices, including home–based learning for children with disabilities. This model also 
utilized the Mahalla (community) system to identify families in need and reached 
those in remote areas through mobile kindergarten buses (World Bank, 2025a). In 
other European contexts, progressive pricing models and targeted fee waivers have 
shown promise in improving access to ECEC for vulnerable populations. Countries 
such as Luxembourg, Lithuania, and Romania offer 10 to 20 hours of free ECEC per 
week, typically for all children but often with special attention to disadvantaged 
groups. In Norway, free entitlement is reserved for low–income families, aligning 
fiscal support with need (OECD, 2024b). These approaches not only reduce financial 
barriers but also help equalize ECEC participation across social groups.

The importance of trust–building and community engagement cannot be over‑
stated when working with minority populations. In Bulgaria, an impact evaluation of 
a kindergarten access project revealed that removing user fees increased partici‑
pation among Roma children but failed to improve developmental outcomes —high‑
lighting the need for quality improvements alongside expanded access. The project 
also underscored the value of having community mediators —often Roma social 
workers or educators— who act as bridges between the education system and fam‑
ilies. This strategy has been successfully implemented in Albania and North Mace‑
donia, where mediators and outreach workers help retain children in the system, 
encourage re–enrollment for dropouts, and provide culturally sensitive support to 
Roma communities (Huillery et al, 2020). In Montenegro, the “Caring Family” par‑
enting program expanded its reach by training ECEC staff to engage effectively with 
Roma and Egyptian families, strengthening the connection between early childhood 
institutions and underserved households (UN, 2021). 
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For countries in the Western Balkans, there may be available opportunities to build 
upon existing programs that serve vulnerable populations (e.g., using them to identify 
target populations and/or piggyback on services). As part of this process, countries 
in the region can start by strengthening referral systems linked to broader social 
services to take advantage of reforms and improvements that are taking place in the 
broader social protection system. In North Macedonia, for example, Centers for So‑
cial Welfare and kindergartens are currently coordinating to improve understanding 
of the importance of sending young children to preschool among households receiv‑
ing social assistance in an effort to increase their enrollment (World Bank 2023). A 
pilot project has recently been initiated in North Macedonia to deliver new early child‑
hood development services. These services will be collaboratively provided by trained 
professionals from health and rehabilitation centers, kindergartens, school resource 
centers, and licensed social service providers in the City of Skopje (UNICEF 2025). 

Other entry points can also be relevant. Parenting programs, in particular, are crit‑
ical in supporting children’s early development, particularly among the most vulnera‑
ble (Bendini and Devercelli 2022), and can be a natural mechanism to reach this popu‑
lation. Countries in the region are strengthening these programs to increase parental 
outreach and early stimulation at home, and these efforts should be strengthened and 
used as a platform to expand demand for and access to ECE. North Macedonia has 
been implementing the Read@Home program that helped boost children’s reading as‑
sessment scores in the early grades, reaching the poorest 10 percent of families with 
storybooks and activities to encourage reading at home. 7  The guidance includes tool‑
kits for the parents to support stimulation of early reading. Kosovo and North Macedo‑
nia are starting to implement parenting education modules as part of social services 
or health visits. Albania has run small–scale parenting programs where trained facili‑
tators hold group sessions with parents (especially mothers) of young kids in commu‑
nities, teaching them about child development and activities to do at home. Initiatives 
that integrate childcare into other existing public programs can also provide useful 
entry points for supporting childcare access among the most vulnerable (e.g. childcare 
alongside training or public works programs to maximize participation, for example).

Particular attention can be paid to the transition to preschool and primary 
school. Countries in the region can consider specialized support programs that 
help marginalized children transition into preschool and succeed there. Examples 
include language support for children who do not speak the majority language at 
home; adaptive materials and trained supportive staff for children with disabilities 
integrated into regular preschools; and parent engagement initiatives to build trust.

Scaling and sustaining innovations is the next challenge. Many of the above ef‑
forts are pilot or small–scale. The region often relies on donor projects to introduce 
new concepts (like community–based preschools or new curricula). A key is whether 

7. https://blogs.worldbank.org/en/education/readhome-effective-partnerships-reach-vulnerable-children-north-macedonia

https://blogs.worldbank.org/en/education/readhome-effective-partnerships-reach-vulnerable-children-north-macedonia
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governments can institutionalize and scale up successful innovations, which would 
require strengthening the other elements of the proposed policy framework, includ‑
ing in terms of financing, human resources, and governance.

In short, prioritizing the most vulnerable families for ECEC will require:

1.	 Providing financial support to families to reduce the opportunity cost of child-
care. Even with free preschool, very poor families may face indirect costs (trans‑
port, clothing, etc.) or may keep older siblings at home to care for younger ones. 
To counter these barriers, governments could pilot conditional cash transfers or 
incentives for families to use ECE services. 

2.	 Informing vulnerable populations. As mentioned earlier, demand–side interven‑
tions are specifically important for vulnerable groups. Therefore, continuous and 
consistent information sharing, campaigns, and other incentives will remain cri‑
tical for Western Balkan countries to ensure that children from the most vulne‑
rable families attend preschools. This type of outreach programs can ensure that 
marginalized children are actively recruited instead of waiting for them to enroll.

3.	 Targeted interventions to bridge equity gaps. First, adopt a policy of fee wai‑
vers or heavy fee subsidies for low–income families in both public and private 
childcare. This is already partly in place, but should be expanded and well–com‑
municated so that no child is kept out due to inability to pay. Means–testing and 
sliding fee scales can ensure that the most vulnerable attend free of charge or at 
a symbolic fee. Governments can reimburse providers for these waivers. Secon, 
expand specialized support programs that help marginalized children transi‑
tion into preschool. For this, countries will need to allocate additional resources 
(grants) to centers enrolling high numbers of vulnerable kids.

Meeting goal 3: Securing sufficient funding 

In the Western Balkans, particularly in Albania, public investment in education —
especially in ECEC— remains low relative to national GDP and lags behind other 
countries in the region. This low expenditure is the result of both a relatively small 
overall government budget and a low proportion of that budget allocated to educa‑
tion. Given the foundational role of early childhood development in shaping lifelong 
learning, health, and economic outcomes, increasing public financing for ECEC is 
critical. Some countries have signaled intent to raise pre–primary funding, but these 
increases start from a low base —even a doubling of ECE spending would still leave 
most countries below OECD spending levels. 

A growing body of economic research, most notably by Heckman (2006), un‑
derscores that investments in early childhood yield the highest returns compared 
to any other stage of education or human capital development. This is especially 
true for disadvantaged children, for whom high–quality ECEC can act as a powerful 
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equalizer, closing early developmental gaps and setting a trajectory for school suc‑
cess and economic participation.

Countries across the globe have acknowledged this importance and increased 
investment in early childhood education, especially in OECD countries. Between 
2015 and 2021, public expenditure on ECEC as a share of GDP grew by 9%, a signif‑
icant increase compared to other education levels. Enrolment rates in early child‑
hood education have also risen consistently, with 83% of 3–5–year–olds now en‑
rolled in pre–primary education across the OECD (up from 79% in 2013). In 19 OECD 
countries, pre–primary education has now become compulsory, demonstrating the 
policy priority being placed in the early years (OECD, 2024b).

In countries with more integrated ECEC systems, such as Denmark and Swe‑
den, strong public financing ensures widespread access to childcare for even the 
youngest children. In Sweden, the vast majority of ECEC funding comes from munic‑
ipal budgets, and parents contribute only a small, income–dependent fee, capped at 
a maximum amount. In Denmark, municipalities guarantee a place for all children 
older than 26 weeks, resulting in enrollment rates over 85% by age 2 (OECD, 2025). 
Combining targeted support with universal provision has also been effective in sev‑
eral countries. Sweden, for instance, operates a progressive fee structure: parents 
pay no fees if their household income is below the national poverty line, and the per‑
centage they pay decreases with each additional child. A similar structure exists 
in Finland, Estonia, and some German regions, where affordability and access are 
balanced through a mix of subsidies and capped fees (OECD, 2025).

A longer–term issue is that under–investment now can incur higher costs lat‑
er —children who miss out on early learning often require more support in basic 
education. Together with the high returns to ECEC, this argues for increasing public 
financing upfront. Governments in the region are beginning to recognize that spend‑
ing on childcare is an investment, not just a cost, but this mindset shift is still in pro‑
gress amid competing budget priorities.

In the Western Balkans, the current funding landscape for ECEC, thus, remains 
a constraint on quality, access, and equity. Increasing both the overall size of the 
education budget and the proportion allocated to early childhood services could 
dramatically improve opportunities for young children and better prepare the next 
generation for the demands of the 21st–century economy.

To align with international best practices, governments in the region could consider:

	˴ Introducing targeted and progressive fee structures that make ECEC affordable 
for low–income families while ensuring broad–based access.

	˴ Ensuring free or heavily subsidized ECEC starting at age 3, with earlier access 
for vulnerable populations —this has been done to a certain extent with the vou‑
cher programs aforementioned.

	˴ Allocating additional funding to providers serving high numbers of disadvanta‑
ged children to maintain quality.
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Given fiscal constraints, limited funds need to be used efficiently, and this re‑
quires more effective targeting of public subsidies, continued expenditure reviews, 
and reviewing funding formulas to tie more closely to the most critical policy goals of 
the sector. In 2019, Albania revised its preschool funding formula for municipalities 
to allocate 60% based on student numbers and 40% on teacher numbers (from be‑
fore being almost fully based on the number of teachers), aiming to boost coverage 
(World Bank 2025b).

Additional resources and better targeting of those resources need to be accom‑
panied by the strengthening of the financing and the capacity at the local level when 
service delivery is devolved to that level. This would require developing funding 
mechanisms for quality provision at the local/municipal level by, for example, im‑
proving per–capita funding allocation while building mechanisms of accountability. 
It also requires stronger fiscal management across planning, execution, and mon‑
itoring processes for municipalities. For example, municipalities in Albania do not 
have a dedicated budget line for ECEC services, making funding and expenditure 
tracking difficult (World Bank 2025b). Strengthening these functions can support 
not only overall provision and quality but also address inequalities that emerge from 
differences in local level capacities.

Ultimately, adequate financing starts with careful financial planning and predicta‑
bility. This has broader financial management implications, but across the region, data 
systems can make this difficult. In Albania, vaccination registers are used to estimate 
the number of young children, but these figures are unreliable, and there is no moni‑
toring system for crèches. The State Agency for the Rights and Protection of the Child 
(SAPRC) collects limited data without a validated methodology (World Bank 2025b).

Technology more broadly holds some promise, although investments in this area 
need to be carefully managed to avoid cost overruns and ineffective systems. Some 
systems and centers have begun using digital platforms for administration and 
even pedagogical support. For instance, Serbia’s education management informa‑
tion system module for preschools allows online registration of children, tracking 
attendance, etc. North Macedonia is piloting an app for parents to receive updates 
from kindergarten (photos, notes) to increase engagement. Given the need to train 
many staff, countries are exploring online training modules, building on the COV‑
ID–19 experience. Countries are also running parenting apps that help them sup‑
port child development and contribute meaningfully to school readiness and early 
numeracy and literacy (see Albania’s Bebo app , for example).

In sum, increasing financing and making childcare affordable calls for:

1.	 Raising public investment to better align with international benchmarks while 
improving efficiency. Governments should commit to gradually increasing bud‑
get allocations for childcare/ECEC as a share of GDP and of the education bud‑
get. A realistic target for pre–primary, for example, could be to reach 0.5% of GDP 
within 5 years (up from the current ~0.3%), moving toward the OECD average of 
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0.8%. This will require high–level acknowledgement that early childhood is as cri‑
tical as other levels of education —a shift already starting under human capital 
agendas. Even within constrained budgets, prioritizing ECE yields high returns, 
so this rebalancing is justified. Governments can also leverage international fun‑
ding. A strong economic case for ECE should be presented to finance ministries 
—evidence shows every dollar invested in quality preschool can return upwards 
of $6–$17 in long–term benefits (a result found in the US Perry Preschool study 
and echoed in other contexts). Finally, it is critical to assess whether there are 
efficiency improvements that could be made. For instance, countries could look 
to bundle procurement of learning materials or playground equipment at a natio‑
nal level to lower unit costs with bulk orders, freeing resources for other needs.

2.	 Adopting innovative financing mechanisms to expand resources for childcare. 
In addition to traditional budgeting, consider new financing approaches such as 
social impact funds or public–private investment funds for ECD to help pool funds 
from government, international partners, foundations, and possibly corporate 
social responsibility contributions into a dedicated ECEC expansion fund. Simi‑
larly, municipal incentives that introduce matching grants where the central go‑
vernment matches or multiplies municipal spending on new childcare projects, 
to encourage local investment, could be used. Similarly, there is also space for 
cost–sharing with parents on a sliding scale to ensure the system recovers some 
costs from higher–income users, freeing up public funds to subsidize the poor.

3.	 Ensuring affordability for families through fee policies and financial aid. No 
child should be excluded due to cost. Concretely, countries could consider caps 
on the fees that can be charged in public (and even private) childcare as a per‑
centage of family income, following OECD practices. It will also be important to 
continue exploring mechanisms that give access to students to private options 
where public options are lacking, including voucher schemes. 

Meeting goal 4: Establishing clear institutional 
frameworks and system coherence

The governance structure of childcare —i.e., which institutions are responsible for 
overseeing, providing, and regulating services— can have a big impact on how the 
system functions. In the Western Balkans, governance tends to be fragmented, with 
responsibilities sometimes split between different ministries and levels of govern‑
ment. International evidence consistently shows that fragmented ECEC governance 
structures hinder access and contribute to uneven quality. When responsibilities 
for financing, regulation, curriculum, and workforce development are dispersed 
across multiple ministries or agencies without strong coordination, systems face 
governance instability, inconsistent standards, and slower expansion of services. 
Research further indicates that complex or “split” governance models lead to gaps 
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in monitoring, weak implementation of quality frameworks, and inefficiencies that 
undermine cohesive service delivery and erode parental trust —ultimately limiting 
participation and equity (He et al., 2026; OECD, 2025c).

These findings underscore that governance fragmentation is a core structural 
constraint contributing to low enrollment and persistent quality disparities across 
countries in the region. Addressing these issues requires reforms that align gov‑
ernance frameworks, clarify institutional roles, and embed strong mechanisms for 
quality assurance and accountability. To achieve this, there is a push toward more 
coherent systems —whether that means unifying oversight under one ministry, or 
establishing strong inter–ministerial coordination bodies, and ensuring local levels 
have the capacity and accountability to deliver services.

The first objective is to improve coordination across ministries. The lack of a 
centralized coordinating body for ECEC is a recurring issue across the Western Bal‑
kans, particularly where responsibilities are shared across multiple ministries or 
administrative units. The challenge is even greater if the focus goes beyond educa‑
tion services to more holistically engage in early childhood development and con‑
sider health and labor market aspects, for example. The necessary links between 
the health and the education system are a priority here. It would also take a whole–
of–government approach to optimize programs and policies to promote both child 
development and women’s employment and ensure system coherence (taking into 
account other complementary policies such as child benefits and parental leave, or 
to implement clear policies on employer–supported childcare).

To address this, national governments should establish or strengthen dedicated 
ECEC coordination units that sit either within or across ministries and are in contact 
with all administrative levels. These units, in a broader context that incentivizes in‑
ter–sectoral collaboration, should be tasked with harmonizing policies between min‑
istries and municipalities, ensuring inter–agency cooperation, particularly in data 
collection and sharing, monitoring implementation across levels of governance, and 
coordinating support for vulnerable children through early intervention and inclu‑
sive education. A starting point, in countries at this stage, is to recognize this multi–
sector when preparing strategic documents. For example, in Kosovo, its ECE strat‑
egy aims to align efforts of education, health, and social sectors to operationalize 
the new law. Strengthening coordination also requires investing in data systems, as 
North Macedonia and Serbia have started to do. In due time, it would be desirable 
to designate a lead institutional anchor for childcare —either a single ministry or a 
high–level coordinating body— so that fragmentation is reduced. In OECD countries, 
for example, the ECEC for 0–6 is mostly found under ministries of education.

The second objective is to accompany the decentralization of service provision 
with adequate support. Decentralizing responsibility to municipalities (as seen in Al‑
bania, BIH, North Macedonia, Kosovo and Serbia to an extent) can bring services 
closer to communities, but it can also widen disparities if poorer municipalities can‑
not deliver. The decentralization model in Albania, and to a certain extent in Bosnia 
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and Herzegovina, has created a situation where local governments are responsible 
for ECEC delivery but often lack the capacity or funding to manage it effectively. Sim‑
ilarly, in BIH, legal alignment with the Framework Law on Preschool Education has 
been delayed, with some cantons still in the process of drafting and adopting laws 
more than a decade after the deadline. This raises the issue of how central govern‑
ments ensure minimum standards and equitable access nationwide. In response, 
governments should clearly define institutional mandates and ensure adequate 
legal compliance, support lagging cantons or municipalities through additional fi‑
nancial support, technical assistance and capacity–building programs, introduce 
accountability mechanisms to track implementation at the local level, and strength‑
en the role of regional education offices to support municipalities with policy imple‑
mentation, quality monitoring, and financial oversight.

Governance reforms should also include reforms to clarify the overall regula‑
tions as they apply to different parts of the sector. A clear example is in Albania. In‑
cluding services for children aged 0–3 in the pre–university system would clarify re‑
sponsibilities, enable integrated funding, and enhance delivery (World Bank 2025b).

Finally, it is important to buttress policy–making on a stronger evidence base. 
In the Western Balkans, the monitoring and evaluation (M&E) systems for childcare 
are in early stages of development. Data availability is improving (especially enroll‑
ment and input data), but quality metrics and child outcome data are still sparse. De‑
spite progress, gaps remain in data coverage: Many private centers do not regularly 
report their data to authorities (and some authorities do not systematically request 
it). As of 2023, not all countries have reliable figures of children in private or NGO 
childcare, though this is improving with new licensing rules. Also, indicators on eq‑
uity (like disaggregating enrollment by urban/rural, by ethnicity, by disability) have 
not been routinely available. Without such data, it is difficult to monitor inclusion. 
Some recent surveys and studies have filled those gaps, but these need to be insti‑
tutionalized into official monitoring. Just as significant is the lack of data on quality 
and its accessibility to relevant stakeholders. This applies to both data coming from 
existing quality assurance mechanisms, like inspections, or child assessments. 

Reform efforts are ongoing. For example, several countries are integrating pre‑
school into education Management Information Systems (EMIS), allowing more 
systematic data capture. Serbia included preschools in its Unified Education Infor‑
mation System (called JISP), so now every child, including those in the pre–primary 
preparatory program, is assigned an ID and tracked. North Macedonia is develop‑
ing a database for social services that includes ECEC participation and is working 
on linking education and social data to see, for instance, preschool participation by 
social assistance beneficiary status. Kosovo’s new ECE law mandates creation of a 
central ECE database with data from all providers (public and private) and connect‑
ed to the health and social protection systems, although work on this has not yet 
started. As discussed in the quality section, initial investments are also being made 
in children’s assessments.
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Strengthening ECEC data systems —including coverage, staffing, assessments, 
infrastructure, and finance— supports effective planning and monitoring local‑
ly and nationally. Data systems need to collect the right information and be able to 
exchange information between sectors to allow for immediate actions for children 
and family wellbeing. For example, information systems in each sector need to allow 
for interoperability and data reference. The capacity and systems then need to be 
strengthened to use these data systems to improve monitoring quality and efficien‑
cy, focusing on analysis and evaluation.

In short, the following steps could help strengthen governance and system co‑
herence for ECEC in the region:

1.	 Establishing clear institutional leadership and coordination for early childhood 
policy. Each country should designate a lead ministry or agency with overarching 
responsibility for the childcare/ECEC sector and empower it with the mandate and 
resources to drive reforms. If feasible, consolidate 0–6 ECEC under one ministry. 
If full consolidation is not immediately possible, create a high–level inter–ministe‑
rial council on Early Childhood Development, chaired by a senior government offi‑
cial (e.g., Deputy Prime Minister or similar), that brings together Education, Social 
Protection, Health, and Finance to ensure policies and actions are coordinated. 
Roles between central and local governments also need to be better delineated, 
starting with updating legal frameworks to specify who is accountable for what. 

2.	 Improving multi–level governance by building capacity and accountability at 
the local level. Since municipalities play a key role in service delivery, it is ne‑
cessary to invest in strengthening their capacity to plan, implement, and monitor 
childcare services. This would benefit not only from training but also peer lear‑
ning among municipalities by, for example, twinning a well–performing city with 
a lagging one to transfer knowledge on how to boost outreach, manage finances, 
etc.  This could also be done at the center level. It would be useful to also set up 
a system of performance monitoring for municipalities, tracking key indicators 
and publishing these in a comparative format. This transparency can pinpoint 
where to focus support. Over time, the system could even incorporate minimal 
performance targets into municipal budgets to increase accountability —e.g., 
link some portion of central funding to achievement of agreed coverage or quali‑
ty improvements (output–based transfers).

3.	 Updating and enforcing regulatory frameworks to support diverse providers 
while maintaining quality control. Governance must evolve to accommodate the 
diversity of actors present in ECE. This starts with modernizing licensing criteria 
for private and community–based childcare providers to be stringent on safety 
and quality, but not overly bureaucratic. Create simple guidelines and one–stop 
application processes so credible NGOs or private entities can quickly become 
licensed. Then, enforce registration: all existing unregistered daycare centers 
should be brought into the licensing net or closed if non–compliant. Launch a 
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time–bound campaign to license private providers under the new system (per‑
haps offering technical assistance to help them meet standards). Quality and 
efficiency could also improve if the monitoring of all providers (public, private, 
NGOs) is done under the same inspection regime. This should be complemented 
by reporting obligations so that private centers supply enrollment and quality 
data to authorities —tying license renewal to compliance with reporting.

4.	 Enhancing inter–sectoral linkages, especially between childcare, health, and 
social protection services. For a holistic approach, improve systems so that 
health services (like pediatricians or visiting nurses) actively promote and refer 
families to childcare and social protection programs collaborate with ECE. This 
process can then be supported by the development of data–sharing protocols be‑
tween sectors. Over time, countries could consider integrated service delivery by, 
for example, co–locating child health and development services at preschool sites. 

Meeting goal 5: Ensuring safe and stimulating 
environments with a well–supported workforce

IMPROVING QUALITY ASSURANCE MECHANISMS
For investment in ECE to improve learning, the pace of ECE expansion shouldn’t out‑
strip the ability to maintain a basic standard of quality. High–quality ECE matters 
not just for children’s outcomes but also for earning parents’ confidence in exter‑
nal childcare —if parents worry about poor quality or safety, they might keep their 
children at home, even when places are available. Therefore, improving quality goes 
hand in hand with expanding access.  

All countries now legally allow private childcare centers, but regulatory over‑
sight is still developing. Often, the same ministry that runs public services also reg‑
ulates private ones, which can lead to conflicts or lax enforcement if capacity is low. 
For example, Kosovo’s new law establishes that all providers (public or private) must 
be licensed under unified standards, which is a good step, but now the ministry must 
develop the capacity to inspect and enforce those standards (previously, many pri‑
vate centers operated with little oversight from municipalities).

Priority should be given to investments that directly enhance children’s learning. 
Bendini and Devecelli (2022) discuss in detail what this entails. Beyond promoting in‑
struction in the mother tongue, research increasingly shows that successful interven‑
tions depend on aligning curricula, teaching methods, and teacher development (Pian‑
ta et al. 2017; Weiland et al. 2018). Children benefit most when classrooms encourage 
engaging interactions, provide safe and stimulating environments, and maintain rea‑
sonable ratios of children to teachers as well as manageable group sizes (von Sucho‑
doletz et al. 2017; Yoshikawa et al. 2013). Importantly, effective strategies to improve 
classroom quality —such as strengthening the current early childhood education 
workforce, implementing age–appropriate teaching approaches, and ensuring safe 
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learning spaces— can be both affordable and straightforward. Bendini and Dervecelli 
(2022) highlight various proven methods adopted by low– and middle–income coun‑
tries to gradually enhance quality while considering budget and capacity constraints.

To ensure the quality of ECEC services and avoid deterioration as services ex‑
pand, the countries in the region need to implement clear, enforceable standards and 
regular monitoring to support accountability, improvement, and transparency. As 
the expansion of ECEC services gains momentum, regular and more frequent quality 
monitoring becomes essential to ensure that newly established or scaled–up servic‑
es maintain the expected standards (OECD., 2017). Montenegro and Serbia do con‑
duct inspections: in Serbia, a School Inspectorate covers preschools and can issue 
findings; Serbia also has introduced a self–evaluation requirement where each pre‑
school institution must evaluate its own quality against set criteria, and then external 
evaluators review it periodically. North Macedonia’s State Inspectorate for ECEC (un‑
der MLSP) is relatively new and still building capacity for regular visits. Kosovo has 
historically lacked a specific inspectorate for early education (the education inspec‑
torate focused on schools), but the new law calls for expanded inspection to ECEC. 
Additionally, expanding the communication of inspection outcomes to the public can 
empower parents to make informed choices and create incentives for providers to 
improve service quality. Improving this inspection system requires significant capac‑
ity investments, not only to include the number and the breadth of inspections, but 
also to improve the quality, given the lack of specialization on ECEC among inspectors. 

An effective quality framework also includes a transparent and incentivized rat‑
ing system, as seen in North Carolina (United States). The state operates a five–star 
licensing system, managed by the North Carolina Rated License Assessment Pro‑
ject (NCRLAP), where ECEC providers are assessed based on quality indicators and 
awarded ratings from one to five stars. This model has proven effective in encourag‑
ing providers to improve service quality in order to achieve higher ratings and could 
be adapted to suit national ECEC policy contexts in the Western Balkans (OECD., 2017). 

A foundational step toward improving quality is the institutionalization of nation‑
al systems to regularly measure child outcomes and the quality of learning environ‑
ments. This includes structural aspects, such as the physical environment, group 
characteristics, and caregiver qualifications, as well as process dimensions, includ‑
ing caregiver to child and child to child interactions, curriculum implementation, and 
the quality of daily routines. Without systematic measurement, meaningful assess‑
ment is not possible. Regular child outcome assessments and observational studies 
provide critical insights into teaching quality and pathways for improvement, and 
serve as a reference for policymakers aiming to strengthen access to quality ECEC 
and build effective ECEC workforces. Without such systems, poor quality ECEC may 
persist, with evidence showing that low quality provision can be ineffective or even 
harmful to children’s development and safety (Avitabile et al., 2026 [forthcoming]).

Internal mechanisms for feedback —like parent satisfaction surveys, commu‑
nity scorecards, or even child feedback (for older preschoolers who can express 
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views)— are generally not institutionalized. Some ECE centers do engage parents, 
but a routine system of gathering user feedback is lacking.

Given implementation and capacity constraints, it is important to develop com‑
prehensive and coherent quality standards, but to do so progressively, with clear 
minimum standards and progressive pathways to improve over time. A key dimen‑
sion of quality assurance is the regulation of child–teacher and child–staff ratios 
—a key indicator of the level of individualized care and educational support children 
receive. In half of the countries in the region, this is not clearly regulated in the rele‑
vant law. This is also the case for maximum group sizes (see Annex 2: Childcare–rele‑
vant legislation in Western Balkans). Enforcing achievable standards (like maximum 
class sizes) should be a priority. Research shows that smaller ratios can improve 
the quality of educator–child interactions, increase engagement, and reduce dis‑
ruptions. In OECD countries, the average is 15 children per teacher in pre–primary 
education, though the ideal number typically decreases for younger children, par‑
ticularly those under the age of three. Regulating these ratios across the Western 
Balkans —focusing over time on the actual number of children per adult caregiver 
rather than merely classroom size, as is the case in most countries— can signifi‑
cantly enhance the overall quality of early learning environments. 

A similar progressive approach can be followed with licensing and registration 
requirements for nonstate providers. Bendini and Devecelli (2022) make the case 
that to boost registration rates and support quality assurance, standards should 
remain achievable while keeping children safe and discuss the example of Jamaica’s 
Early Childhood Commission which requires centers to meet three key criteria for 
registration and provides ongoing guidance to improve quality over time.

Finally, it is also important to strengthen the capacity of governments to use the 
quality assurance system to improve planning and learning. In Australia, for exam‑
ple, centers must produce a quality improvement plan that includes a self–assess‑
ment against national standards and targets areas for development. In the Czech 
Republic, monitoring reports provide feedback on each setting’s performance, iden‑
tifying strengths and weaknesses and offering targeted recommendations. Iceland 
goes a step further by requiring settings to produce a reform plan that outlines how 
they intend to address identified issues (OECD, 2021). 

In the Western Balkans, countries need to continue to build on the investments they 
are making in data systems to more systematically inform policy decisions. For exam‑
ple, at a very basic level, governments in Kosovo, North Macedonia and Serbia have 
used better data to identify municipalities that are “hot spots” for low enrollments in 
ECEC or where there are supply constraints and have used these to inform investment 
plans. Beyond aggregate numbers, countries are starting to also be more deliberate 
about identifying gaps among particular socio–economic or ethnic groups. Kosovo’s 
childcare law, for example, plans to link with the social registry to target fee subsidies. 

Finally, countries might find it useful to establish a clear, visible target for ECEC 
that can be used to focus attention and prioritize ECEC. Very few countries publish 
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an annual report on ECE progress or have a dashboard accessible to stakeholders. 
The European Commission’s regular reports often mention ECEC enrollment as an 
indicator, but, domestically, however, the profile of ECEC data is often lower. Estab‑
lishing a clear target for ECE (like “increase preschool enrollment to X% by year Y”), 
which then can be monitored could be helpful as it can serve as an implicit account‑
ability mechanism and can help concentrate minds and efforts on making progress 
on ECEC. 8 Albania’s National Education Strategy includes a target for pre–primary 
gross enrollment; Kosovo’s Education Strategy does too. If prioritized and moni‑
tored publicly, this can be a good place to start for wider system reforms. 

INCENTIVIZING PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT  
AND GROWING THE ECEC SECTOR 
To evaluate the potential of childcare expansion for Western Balkan countries, we 
rely on the recommended benchmarks of the OECD (which align with the EU). Tak‑
ing it into account, we assume that Western Balkan ECEC enrollment would need 
to reach the OECD’s benchmarks of 32 percent enrollment for children aged 0–3 
and 86 percent for children aged 3–6. To achieve those levels, countries would need 
to expand their workforce substantially. Based on current children‑to‑teacher and 
support‑staff‑to‑teacher ratios, our modelling demonstrates that achieving these 
enrollment goals would require the creation of approximately 9,400 new teaching 
positions and around 4,700 jobs for administrative and support staff in the Western 
Balkans, as illustrated in Table 4. Furthermore, aligning ECEC provision with OECD 
standards for children below 3 years old could result in the creation of approxi‑
mately 6,600 new teaching positions and around 3,300 jobs for administrative and 
support staff, as illustrated in Table 5.

Because women currently make up most of the employees in ECEC (92% in North 
Macedonia to 99% in Kosovo), these roles are anticipated to be filled by women. The 
creation of these 24,000 jobs represents an increase of 1% in the female employ‑
ment in the region, with larger increases in Kosovo (5%), Bosnia and Herzegovina 
(1.4%), and North Macedonia (1.4%), and smaller ones in Albania (0.3%), Montene‑
gro (0.4%), and Serbia (0.3%) (Figure 18). In addition to the direct job creation effect, 
expanding ECEC coverage would also generate significant indirect labor market 
benefits for mothers. By enabling more parents, especially mothers, to enroll their 
children in ECEC, these policies would free up time and increase mothers’ availabil‑
ity for paid work. Evidence from Uzbekistan shows that approximately 12 percent 
of mothers enter the labor force and employment once reliable childcare becomes 
available (Abdurazzakova et al., 2025).

8. Because ECD spans health, nutrition, and education, a holistic monitoring would consider indicators from multiple 
sectors (like % of children who received developmental screening, % in preschool, % with adequate nutrition, etc.), but to 
start, a single, simple indicator, could be useful.
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Figure 18. Estimates of job creation and total female employment growth given a childcare expansion 
to OECD level 

Table 4. Estimates of staff expansion for children between 3 and compulsory education
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Given this evidence, governments in the Western Balkans should prioritize in‑
vestment in ECEC staff not only to support children’s development and school read‑
iness, but also to advance broader economic and social objectives. Expanding and 
professionalizing the ECEC workforce in line with OECD standards would generate 
substantial employment, particularly for women, and contribute to higher female la‑
bor force participation both directly, through job creation, and indirectly, by easing 
care constraints for working parents. Beyond its educational benefits, investment in 
ECEC staff can therefore act as a catalyst for inclusive growth, women’s economic 
empowerment, and the expansion of the care economy, delivering returns that ex‑
tend well beyond the education sector.

IMPROVING QUALIFICATIONS, IN–SERVICE TRAINING,  
AND DEVELOPMENT OPPORTUNITIES FOR ECEC STAFF
Ensuring an adequate, stable, and well–qualified ECEC workforce is critical for 
long–term success and quality of services in the Western Balkans. Currently, while 
many ECEC staff hold tertiary qualifications, there is significant variation in edu‑
cational requirements —particularly between educators working with those above 
three years old and those working with children under three years old in Albania, 
Kosovo, Serbia, and North Macedonia. This disparity not only reflects a broader 

Table 5. Estimate of staff expansion for children between 0 and 3 years old  

*Children population estimates are taken from the UN (2024).

**Enrollment data for BiH, Kosovo, North Macedonia, and Serbia is calculated by taking the absolute number of children enrolled according to the Agency 
for Statistics of each country for 2023 and dividing by the total population of children in these groups using UN (2024) data. For Albania and Montenegro, 
where age–specific enrollment data are unavailable, 0–3 enrollment is imputed using the average 0–3/3–6 enrollment ratio observed across the remaining 
countries in the sample.

***Calculated using mandated ratios and an average ratio of 1:9 when ratios are not available or unclear how many teachers per group are required.
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undervaluing of the care component in ECEC but can also contribute to inconsist‑
ent quality in service delivery. Establishing unified professional standards and min‑
imum qualification requirements across ECEC settings, especially for those caring 
for younger children, would help bridge these gaps and promote a more cohesive 
and recognized profession (OECD, 2021).

Equally important are structured professional development opportunities that 
support all staff —regardless of educational background— to stay up to date with 
evolving pedagogical practices, classroom management, inclusive education, and 
curriculum requirements. Across the Western Balkans, systems for CPD and ca‑
reer advancement are beginning to take shape, though their implementation and 
impact vary significantly between and within countries, with only clear paths avail‑
able in Montenegro and Serbia. North Macedonia is reforming its three Centers for 
Excellence to enhance their roles as model kindergartens and hubs for new teacher 
training modules. Authorities are also encouraging collaboration among ECEC insti‑
tutions through peer learning, exchanges, communities of practice, and establish‑
ing supporting structures and guidelines (World Bank 2023). Similar initiatives are 
also expanding in Serbia, including the use of digital tools for training.

Beyond the Western Balkans, international examples provide further insight. In 
Luxembourg and Switzerland, professional development opportunities are increasing‑
ly tailored to staff needs through collaborative self–assessment processes and regular 
interactions with experts (OECD, 2021). These systems allow training to evolve in re‑
sponse to curriculum changes, emerging pedagogical priorities, and regional needs.

Furthermore, retention and motivation can be strengthened through both finan‑
cial incentives and professional support. Short–term measures, such as offering 
location–based allowances, signing bonuses, or housing subsidies —particularly in 
rural and underserved areas— have proven effective in countries like Kazakhstan 
(OECD, 2017). These strategies can attract ECEC staff where they are most needed 
and improve service availability in regions experiencing high demand. Deeper re‑
forms need to better align remuneration in ECE with similar fields. Some countries 
classify preschool teachers the same as primary teachers in the civil service, which 
helps (e.g., France pays école maternelle teachers on par with primary teachers —an 
OECD best practice). In the Western Balkans, there have been moves toward pari‑
ty: Montenegro and Serbia now have unified pay scales for teachers across levels, 
though differences remain in supplements and promotion opportunities.

Finally, career progression pathways are key to long–term workforce sustain‑
ability. In several OECD countries, opportunities to move into leadership, policy, or 
specialized roles provide motivation for staying in the profession. In North Mace‑
donia and Serbia, steps are already being taken to align local practices with such 
systems, although there remains room for further development. As seen in Finland 
and France, performance–based salary increases and promotions to higher leader‑
ship roles not only reward experienced staff but also affirm the importance of ECEC 
as a professional field (OECD, 2021). In OECD countries, the substantial difference 
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between starting and top salaries, nearly 60%, reinforces the potential for mean‑
ingful advancement and helps attract and retain qualified personnel (OECD, 2014).

Building a skilled, motivated, and stable ECEC workforce requires a combination 
of appropriate qualifications, competitive working conditions, targeted incentives, 
and ongoing professional development. By drawing lessons from both within and 
outside the region, Western Balkan countries can better position themselves to 
support workers, improve quality, and expand access to early childhood services 
sustainably.

In short, in order to improve quality assurance and workforce support, key ac‑
tions will be needed across countries in the region, building on the progress that has 
been made in recent years:

1.	 Developing and enforcing robust quality standards and monitoring systems 
across all childcare providers. The goal should be to have updated quality assu‑
rance frameworks in place, covering inputs (infrastructure, materials), proces‑
ses (pedagogy, interactions), and outcomes. The first step is to finalize and im‑
plement existing national quality standards/checklists. Many of these countries 
have standards, but they are not fully operational. In less developed systems, a 
place to start would be to develop simple inspection checklists from these stan‑
dards and train inspectors to use them routinely, focusing especially on aspects 
observed to be weak. More resources will be needed to increase the frequency 
of inspections so that each center is visited at least once every 1–2 years and 
so that staff get trained on aspects specific to ECEC. Over time, countries could 
consider pairing inspections with mentor visits —not just punitive inspections, 
but an opportunity for inspectors or pedagogical advisors to coach staff on im‑
provements. Quality assurance can also benefit from bottom–up accountability 
mechanisms, such as the introduction of quality rating or recognition systems 
published to encourage improvement and inform parents, and the engagement 
of parents in quality monitoring through mechanisms for parent feedback and 
grievance redress. 

2.	 Expanding the ECEC workforce through improved training, recruitment, and 
retention strategies. The goal should be to ensure an adequate supply of well–
trained, motivated, and equitably distributed ECEC professionals across all types 
of providers. The first step is to assess current workforce gaps in terms of num‑
bers, qualifications, and geographic distribution, and to develop a national ECEC 
workforce strategy aligned with service expansion plans. Many countries face 
shortages of qualified staff, particularly in underserved areas, due to low wages, 
limited career progression, and insufficient training opportunities. To address 
this, countries should expand pre–service training capacity (e.g., through vo‑
cational schools, teacher training institutes, and accredited private providers). 
Furthermore, improving compensation, working conditions, and recognition of 
ECEC professionals will be critical to attract and retain staff. Targeted incentives 
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could be used to encourage recruitment in rural and low–income areas. Finally, 
mentoring and coaching systems, including peer learning networks and on–site 
pedagogical support, can help translate training into improved classroom prac‑
tice and reduce turnover.

3.	  Strengthening the ECEC workforce through improved professional develop-
ment and career incentives. The quality of childcare stands or falls with its wor‑
kforce. Key recommendations:
1.	 Elevate qualification requirements with support: If not already, move towards 

requiring tertiary education (at least an appropriate 2–3 year degree) for lead 
preschool teachers across the region. But accompany this with transitional 
provisions and with measures to help current staff upgrade their credentials 
(scholarships, paid study leave, onsite training, bridging programs). At the 
same time, revise teacher training curricula in universities in consultation 
with international best practices. 

2.	 Expand the resources dedicated to and availability of in–service training 
and mentoring, using blended learning and incentivizing peer learning when 
possible. 

3.	 Professionalize and build career pathways. This could start by gradually alig‑
ning pay scales and status of at least preschool teachers with primary school 
teachers. Where this has not been done, it would be helpful to create realistic 
career ladders: e.g., positions like Senior Teacher, Preschool Principal, Ear‑
ly Childhood Mentor, etc., with corresponding promotion criteria and salary 
increments. 

4.	 Recruit and train specialized staff for support roles: Increase the number 
of pedagogical coaches, inclusion specialists, and teaching assistants in the 
system. This can be an opportunity to bring in younger trainees or community 
members under supervision, which also helps with workforce shortages. 

5.	 Foster a community of practice and recognition: Encourage networks like na‑
tional preschool teacher associations. Host annual conferences or innovation 
fairs where educators can share best practices and be recognized for their 
work. Award excellence —e.g., a “Teacher of the Year” award for ECEC educa‑
tors nationally— to raise the profile of the profession and incentivize quality.

3.	 Modernizing the curriculum and learning materials to reflect best practices 
and future skills. Nearly all Western Balkan countries have updated curricu‑
la in recent years and now the focus needs to be on implementation, including: 
providing ample, developmentally appropriate learning materials and play equi‑
pment to all centers, including those in remote or poor areas, maybe allocating 
a dedicated budget per child for learning materials; incorporating innovative 
content such as foundational STEM, creativity, and socio–emotional learning 
into daily activities; monitoring curriculum implementation quality —not in a hea‑
vy–handed way, but via the inspection/mentoring system. Create classroom ob‑
servation tools for mentors/inspectors to systematically assess the quality of 
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interactions. Use these observations to feed back into coaching for teachers on 
improving instructional techniques.

4.	  Strengthening monitoring and evaluation for continuous improvement. In 
summary, for quality, track progress on quality indicators, institutionalize peri‑
odic evaluations of major initiatives, and engage in international assessments or 
benchmarking.

By implementing these recommendations, Western Balkan countries can make 
significant strides toward a childcare system that is accessible to all, adequately 
financed, well–governed, high–quality, and ultimately beneficial to children, families, 
and society at large. The experience of OECD countries and of the Balkans itself un‑
derscores that such improvements are feasible and yield substantial returns from 
higher human capital to greater gender equality, jobs, and economic growth.
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Now is an opportune moment for the Western Balkans to scale up investment and 
reform in childcare. With supportive demographic trends and strong backing from 
international partners, governments can act boldly on this agenda. As recognized 
in the Growth Plans of the EU for the Western Balkans, ECEC plays a foundational 
role in shaping lifelong learning trajectories, promoting equitable development, and 
supporting inclusive economic and social growth. As discussed in this report, invest‑
ment in quality ECEC services leads not only to improved cognitive and socio–emo‑
tional outcomes for children but also contributes to increased labor force participa‑
tion —particularly for women— as well as long–term national economic development 
through job creation and a more skilled and productive workforce. Expanding ECEC 
in the Western Balkans could create over 24,000 new jobs, mostly for women.  

Despite the clear economic and developmental benefits of ECEC, provision with‑
in the Western Balkans remains uneven, insufficient in many areas, and often in‑
accessible to the most vulnerable populations. Enrollment averages about 51% for 
children aged 3 to school entry, but is much lower for under–threes. While Serbia, 
Montenegro, and Albania have made notable improvements in enrollment (especial‑
ly for the pre–primary year), Kosovo, North Macedonia, and BIH still face the core 
challenge of scaling up their childcare systems so that a majority —not a minority— 
of children can participate. Urban–rural and ethnic disparities are significant, with 
marginalized groups like Roma and children with disabilities underrepresented.   
There are also important gaps and inequalities in terms of the quality of provision. 
Overall, financing remains too limited, and institutional capacity, particularly at the 
local level, needs to be strengthened. In addition, parental preferences indicate the 
need to address demand–side constraints such as cultural norms, affordability, and 
trust in the ECEC system.

Conclusions6.
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The region has made some progress in recent years in expanding public provi‑
sion, developing private sector engagement, and implementing policy reforms aimed 
at inclusion and system efficiency. In Kosovo, North Macedonia, and Serbia, for ex‑
ample, governments have constructed and renovated ECEC facilities. Public–Private 
Partnerships have emerged as a viable mechanism for expanding services, particu‑
larly where financial incentives, subsidies, and professional development opportu‑
nities for private sector staff are in place.

However, broader systemic challenges persist. Western Balkan countries spend 
too little public money on childcare to ensure broad access and quality. The financing 
burden falls disproportionately on local authorities and families, leading to unequal 
service provision and many children being priced out of enrollment. Strengthening 
the financial foundation of the childcare system —via higher government alloca‑
tions, smarter subsidies, and engaging additional funding sources— is imperative 
for any substantial improvement in access and outcomes.

In many countries, the lack of robust governance structures continues to hinder 
coherent policy implementation, especially where responsibilities are fragmented 
across multiple ministries and local levels, as seen in Albania and Bosnia and Herze‑
govina. Quality assurance systems are often underdeveloped or inconsistently ap‑
plied, and professional development and career advancement opportunities for ECEC 
workers remain limited, contributing to challenges in recruitment and retention.

To build a more inclusive, equitable, and high–performing ECEC system across 
the Western Balkans, governments must act on multiple fronts. First, public invest‑
ment in ECEC must increase significantly, with a clear focus on equitable access, 
affordability for the vulnerable, and long–term sustainability. This includes not only 
increasing the total education budget but also ensuring a greater allocation for ear‑
ly childhood services, especially for children aged 0–3. The use of resources needs 
to be based on a stronger data and monitoring system and better aligned with the 
goals of the system, giving priority in public spending to the most vulnerable.

Second, the provision of ECEC must be expanded, especially in rural and margin‑
alized areas, through a mix of government infrastructure investment and support 
for private providers. At the same time, demand–side barriers must be addressed 
through targeted communication campaigns, engagement with fathers and extend‑
ed families, and the promotion of ECEC as a valuable and accessible resource that 
provides long–term benefits.

Third, establishing unified, enforceable quality standards and robust monitoring 
systems will help ensure consistent, high–quality early childhood services nation‑
wide. This includes standardizing curriculum and child assessment tools, regulating 
child–to–educator ratios, and building a more professionalized and motivated ECEC 
workforce through improved wages, recognition, and training.

Finally, the institutional and governance environment must be strengthened to 
support cross–sectoral coordination, transparency, and accountability. Establish‑
ing central ECEC coordination units, streamlining decentralized responsibilities, and 
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improving data systems for decision–making are essential steps toward ensuring 
that policy intentions translate into real outcomes on the ground.

While many fundamentals of the childcare system need strengthening, coun‑
tries in the Western Balkans are experimenting with new approaches to overcome 
constraints: new service models (mobile, community, employer–based) to expand 
reach; partnerships and incentives to mobilize non–government resources; modern 
pedagogies and inclusion techniques to improve quality and equity; technology for 
training and parent engagement; more data–driven management for better decision 
making. These innovations are gradually transforming the landscape of childcare. 
The challenge is to take successful pilots to scale and ensure that innovative prac‑
tices become standard practices. In this report, we have discussed how govern‑
ments can foster and institutionalize such innovations —for example, by adjusting 
regulations to accommodate flexible models, providing funding streams for alterna‑
tive providers, and learning systematically from pilot experiences.

In sum, transforming childcare in the Western Balkans will require a gradual, 
phased process while maintaining a sense of urgency. Countries have ECEC sys‑
tems at different levels of maturity, but new reforms and investments can follow a 
natural progression that ensures expansion with quality, particularly for the most 
vulnerable. In the short term, establishing coordination bodies and launching pro‑
grams in underserved areas can lay the groundwork for more equitable access and 
improved governance. Investments and reforms that focus on quality and assess‑
ments to help identify progress and gaps are important here as well. Medium–term 
goals should focus on increasing public spending and developing inclusive curric‑
ula, ensuring that resources and educational content reach all children, especially 
those from marginalized groups. The long–term vision is to achieve universal access 
to quality childcare through integrated, sustainable systems that are well–financed, 
inclusive, and governed by coherent policies. This strategic progression —from 
immediate coordination and pilots, through expanded investment and curriculum 
reform, to a comprehensive, universally accessible system— will help realize the re‑
gion’s potential for inclusive human capital development and social progress.
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Annex 1. HCI+ for Western Balkan Countries and EU

Figure A1. Lifetime Human Capital Index (2025)  and GDP Per Capita (2025). 
Kosovo’s LHCI compared to European Union

Source: World Bank Indicators.
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Figure A2. Lifetime Human Capital Index (2025)  and GDP Per Capita (2025). 
Albania’s LHCI compared to European Union

Figure A3. Lifetime Human Capital Index (2025)  and GDP Per Capita (2025). 
Montenegro’s LHCI compared to European Union

Source: World Bank Indicators.

Source: World Bank Indicators.



105

Early Childhood Education and Care in the Western Balkans

Annexes

Figure A4. Lifetime Human Capital Index (2025)  and GDP Per Capita (2025). 
Serbia’s LHCI compared to European Union

Figure A5. Lifetime Human Capital Index (2025)  and GDP Per Capita (2025). 
North Macedonia’s LHCI compared to European Union

Source: World Bank Indicators.

Source: World Bank Indicators.
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Annex 2. Childcare–relevant legislation  
in Western Balkans

AVAILABILITY 

 
Does the law 
regulate public 
provision of 
childcare 
services? 
 

Does the law 
regulate private 
provision of 
childcare 
services? 
 
 

Albania 

 
Yes, the law 
in Albania 
regulates 
public provision 
of childcare 
services in 
various ways. 

Yes, within the 
Law on Social 
Care Services 
No. 121/2016. 
 
 
 

Montenegro 

 
Yes, in the Law 
on Preschool 
Education 
nr.40/11  
 
 

Yes, in the Law 
on Preschool 
Education 
nr.40/11  
 
 
 

Bosnia and 
Herzegovina
 
Yes, in the Law 
on Preschool 
Education in 
Bosnia and 
Herzegovina 
 

Yes, in the Law 
on Preschool 
Education in 
Bosnia and 
Herzegovina  
 
 

North  
Macedonia
 
Yes, in the Law on Child 
Protection Official Gazette of 
the Republic of Macedonia, No. 
164/17 
 
 

Yes, in the Law on Child 
Protection Official Gazette of 
the Republic of Macedonia, No. 
164/17 
 
 
 

Kosovo 

 
Yes, in the law on 
Early Childhood 
Education 
 
 
 

Yes, in the law on 
Early Childhood 
Education  
 
 
 
 

Serbia 

 
Yes, in the Law 
on Preschool 
Education 
nr.129/2021 
regulates the 
provision of 
childcare services

Yes. The Law 
on Preschool 
Education 
nr.129/2021, 
article 10 
regulates the 
provision of private 
childcare services.

Figure A6. Lifetime Human Capital Index (2025)  and GDP Per Capita (2025). 
Bosnia and Herzegovina’s LHCI compared to European Union

Source: World Bank Indicators.
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AVAILABILITY Albania Montenegro Bosnia and 
Herzegovina

North  
Macedonia

Kosovo Serbia 

Does the law 
mandate 
employers to 
provide/support 
childcare 
services?  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Does the law 
provide flexible 
hours at public 
childcare 
centers? 
 

Does the law 
provide for 
flexible hours at 
private childcare 
centers? 
 

Does the law 
mandate min. 
operation 
hours at public 
childcare 
centers? 

Does the law 
mandate min. 
operation 
hours at private 
childcare 
centers? 

Is there paid 
parental leave? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

No.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

No.  
 
 
 
 
 

No. 
 
 
 
 
 

 No.  
 
 
 
 
 

No.  
 
 
 
 
 

Yes. 
According to 
the Albanian 
Labor Code, 
employees 
are entitled 
to 365 days 
of paid 
maternity 
leave. 35 days 
should be 
taken before 
the expected 
due date, and 
a minimum 
of 63 days 
must be taken 
after.

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Yes. Programs in 
Early Childhood 
Education 
institutions are 
full–time and part–
time programs; 
(Article 14.1)

Programs in 
Early Childhood 
Education 
institutions are 
full–time and part–
time programs; 
(Article 14.1)

This matter will 
be regulated with 
bylaws since the 
law has been 
recently approved. 
 

This matter will 
be regulated with 
bylaws since the 
law has been 
recently approved. 
 

Yes. According to 
the Law on Labor 
No.03/L –212 
article 49.1 an 
employed woman 
is entitled to twelve 
(12) months of 
maternity leave.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

No.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Yes. Article 16 of 
the Law allows 
flexible hours of 
public childcare 
centers 
 

Yes. Article 16 of 
the Law allows 
flexible hours of 
private childcare 
centers 
 

Yes. Article 14 of 
the Law allows 
flexible hours of 
public childcare 
centers 
 

The Law doesn’t 
mandate the 
min. operation 
hours at private 
childcare 
centers 

Yes. Law on 
Labor (Article 
126) allows 98 
days of paid 
maternal leave. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

According to the Law on 
Labor Relations, employers 
in North Macedonia are 
obliged to provide or support 
childcare services for their 
employees who have children 
up to six years of age. This 
obligation applies to both 
public and private sector 
employers, regardless of 
the size or type of their 
business. Employers can 
fulfil this obligation by 
either establishing their 
own childcare facilities, 
subsidizing the costs of 
external childcare services, 
or granting flexible working 
hours to the parents.

 
 
 
 
 
 

No.   
 
 
 
 
 

No info 
 
 
 
 
 

According to the Law on 
Child Protection of North 
Macedonia, private childcare 
centers are required to 
operate at least 8 hours per 
day, from Monday to Friday 

Yes, mothers are entitled to 
nine months of paid maternity 
leave, which can be extended 
to 12 months for multiple 
births.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

No.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Article 27 of 
the Law allows 
flexible hours at 
public daycare 
centers 
 

Article  27 of 
the Law allows 
flexible hours at 
private daycare 
centers 
 

Article 27 of the 
Law considers 
4 hours –part 
time, minimum 
operation hours 
at public daycare 
centers.

Article 27 of the 
Law considers 
4 hours –part 
time, minimum 
operation hours 
at public daycare 
centers.

Yes. Law on 
Labor (Article 94) 
allows 365 days 
of paid maternal 
leave. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

No.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

No. 
 
 
 
 
 

No. 
 
 
 
 
 

No info  
 
 
 
 
 

No.  
 
 
 
 
 

Yes. According to 
the Law on Paid 
Leave, parents of 
children up to 10 
years old can take 
up to 7 days of 
paid leave per year 
if both parents 
are working. 
Additionally, 
mothers are 
entitled to one 
year of maternity 
leave, which 
can be partially 
transferred to 
fathers in some 
cases.
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Is there paid 
leave available 
to fathers? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Is paid leave 
of at least 14 
weeks available 
to mothers? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

How many days 
do fathers have? 
 
 
 

What is the 
percentage 
of wage they 
receive during 
parental leave? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Does the 
government 
allocate specific 
funds to address 
the needs of 
vulnerable 
children? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Albania 

Yes 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Yes. According to 
Albanian Social 
Security Law, 
mothers are 
entitled to paid 
leave for 365 
days. 
 
 
 
 
 

No info 
 
 
 
 

The leave is 
compensated 
at 80 percent 
of their wages 
for the first 150 
days and 50 
percent for the 
remaining days. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Not specified in 
the law.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Montenegro 

Yes. According to 
the Law on Labor 
article 39: 1.3.  
allows three (3) 
days for the birth 
of a child; 
 
 
 
 

Yes. According to 
the Law on Labor 
No.03/L –212 
article 49.1: An 
employed woman 
is entitled to twelve 
(12) months of 
maternity leave. 
 
 
 
 

Yes. According to 
the Law on Labor 
article 39: 1.3.  
allows three (3) 
days for the birth 
of a child

According to the 
Law on Labor 
article 49.3: First 
six months of 
maternity leave, 
the payment shall 
be equal to seventy 
percent (70%) of 
basic salary. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Issues related to 
allocation of funds 
and other matters 
will be regulated 
with bylaws as 
the law has been 
approved recently. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Bosnia and 
Herzegovina

North  
Macedonia

Yes, the Law on 
Labor (Article 127) 
allows parental 
leave, without 
specifying the 
number of days. 
 
 
 
 

Yes. Law on Labor 
(Article 126) allows 
14 weeks (98 days) 
of paid maternal 
leave 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Not specified 
 
 
 
 

The Law doesn’t 
specify the 
percentage of 
wage received 
during Maternal 
leave 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

There are several 
laws addressing 
this issue: Law 
on the Education 
of Children with 
Special Educational 
Needs 145/21, 
Rulebook on the 
Method, Conditions 
and Procedure 
of Guidance 
of Children 
with Special 
Educational Needs 
60/19), Inclusive 
Education Strategy 
(2019–2025)

Kosovo 

According to the 
Labor Law, fathers 
are entitled to 15 
days of paid leave 
after the birth of 
their child. This 
leave can be used 
within the first 
six months of the 
child’s life.  

According to 
the Leave Laws 
& Holidays, an 
employee is 
entitled to 9 
months of paid 
maternity leave.  
 
 
 
 
 

Fathers are 
entitled to 10 days 
of paid paternity 
leave for the birth 
of a child.  

Employees who 
take parental leave 
receive 7.5% of 
their gross wage 
as a mandatory 
benefit. This is 
part of the pension 
insurance system 
that covers both 
maternity and 
paternity leave.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

No info 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Serbia 

 Law on Labor 
(Article 94) allows 
fathers paid leave 
after a child is 
born only in case 
when mother is not 
employed 
 
 
 

Yes. Law on Labor 
(Article 94) allows 
365 days of paid 
maternal leave 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Not specified in 
the law apart from 
the case when 
the mother isn’t 
employed 

The Law doesn’t 
specify the 
percentage of 
wage received 
during a parental 
leave 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Allocation of 
fund to address 
the needs of 
vulnerable children 
are suggested 
by different 
documents, i.e. 
Strategy for 
improving the 
position of Roma 
in the Republic of 
Serbia, Strategy 
for Reduction of 
Poverty in Serbia 
 
 

According to the 
Labor Law in, there 
is no paid leave 
available to fathers. 
The only exception is 
if the mother dies or 
abandons the child, 
in which case the 
father can take over 
the maternity leave 
of 365 days. 

Yes. According to the 
Labor Law, pregnant 
female employees are 
entitled to one year of 
fully paid maternity 
leave, which starts 
28 days before the 
expected date of 
birth. However, they 
are required by law 
to take at least 42 
days of leave after 
childbirth.

No info 
 
 
 
 

It depends on the 
administrative entity. 
In the Federation 
of BiH, the amount 
of cash benefit is 
40% of the average 
net salary. In the 
Republika Srpska, 
the amount of cash 
benefit is 31% of the 
average net salary 
paid in the previous 
year. In Brcko 
District, the amount 
of cash benefit is 50% 
of the average net 
salary paid in Bosnia 
and Herzegovina in 
the previous year.

No info 
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Does the 
government 
allocate specific 
funds to address 
the needs of  
children from 
marginalized 
communities? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Are children of 
vulnerable and 
marginalized 
communities 
provided with 
access to social 
and healthcare 
assistance?  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Albania 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

No info 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Montenegro 

Issues related to 
allocation of funds 
and other matters 
will be regulated 
with bylaws as 
the law has been 
approved recently. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Yes. Law no. 
05/l–021 on 
Protection from 
Discrimination 
provides access 
to social and 
healthcare 
assistance for 
anyone. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Bosnia and 
Herzegovina

North  
Macedonia

There are several 
laws addressing 
this issue: Law 
on the Education 
of Children with 
Special Educational 
Needs 145/21, 
Rulebook on the 
Method, Conditions 
and Procedure 
of Guidance 
of Children 
with Special 
Educational Needs 
60/19), Inclusive 
Education Strategy 
(2019–2025)

There are several 
laws addressing 
this issue: Law 
on the Education 
of Children with 
Special Educational 
Needs 145/21, 
Rulebook on the 
Method, Conditions 
and Procedure 
of Guidance 
of Children 
with Special 
Educational Needs 
60/19), Inclusive 
Education Strategy 
(2019–2025)

Kosovo 

No info 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

No info 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Serbia 

Allocation of funds 
for these groups 
are suggested 
by different 
documents, i.e. 
Strategy for 
improving the 
position of Roma 
in the Republic of 
Serbia, Strategy 
for Reduction of 
Poverty in Serbia 
 
 
 
 

Yes, there are.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

No info 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 The government 
has adopted 
several policies 
and strategies 
to address these 
issues, such as the 
Strategy for Social 
Protection 2018–
2021, the Strategy 
for Health Sector 
Reform 2016–2025, 
and the Action 
Plan for Children 
2015–2018.  
 
 

ACCESSIBILITY 

Does the law 
guarantee a 
universal place 
to preschool 
education for all 
children? If yes, 
at what age? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Are there 
eligibility 
criteria to 
benefit full 
preschool 
education and 
care, e.g. both 
parents being 
employed? 
 
 
 
 
 

Albania 

No. According 
to the law on 
pre–university 
education, pre–
school education 
is not obligatory 
for all children, 
but it is offered in 
public and private 
institutions for 
children aged 0 to 
5 years old.  
 
 
 
 

Preschool 
education and care 
are available for all 
children aged 0 to 
6 years, regardless 
of their parent’s 
employment status.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Montenegro 

Yes, the new Law 
provides universal 
ECEC for children 
from 5–6 years 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

No. Preschool 
education and 
care are available 
for all children, 
regardless of 
their parent’s 
employment status. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Bosnia and 
Herzegovina

North  
Macedonia

The law on 
Preschool 
Education does not 
consider obligatory 
institutionalized 
preschool 
education. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

No. Preschool 
education and 
care are available 
for all children, 
regardless of 
their parent’s 
employment status. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Kosovo 

	  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

No, full preschool 
education and care 
is available for all 
children aged 3 
to 6, regardless 
of their parents’ 
employment 
status. However, 
priority is given 
to children from 
vulnerable groups, 
such as those with 
disabilities, Roma 
children, or children 
from rural areas. 

Serbia 

There is mandatory 
pre–primary 
education for 
children between 5 
and 6 years old.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

No. Preschool 
education and 
care are available 
for all children, 
regardless of 
their parent’s 
employment status. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

No. According to the 
Law on Preschool 
Education, Article 
19: From the point 
of view of the form 
of organization, 
preschool 
upbringing, and 
education is carried 
out in crèches for 
children from six 
months to the third 
year of age and in 
kindergarten from 
the third year of 
age until they start 
elementary school

Yes. According 
to the Law 
on Preschool 
Education, there 
are some eligibility 
criteria to benefit 
from full preschool 
education and 
care. One of the 
main criteria is 
that both parents 
must be employed 
or actively seeking 
employment.  
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AFFORDABILITY 

What is the 
earlier age to 
benefit from 
preschool 
education and 
care? 
 
 
 

What is the 
earliest age for 
pre–primary 
school starting? 
 

Is preschool 
education 
compulsory? If 
yes, from what 
year? 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
What is the 
monthly fee 
per child per 
month at public 
kindergarten? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

What is the 
monthly fee per 
child per month 
at private and 
community–
based 
kindergarten? 
 
 
 
 
 

Albania 

Albania 

Preschool 
education begins 
at o years old.  
 
 
 
 
 
 

Preschool 
education begins 
around the age of 5 
years old. 
 

Pre–school 
education is not 
mandatory 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
Yes. Law No. 
69/2012 on the 
Pre–University 
Education 
System, which 
was amended by 
Law No. 80/2015 
determined by the 
local government 
units, based on 
the criteria and 
standards set by 
the Ministry of 
Education, Sport 
and Youth. The fee 
cannot exceed 10% 
of the minimum 
wage in Albania. 
 
 
 
 
 

Not regulated and 
variable 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Montenegro 

Montenegro 

Preschool 
education starts at 
9 months. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Preprimary 
education begins 
from the age of 5. 
Article 18.1 Law 
on Early childhood 
education

No. Preschool 
education is not 
mandatory, but 
pre–primary 
education is 
according to the 
new Law. 

 
 
 
 
 
According to the 
Administrative 
Instruction 
on inclusion 
of children 
in preschool 
education 
03/2022, the 
monthly fee 
is determined 
by municipal 
authorities based 
on family incomes 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

This is not 
regulated. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Bosnia and 
Herzegovina

Bosnia and 
Herzegovina

North  
Macedonia

North  
Macedonia

Preschool 
education starts 
at 9 months. Law 
on Preschool 
education article 5 
 
 
 
 

Age 5 (Article 8) 
Law on Preschool 
education 
 
 

Preschool 
education is 
not compulsory 
according to the 
Law on Preschool 
Education 
 

 
 
 
 
 
The Ministry of 
Education decides 
annually on the 
monthly fee for 
public childcare 
centers (article 
35,36, Law 
on Preschool 
education). 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The fees are 
regulated by 
Ministry of 
Education 
according to the 
Law 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Kosovo 

Kosovo 

ECEC covers 
children from 
birth until the age 
of 6. However, 
most children 
start attending 
preschool when 
they are 8–9 
months old. 

 
 
 
 
 

Pre–school 
education is not 
mandatory 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
Yes. According 
to the Law 
on Preschool 
Education, the 
fee is determined 
by the local self–
government units, 
based on the 
average net salary 
in the country 
and the number 
of children in the 
family. The fee 
cannot exceed 
10% of the average 
net salary for one 
child, 15% for two 
children, and 20% 
for three or more 
children.  
 
 
 

The fee is 
determined by 
the local self–
government 
units, based on 
the criteria of 
the Ministry of 
Education and 
Science. The fee 
cannot exceed 
20% of the average 
net salary in the 
country

Serbia 

Serbia 

According to the 
Law on PE, Article 
30, preschool 
education and care 
can start from the 
age of 6 months 
until first grade of 
elementary. 
 

Age 5 
 
 
 
 

Preschool 
education is 
not compulsory 
according to the 
Law, but pre–
primary education 
is mandatory 

 
 
 
 
 
The law doesn’t 
regulate the 
monthly fee for 
public childcare 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The law doesn’t 
regulate the 
monthly fee for 
private childcare 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Yes, according 
to the Law 
on Preschool 
Education, Article 
19: preschool 
upbringing, and 
education is carried 
out in crèches for 
children from six 
months. 

Pre–primary if for 
ages 5–6. 
 
 
 

Pre–school 
education is not 
mandatory but 
pre–primary 
for ages 5–6 is 
mandatory, but not 
in all administrative 
authorities.

 
 
 
 
 
Yes. Law on 
Preschool 
Education 
stipulates that the 
fee is determined 
by the local 
authorities based 
on the economic 
and social situation 
of the parents, the 
number of children 
in the family, and 
the quality of 
the educational 
program. The 
law also sets the 
minimum and 
maximum amount 
of the fee, which 
can vary from 10 to 
50 percent of the 
average net salary 
in the respective 
municipality. 

Not regulated and 
variable 
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Does the law 
establish free 
provision of 
childcare 
services? 
 

Does public 
provision of 
childcare 
services cover 
meals? 
 
 
 
 

Does the 
government 
provide financial 
support to 
parents for 
childcare? 
 
 

Does the law 
have reserved 
capacity quotas 
for children 
from low–income 
families? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Does the 
law provide 
exemption from 
fees for children 
from low–income 
families? 
 
 
 

Do parents 
receive tax 
benefits for 
using childcare 
services?

Albania 

Providing childcare 
services is not 
free. 
 
 
 

Not specified. 
Some public ECEC 
providers may 
offer subsidized 
or free meals for 
children from 
vulnerable families, 
such as Roma 
children. 

In some cases, 
exemption from 
kindergarten and 
nurseries fees is 
provided for Roma 
families, but at 
local level.  
 

No. The legislation 
does not have a 
reserved quota for 
children with low–
income families. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Low–income 
families are eligible 
for financial 
assistance to 
cover the costs of 
childcare services.  
 
 
 

No 
 
 
 

Montenegro 

Only for vulnerable 
groups. 
 
 
 
 

Preschool 
institutions provide 
meals to children 
during their stay 
at institutions. The 
monthly fee paid by 
parents/guardians 
covers meals as 
well. 

No, with exception 
of the voucher 
programs 
 
 
 
 
 

No. The legislation 
does not have a 
reserved quota for 
children with low–
income families. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Yes. The 
Administrative 
Instruction nr. 
03/2022 provides 
exemption from 
fees for children 
from low–income 
families. The fees 
are paid by local 
authorities.

No 
 
 
 

Bosnia and 
Herzegovina

North  
Macedonia

The law doesn’t 
establish free 
provision of 
childcare services.  
 
 

Preschool 
institutions provide 
meals to children 
during their stay 
at institutions. The 
monthly fee paid by 
parents/guardians 
covers meals as 
well. 

No. However 
the government 
provides child 
allowance 
 
 
 
 

No. The law on 
education doesn’t 
regulate this 
matter. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

No, but the 
government will 
pay their childcare 
services through 
the centers for 
social care 
 
 
 

No 
 
 
 

Kosovo 

The law does 
not establish 
free provision of 
childcare services.  
 
 

There is no 
universal provision 
for meals in 
public preschool 
institutions. 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Yes, according 
to the Law on 
Preschool, there 
is a provision for 
reserved capacity 
quotas for children 
from low–income 
families. At least 
10% of the total 
capacity of each 
preschool should 
be reserved for 
socially vulnerable 
children

The law stipulates 
that children 
from low–income 
families are 
entitled to free 
or subsidized 
childcare services.  
 
 

No  
 
 
 

Serbia 

The law doesn’t 
establish free 
provision of 
childcare services.  
 
 

Yes. Preschool 
institutions provide 
meals to children 
during their stay at 
institutions. 
 
 
 
 

No. However, 
the government 
provides child 
allowance 
 
 
 
 

No. The law on 
education doesn’t 
regulate this 
matter 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Yes. Social 
assistance is 
provided through 
the social care 
centers. Also, the 
Law on Education 
article 34. 
 
 

No 
 
 
 

The Law on 
Preschool 
Education does 
not guarantee the 
free provision of 
childcare services 
for all children. 

The meal cover 
depends on the type 
of institution and 
the location. Some 
public pre–schools 
provide free meals 
for all children, 
while others charge 
a fee as part of the 
overall fee. 

The government 
provides some 
forms financial 
support to parents 
for childcare, 
but these vary 
depending on the 
entity and the type 
of care

No. The law on 
education doesn’t 
regulate this 
matter. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

According to the 
Law in Preschool 
Education Article 
16 of the law, 
children from low–
income families are 
entitled to a full or 
partial exemption 
from fees for 
childcare services.

No 
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Does the 
government 
provide private 
childcare 
with financial 
support? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Do private 
childcare 
centers receive 
tax benefits?

Does providing 
childcare for 
employees 
result in support 
for employees? 
For example, 
support in form 
of tax benefits?

 
 
 
 
 
Does the country 
have a system 
for quality 
assurance 
in preschool 
education? 
 
 
 

Is there any 
evaluation of 
the process 
quality in the 
kindergartens? 

Are public 
childcare 
centers 
required to 
obtain licenses/
accreditations? 

Albania 

No 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

No 
 
 

No 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
The system for 
quality assurance 
in preschool 
education is 
based on a set of 
standards and 
indicators.  
 
 

No. Currently 
there is no system 
for process 
quality evaluation 
in preschool 
education.

No.  
 
 
 
 
 

Montenegro 

The government 
doesn’t provide 
financial support 
for private 
childcare. 
However, in places 
or communities 
where no public 
childcare exists the 
local authorities 
can establish a 
community –based 
kindergarten which 
is a private–public 
cooperation.

No 
 
 

No 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
No. currently there 
is no system for 
quality assurance 
in preschool 
education. 
 
 
 
 

No. Currently there 
is no system for 
quality assurance 
in preschool 
education. 

No. 
 
 
 
 
 

Bosnia and 
Herzegovina

North  
Macedonia

No 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

No 
 
 

No 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
No 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

No. Currently there 
is no system for 
quality assurance 
in preschool 
education. 

No.  
 
 
 
 
 

Kosovo 

No 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

No 
 
 

No 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
The system for 
quality assurance 
is based on the 
National Standards 
for Preschool 
Education and 
the Preschool 
Education 
Curriculum 
Framework. 

There is no official 
evaluation of the 
process quality. 
 
 

No. 
 
 
 
 
 

Serbia 

No 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

No 
 
 

No 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
No 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

No. Currently there 
is no system for 
quality assurance 
in preschool 
education. 

No.  
 
 
 
 
 

No 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

No 
 
 

No 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
The country has 
been implementing 
a system for 
quality assurance 
in preschool 
education since 
2016.  
 
 

There is no official 
evaluation of the 
process quality in 
the kindergartens. 
 

Yes, public 
childcare centers 
are required to 
obtain licenses/
accreditations 
from the relevant 
authorities.

QUALITY Albania Montenegro Bosnia and 
Herzegovina

North  
Macedonia

Kosovo Serbia 
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QUALITY 

Are private 
childcare 
centers 
required to 
obtain licenses/
accreditations? 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Does the law 
mandate a 
teacher–to–child 
ratio for public 
childcare? 
 

Does the law 
mandate a 
teacher–to–child 
ratio for private 
childcare? 
 

Does the law 
mandate a max. 
group size at 
public childcare 
centers? 

Does the law 
mandate a max. 
group size at 
private childcare 
centers? 
 
 
 

Does the 
law require   
mandatory 
training of the 
staff – teachers, 
directors, 
caregivers? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Albania 

Yes, private 
childcare centers 
are required to 
obtain licenses 
from the local 
governance units 
or the Ministry 
of Education and 
Sports, and local 
governance units. 
 
 

No. 
 
 
 
 
 

No 
 
 
 
 
 

Yes 
 
 
 
 

No 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Yes. According 
to the Law on 
Pre–University 
Education, the 
staff of educational 
institutions, 
including teachers, 
directors, and 
caregivers, 
are required to 
undergo periodic 
professional 
development 
programs. 
Administrative 
guidance 
Continuous 
professional 
development 
system for 
education workers. 
 
 

Montenegro 

Yes. Private 
childcare centers 
are required to 
obtain licenses. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Yes.  Article 5 of 
the Administrative 
Instruction 
nr.03/2022 
provides criteria 
for teacher–to–
child ratio.

Yes.  Article 5 of 
the Administrative 
Instruction 
nr.03/2022 
provides criteria 
for teacher–to–
child ratio.

Yes.  Article 5 of 
the Administrative 
Instruction 
nr.03/2022 
mandates a 
maximum group size.

Yes.  Article 5 of 
the Administrative 
Instruction 
nr.03/2022 
mandates a 
maximum group 
size. 
 

While the law 
doesn’t require   
mandatory 
training of the 
staff– teachers, 
directors, 
caregivers it 
requires Preschool 
institutions 
to provide 
professional 
development for 
staff. (Article 
9.1.10) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Bosnia and 
Herzegovina

North  
Macedonia

Yes. Through the 
National Council on 
Education 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Yes. Article 
24 of the Law 
on Education 
mandates a 
teacher–to–child 
ratio for public 
childcare.

Yes. Article 
24 of the Law 
on Education 
mandates a 
teacher–to–child 
ratio for private 
childcare.

Yes Article 24 of the 
Law on Education 
mandates a 
teacher–to–child 
ratio for public 
childcare.

Yes Article 24 of the 
Law on Education 
mandates a 
teacher–to–child 
ratio for private 
childcare. 
 
 

No.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Kosovo 

Private childcare 
centers are 
required to 
obtain licenses/
accreditations 
from the Ministry 
of Education and 
Science. 
 
 
 
 

No. 
 
 
 
 
 

No 
 
 
 
 
 

No. 
 
 
 
 

According to the 
Law on Preschool 
Education, 
Article 18, the 
maximum group 
size for private 
childcare centers 
is 25 children per 
educator. 

For the ECEC 
sector the Law on 
Child Protection 
prescribes that the 
employees in this 
sector are obliged 
to get involved in 
CPD and that the 
forms of the CPD 
are prescribed 
by the Minister 
and are not. The 
Bylaw for CPD of 
the employees 
in kindergartens 
regulates the 
forms and methods 
of training as well 
as the nature of 
the training.  
 
 
 

Serbia 

Yes. Private 
childcare centers 
are required to 
obtain licenses. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Yes. Article 
30 of the Law 
on Education 
mandates a 
teacher–to–child 
ratio for public 
childcare.

Yes. Article 
30 of the Law 
on Education 
mandates a 
teacher–to–child 
ratio for private 
childcare.

Yes. Article 30 of the 
Law on Education 
mandates a 
teacher–to–child 
ratio for public 
childcare.

Yes. Article 30 of the 
Law on Education 
mandates a 
teacher–to–child 
ratio for private 
childcare. 
 
 

No 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Private childcare 
centers are 
required to obtain 
licenses from the 
cantonal ministries 
of education, 
while in Republika 
Srpska, they are 
required to obtain 
accreditations 
from the Ministry 
of Health and 
Social Welfare. 

No. 
 
 
 
 
 

No 
 
 
 
 
 

No  
 
 
 
 

No 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The law does not 
explicitly require 
mandatory training. 
However, there are 
some regulations 
and standards 
that imply the need 
for continuous 
professional 
development and 
improvement 
of the quality of 
services such as: 
the Framework 
Law on Preschool 
Education stipulates 
that preschool 
institutions 
should provide 
opportunities for 
staff to participate 
in various forms 
of training and 
education.
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QUALITY 

Does the 
law require 
educators at 
private centers 
to undergo 
training? 
 
 

What is the 
mandatory 
number of 
training hours for 
teachers within 
three years? 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Does the 
country have a 
system for the 
accreditation of 
programs and 
providers? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

How many hours 
of mandatory 
training should 
be obtained from 
an accredited 
provider? 
 
 
 

Are the 
structural 
and process 
standards of 
services defined 
by law? 
 
 
 

Does the 
law require 
inspections for 
compliance with 
laws and others? 
 
 
 
 

Albania 

 No. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Administrative 
guidance, Article 6, 
regulates training 
hours for teachers.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Administrative 
guidance, 
Continuous 
professional 
development 
system for 
education 
workers, articles 
8,9,10,11,12 
regulate the 
system of 
accreditation of 
program providers. 

Administrative 
guidance, 
Continuous 
professional 
development 
system for 
education workers, 
Article 6, regulates 
training hours for 
teachers. 

The structural 
standards of 
services are 
regulated by the 
Law on Public 
Procurement. 
 
 
 

The law requires 
inspections for 
compliance with 
laws and other 
regulations in 
various fields of 
public interest. 
 
 

Montenegro 

While the law 
doesn’t require   
mandatory training 
of the staff, it 
requires Preschool 
institutions to 
provide professional 
development for 
staff.

Not regulated yet 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Yes. Ministry 
of Education 
has a system of 
accreditation of 
programs and 
providers. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The issue of 
mandatory training 
is not regulated 
yet. 
 
 
 
 
 

Yes. The 
Administrative 
instruction 
03/2022 article 5. 
 
 
 
 
 

Yes 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Bosnia and 
Herzegovina

North  
Macedonia

No.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Not regulated 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Not regulated yet 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Not regulated yet 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Yes. Law on 
Preschool 
education. Article 
24 
 
 
 
 
 

Yes 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Kosovo 

No information 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The minimum is 
set at 60 hours of 
training spread in 
three school years 
(Article 27). Out of 
those at least 40 
are in programs 
accredited by 
Bureau for 
Development of 
Education (Article 
27) and the rest are 
in other programs 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

In North 
Macedonia are 
required to obtain 
at least 60 hours 
of mandatory 
in–service training 
per three years. 
 
 

The structural 
standards of 
services are 
defined by the 
Law on Public 
Procurement 
 
 
 

The Law on 
Inspection 
Supervision states 
that inspections 
are conducted to 
ensure compliance 
with laws and 
other regulations, 
standards, and 
general acts. 

Serbia 

No 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Not regulated by 
law. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Not regulated by 
law. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Not regulated by 
law. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Yes, Law on 
preschool 
education Article 
30 
 
 
 
 
 

Yes, the Ministry 
of Education is 
competent for 
inspections and 
observation, 
Article 48.  
 
 
 
 

No information 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

No information  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

BiH has a system for 
the accreditation 
of programs and 
providers for 
in–service teacher 
training. The system 
is based on the Law 
on Higher Education 
and the Standards 
and Guidelines for 
Quality Assurance 
in the European 
Higher Education 
Area.

Teachers are 
required to obtain 
at least 40 hours 
of mandatory 
in–service training 
every five years 
from accredited 
providers. 
 

The structural 
standards of 
services govern 
the quality, safety 
and performance 
of various types of 
services, such as 
health, education, 
transport, energy, 
water and sanitation. 

According to the 
Law on Inspection 
Supervision, 
inspections are 
carried out to 
ensure compliance 
with laws and 
other regulations, 
standards, and 
norms.



Early Childhood Education and Care in the Western Balkans

Annexes

Does the 
law require 
inspections for 
compliance with 
laws and others 
and how often? 
 
 
 

Does the 
government 
require 
reporting of 
information by 
public centers? 
 
 

Does the 
government 
require 
reporting of 
information by 
private centers? 
 
 
 
 

Are there 
penalties 
imposed for 
noncompliance 
on public 
centers? If yes, 
what kind of 
penalties? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Albania 

Yes 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Centers are 
obliged to report 
information on 
their activities, 
staff, finances, 
and beneficiaries 
to the Ministry of 
Health and Social 
Protection

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

If centers fail 
to comply with 
the standards, 
they may face 
administrative 
sanctions, such as 
warnings, fines, 
suspension or 
revocation of their 
license.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Montenegro 

Yes. According 
to the law on 
Early Childhood 
Education article 
7 MEST provides 
inspections and 
observations 
for preschool 
education. 

Yes, public 
childcare centers 
are required 
to provide 
information to 
central authorities–
ministry of 
education. 

Private childcare 
centers are 
required to provide 
information to 
central authorities–
ministry of 
education, i.e. 
number of children, 
educator–to–
teacher ratio, etc. 

The issue of 
noncompliance is 
not regulated by 
Law on ECE. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Bosnia and 
Herzegovina

North  
Macedonia

Yes. Through the 
National Council 
on Education 
and Ministry of 
Education 
 
 
 
 

Public childcare 
centers are 
required to provide 
information 
(Pedagogical 
evidence) to central 
authorities–ministry 
of education. Article 
34

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Yes according to 
the article 37.A 
fine of 500 to 
10,000 euros will 
be imposed for 
a violation of the 
institution if: 
1) does not 
implement the 
prescribed 
program of 
educational work 
(Art. 15–19); 
2) fails to adopt 
an annual work 
program (Article 
21); 
3) performs 
educational 
activities in 
educational groups 
formed contrary 
to Article 24 of this 
law; 
4) does not keep 
prescribed records 
(Article 34). 
For the 
misdemeanor 
referred to in 
paragraph 1 of 
this article, the 
responsible person 
in the institution 
will be fined from 
30 to 1,000 euros. 
 
 
 

Kosovo 

 The frequency 
of inspections 
depends on the risk 
assessment of the 
inspected entities, 
which is determined 
by the competent 
inspection 
authorities.  

Public childcare 
centers are 
obliged to report 
information on 
their activities, 
finances, staff and 
beneficiaries to the 
Ministry of Labor 
and 

Private childcare 
centers must 
report to the 
Ministry of Labor 
and Social Policy 
on their activities, 
staff qualifications, 
number of 
children, fees, and 
other relevant 
information.

According to 
the Law on Child 
Protection, if 
public and private 
institutions fail to 
comply with the 
requirements, they 
may face penalties 
such as fines, 
suspension of 
license, or closure 
of the institution. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Serbia 

Yes, the Ministry 
of Education is 
competent for 
inspections and 
observation. 
The frequency 
of inspections 
depends on the risk 
assessment of the 
inspected entities.

Yes 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

A pre–school 
institution, will 
be fined for a 
misdemeanor 
from 50,000* to 
1,000,000 dinars if: 
1) does not allow the 
parents to declare 
in which language 
the child will 
receive preschool 
upbringing and 
education (Article 5, 
paragraph 2); 
2) does not keep, 
improperly keeps 
or does not keep 
prescribed records 
on educational work 
(Articles 6 and 7); 
3) fails to notify the 
parents, or other 
legal representative 
of the child* 
and the local 
self–government 
unit within the 
prescribed period, 
about children who 
have not enrolled, 
or are not attending 
the preparatory 
preschool program 
(Article 23, 
paragraph 2); 
4) does not form 
educational groups 
in accordance with 
Art. 30 and 31 of 
this law.

The frequency of 
these inspections 
depends on the 
type and origin of 
the goods, as well 
as risk assessment 
by the competent 
authorities. 
 

Public childcare 
centers are 
obliged to report 
information on 
their activities, 
staff, finances, and 
quality standards 
to the relevant 
authorities. 

Yes. The Law 
on Preschool 
Education, article 
27 annual work 
program and work 
reports. 
 
 
 
 

Penalties are left 
to the discretion of 
the authorities in 
each entity, canton 
or district.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

QUALITY 
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Are there 
penalties 
imposed for 
noncompliance on 
private centers? 
If yes, what kind 
of penalties?

Is dismissal 
of pregnant 
workers 
prohibited?

Does the country 
have a program 
or strategy for 
the inclusion of 
children with 
disabilities in 
mainstream 
kindergartens? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Are there 
specialized 
educational 
programs 
tailored for 
children with 
disabilities?  
 

Is there a 
dedicated 
support system 
in place for 
vulnerable 
children facing 
socio–economic 
challenges?  
 

Is there any 
early childhood 
intervention 
program in place 
– i.e. growth 
monitoring tool 
that evaluates/
keeps track 
of children’s 
development 
and identifies 
disabilities on 
time 

Albania 

Clarification above 
also applies to 
private centers 
 
 
 

Yes, Law No. 7961 
of 12 July 1995, 
Art. 105/A(2) and 
107. 

National Strategy 
for People with 
Disabilities 
2016–2020, 
which includes a 
specific objective 
on inclusive 
education.  
 
 
 
 
 
 

There are no 
specific programs 
for children with 
disabilities  
 
 
 
 

There are no 
prioritized child 
protection and 
development 
systems.  
 
 
 
 

 No. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Montenegro 

The issue of 
noncompliance is 
not regulated by 
Law on ECE. 
 
 

Yes. Law on Labor 
article 46 
 

Inclusion of 
children with 
disabilities in 
mainstream 
kindergartens is 
part of the Strategy 
for Preschool 
Education.  
 
 
 
 
 
 

Yes. The Ministry 
of Education 
has specialized 
educational 
programs tailored 
for children with 
disabilities. 
 

The Ministry 
of Education 
through partner 
organization has a 
dedicated support 
system in place 
for vulnerable 
children facing 
socio–economic 
challenges

The Ministry 
of Education 
through partner 
organization has 
early childhood 
intervention 
initiative in place 
– i.e. growth 
monitoring tool that 
evaluates/keeps 
track of children’s 
development 
and identifies 
disabilities. 

Bosnia and 
Herzegovina

North  
Macedonia

Same as for public 
centers 
 
 
 
 

Yes. Law on Labor 
article 121 
 

Yes. Beside the Law 
regulations there a 
guide for children 
with special 
educational needs 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Yes. The Ministry 
of Education 
has specialized 
educational 
programs tailored 
for children with 
disabilities. 
 

The Ministry 
of Education 
through partner 
organization has a 
dedicated support 
system in place 
for vulnerable 
children facing 
socio–economic 
challenges

The Ministry 
of Education 
through partner 
organization has 
early childhood 
intervention 
initiative in place 
– i.e. growth 
monitoring tool that 
evaluates/keeps 
track of children’s 
development 
and identifies 
disabilities. 

Kosovo 

Same as for public 
centers 
 
 
 
 

Yes 
 
 

The country has 
adopted a National 
Strategy for the 
Development of 
Education 2018–
2025, which aims to 
promote inclusive 
education and 
improve the quality 
and accessibility 
of early childhood 
education for all 
children, especially 
marginalized 
groups.

There are no 
specific programs 
for children with 
disabilities  
 
 
 
 

Partially 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

No 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Serbia 

Same as for public 
centers 
 
 
 
 

Yes, according 
to Law on Labor 
article 187 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Yes. The online 
Social Inclusion 
Course was 
developed under the 
project “Support for 
the Improvement 
of Social Inclusion 
in the Republic of 
Serbia”. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Yes, through 
international 
partners. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Penalties are left 
to the discretion of 
the authorities in 
each entity, canton 
or district. 
 

Yes, according to 
the Law on Gender 
Equality,  

The country 
has adopted a 
Strategy for the 
Development 
of Preschool 
Education (2017–
2022), which aims 
to increase the 
access and quality 
of early childhood 
education for 
all children, 
especially those 
from marginalized 
groups.

There are no 
specific programs 
for children with 
disabilities  
 
 
 
 

 No. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 No. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

QUALITY 
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Are children 
with disabilities 
provided with 
appropriate 
healthcare 
services and 
accommodation?  
 

Is there 
comprehensive 
training 
available for 
educators and 
caregivers 
to effectively 
support children 
with disabilities?  
 
 
 
 

Albania 

  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

No. There is no 
comprehensive 
training program 
for educators and 
caregivers for 
supporting CwD 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Montenegro 

There are 
provisions with 
appropriate 
healthcare 
services for 
children with 
disabilities 
depending on 
availability. 

Yes, there is 
comprehensive 
training available 
for caregivers to 
support children 
with disability. 
Additional in–
service training 
has been 
organized. 
 
 
 

Bosnia and 
Herzegovina

North  
Macedonia

There are 
provisions with 
appropriate 
healthcare 
services for 
children with 
disabilities 
depending on 
availability. 

According to 
article 18 of the 
Law on PE: The 
special program 
of preschool 
upbringing 
contains 
educational work 
for children with 
disabilities and 
developmental 
difficulties, in 
accordance with a 
special regulation.

Kosovo 

No information  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

No information 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Serbia 

There are 
provisions with 
appropriate 
healthcare 
services for 
children with 
disabilities 
depending on 
availability

There is 
comprehensive 
training available 
for educators 
and caregivers to 
effectively support 
children with 
disabilities 
 
 
 
 
 

No information 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

QUALITY 

Annex 3. Interview guide for Central and local 
government representatives

INTRODUCTION
Welcome and introduction. Explanation of the purpose of the interview. 

1.	 Gender   /  M      F

2.	 What is the name of your institution? 

3.	 What is the name of the sector you work in? 

4.	 What is your role and responsibilities in the institution? 

GENERAL INFORMATION ABOUT THE SYSTEM

1.	 What is the role of the institution you represent in designing and implementing 
system–wide: 
1.1.	 policies 

1.2.	 laws/administration instructions 

1.3.	 quality standards

1.4.	  accreditation processes  

1.5.	 rulebooks 

1.6.	 monitoring and assessment processes 
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1.7.	 financing

1.8.	 service provision itself

1.9.	 benefits’ administration and 

1.10.	 HR related to ECEC services?

2.	 What are the main benefits and services that the institution provides in relation 
to ECEC?
2.1.	  During pregnancy to/and birth

2.2.	 The first year

2.3.	  Early childhood

3.	 What about the other central or local government institutions? (here we will 
probe based on the findings from the “Typology of matrices and services”)?  

4.	 What is the specific role of Ministry of Education and Ministry of Health/Social Protection? 
4.1.	 How do they cooperate? 

5.	 How do you evaluate the intersectoral cooperation of the social, health care and 
education systems?

6.	 What are the main responsibilities of the central and local government for the 
provision of ECEC services? 
6.1.	 How are competencies divided between central and local government when man‑

aging ECEC services and benefits? 

6.2.	 Are there any overlapping competencies? If yes, which are they?

6.3.	 Are there any gaps?

6.4.	 How are gaps handled?

6.5.	 What are the mechanisms for collaboration between central and local govern‑

ment? (*note to the interviewer: by mechanisms here we mean memoranda of un-

derstanding, agreements, protocols for collaborations, funding procedures from 

central to local government or an appointed staff member for this collaboration 

at both levels and other means if the interviewee mentions. )

6.6.	  Which aspects of this collaboration work well? 

6.7.	 What are the challenges?

7.	 What is the role of private sector and NGOs, are they i.e. providers of ECEC ser‑
vices, providers of training for professionals, providers of quality control ser‑
vices or other? How do they cooperate:
7.1.	 With central government?

7.2.	 With local government?

7.3.	 Which aspects of the collaboration work well?

7.4.	 What are the challenges?

8.	 Does your institution contract out private sector providers/NGOs for the provi‑
sion of some ECEC services?
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8.1.	  If yes, for which services?

8.1.1.	 Preschools (kindergartens from 3 to 6 years old)

8.1.2.	 Nurseries (from 0 to 3 years old)

8.1.3.	 Day care centers 

8.1.4.	 Health Centers/Ambulatory services

8.1.5.	 Foster Care 

8.1.6.	 Residential care when is necessary

8.1.7.	 Childminders (when regulated by law)

8.1.8.	 Nannies or tutors (when regulated by law)

8.2.	  How are private providers selected for the provision of services? Ask for: com-

petitively or not, on what basis, for how long are they typically contracted?

8.3.	 How are private providers paid? Ask if they are paid: lump sum with certain tar-

gets/specific services, per service? Per person? A mix?

8.4.	 Is it difficult to find quality service providers? Probe for: do you see contracts that 

cannot be tendered? Do you encounter issues of quality once contracts are tendered? 

8.5.	  If so, is this in general or more difficult for specific services or in specific loca‑

tions? If more specific in some, in which ones? 

8.6.	 If difficult, why do you think it is difficult? Probe for: lack of interest from ser‑

vice providers, difficulties in completing the criteria for the bidding in terms of 

high standards, tight schedules or other issues (please explore more) or other 

challenges. 

8.7.	  Is their remuneration related to some measure of quality of services provided?

8.8.	 What works well when contracting these services out? 

8.9.	 What are the challenges when contracting these services out?

9.	 Is there a need to improve the overall legal (normative) framework? If yes, where? 

ACCESS AND EQUITY (*note to the interviewer: ask the interviewee to mention 
the 2 main benefits and 2 main services and discuss these in the following 
questions related to services and benefits)

1.	 What are the eligibility criteria for benefiting from benefits and services? 
1.1.	 Are there any challenges in fulfilling the eligibility criteria (e.g. age of the child, 

parent’s employment status)? 

1.2.	 Are there any challenges in understanding or assessing the criteria correctly, 

such as in a case where parents are employed in the informal sector? 

1.2.1.	 If so, what are these challenges?

1.2.2.	 How do you resolve them?

2.	 Is the benefits and services package same or different throughout municipalities?
2.3.	 If it is different, on what basis is the package provided in different municipalities? 

Please elaborate on what is the best/worst package. 
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3.	 Are there prioritization criteria in case the demand for services exceeds supply?
3.1.	 If yes, what are these prioritization criteria for the different services and benefits?

4.	 Are there any criteria used for offering fee reductions or priority admission? 
4.1.	 If so, what are the criteria? 

5.	 What are the primary factors that deter parents from enrolling their children in 
early childhood education and care (ECEC) services?
5.1.	 Structural Quality: Could inadequate infrastructure, such as poor hygiene, over‑

crowded playrooms, or an unfavorable teacher–student ratio, be contributing factors?

5.2.	 Accessibility: Is there a lack of available ECEC services within a convenient dis‑

tance from family homes?

5.3.	 Process Quality: How might an inadequate learning environment, lack of inclusiv‑

ity, teacher qualifications, or learning programs impact enrollment?

5.4.	 Social norms? (is there a belief that children should stay home with their moth‑

ers/family? Or that they are being raised better if they stay in the home?)

5.5.	 What about the fee for ECEC and the hidden costs that parents are often asked to pay? 

5.6.	 Additionally, could you specify the sources of your insights regarding these is‑

sues? Are they based on assessments, classroom observations, inspections, or 

feedback from parents?

AVAILABILITY AND COVERAGE (*Note to the interviewer: Before beginning 
this section ask the interviewees if they have the data and can complete the 
accompanying list of services with the respective information.) 

1.	 Are the current services and benefits sufficient to cover the needs of all families?  
1.1.	 Are there any differences between urban and rural areas? 

1.2.	 What are the current solutions to the potential geographical disproportional dis‑

tribution of ECEC services?

1.2.1.	 If not, what benefits/services are lacking/limited (e.g. full day kindergar‑

tens/nurseries with meals, at least 20 operating hours per week in urban 

and rural areas)?  (*note to the interviewer: as mentioned above, focus on 

2 main benefits or services)

1.2.2.	 Are there waiting lists with providers? 

1.2.3.	 Do you need to ration the provision of services or benefits? 

1.2.4.	 If yes, which ones?

2.	 Are there requirements for the minimum operating hours per week for ECEC 
services (20h per week or other)? 
2.1.	 Are there any differences in practice in urban and rural areas? 

2.2.	 What about between public, private and other alternative forms of service providers?

3.	 Do public or private ECEC centers provide flexible operating hours? 
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3.1.	  What about drop–in service? 

3.2.	 If yes, how is it regulated? 

3.3.	 If no, what are the barriers to provide it? 

4.	 What needs to be done to meet all the needs of children and parents for child‑
care services? 

AFFORDABILITY

1.	 What are the typical prices/ranges for the different services? Please specify the 
UNIT: per service, per child, per month, per hour or another unit. 
1.1.	 Preschools from 3 to 6 years old – Public and private

1.2.	 Nurseries – from 0 to 3 years old – public and private

1.3.	 Childminders

1.4.	 Nannies or babysitters

1.5.	 Other services

2.	 How affordable are public, private and other alternative forms of childcare ser‑
vices for families? 
2.1.	 Are there any hidden costs for parents, besides the fees? 

2.2.	 If yes, how much out–of–pocket money will a family spent to cover the hidden 

costs during a month? 

2.3.	 Are there any differences between urban and rural areas? 

3.	 Are there specific efforts to make them affordable and support their provision in 
terms of demand and supply?
3.1.	 Supply

3.2.	 state subsidies for private childcare provision given to the private service providers

3.3.	 Demand

3.3.1.	 Fee exemptions

3.3.2.	 Childcare tax allowances

3.3.3.	 Education allowance or

3.3.4.	 Initiatives from the private sector on subsidizing childcare?

MECHANISMS FOR QUALITY ASSURANCE

1.	 What are the criteria and process for licensing and accreditation of public and 
private service providers? 
1.1.	 Are there any differences in licensing or accreditation procedures between pub‑

lic and private service providers? 

2.	 How long does the licensing procedure takes? 

3.	 Have you heard of complaints of irregularities from providers applying for a license?
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4.	 What specific quality standards are mandated for Early Childhood Education 
and Care (ECEC) programs?

5.	 Can you detail the:
5.1.	 safety protocols 

5.2.	 infrastructure requisites, and 

5.3.	 spatial guidelines that ECEC facilities must adhere to?

6.	 What are the established nutritional guidelines and standards for children with‑
in ECEC settings?

Additionally: (*note to the interviewer: the following questions on quality may need to be 
consulted with other staff members in the agency. In that case, if the interviewee does 
not have the information, send the specific questions that are not answered by email 
and ask them to follow up by a phone call in 3–4 days or when it is convenient for them)

7.	 Structural Quality: What are the prescribed group sizes, staff–to–child ratios, 
and infrastructure requirements for optimal ECEC environments?

8.	 Program Quality: Could you elaborate on the curriculum, educational materials, 
program duration and intensity, as well as the extent of parental involvement 
expected in ECEC programs?

9.	 Process Quality: How are the quality of interactions between children and their 
caregivers, as well as among peers, assessed and ensured in ECEC settings?

10.	 Workforce Quality: What qualifications and competencies are considered essential 
for the ECEC workforce to maintain high standards of care and education? Please 
specify for the principal, the head teacher, the educator and assistant educator. 

11.	What are the mechanisms used to ensure quality assurance? Ask about: 
11.1.	 Classroom observation tool (s)? (Yes/No)

11.1.1.	How is it conducted? How often?

11.1.2.	How are the results of these observations considered for improving the 

quality of the service? Is there any follow–up?

11.1.3.	Are the results of observations tools published? If yes, where?

11.2.	  Monitoring and/or inspection (s) (Yes/No)

11.2.1.	How many monitoring or inspection visits does ECEC have annually? 

11.2.2.	 Is there sufficient staff to conduct these visits? 

11.2.3.	 Is the staff specialized to conduct these types of monitoring and inspec‑

tion visits? 

11.2.4.	Are the findings of inspection or monitoring visits published somewhere? 

Where? (*note to the interviewer: if they mention a website please ask 

them to show you in your mobile the specific website)

11.2.5.	What happens if childcare doesn’t comply with the quality standards? 
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11.3.	 Self–evaluation survey (Yes/No)

11.3.1.	How often do ECEC facilities (nurseries/kindergartens) conduct self–

evaluation surveys?  

11.3.2.	What are the components of a self–evaluation survey?

11.3.3.	Are the results of the survey published somewhere? If yes, where?

11.3.4.	 In what ways is this survey taken into consideration to improve the quality 

of the service?

11.4.	  Parental feedback (Yes/No)

11.4.1.	 In what ways do ECEC facilities consider receiving parental feedback for 

the services? 

11.4.2.	  Is this a regular procedure? If yes, how often is it carried out?

11.4.3.	How is parental feedback considered for the improvement of the quality of 

services? How is this process documented? 

11.5.	 Measuring children’s outcomes – developmental and learning (Yes/No)

11.5.1.	Do the ECEC facilities measure developmental and learning outcomes for 

children? 

11.5.2.	  If yes, how often does this happen?

11.5.3.	  In what does this process help to improve the quality of ECEC settings, 

processes, interactions and workforce? 

12.	Are there mechanisms in the community to raise issues linked to the quality of 
services provided? 
12.1.	 What are those mechanisms? Are they used? 

12.2.	 What do potential users think of them? Do they know these exist?

13.	  Is the community involved in the design of the guidelines for the curriculum? 

14.	What are the feedback mechanisms for evolving curriculum?

15.	Is it flexible enough to change over time and who could influence the change?

16.	Does the ECEC programs have any parental programs? 
16.1.	 What are the main topics addressed in such programs? 

16.2.	 What are the advantages of these programs?

16.3.	 What are the challenges to deliver them?

HUMAN RESOURCES

1.	 What is the current situation of ECEC workforce, in terms of number of work‑
force, skills and other components? Ask if working in ECEC is attractive, what is 
the influx in the profession? 
1.1.	 Are there any unmet needs or will they potentially be any unmet needs based on 

the enrolment of children and influx of people in the profession? 

1.2.	 What about skills mismatches?
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1.3.	 Do you conduct analysis of these issues? If yes, how often? How are the findings 

of the analysis used?

1.4.	  If it is not an attractive job, what are the reasons? Are there any initiatives to 

change the situation?

2.	  Are there any minimum qualifications to become a preschool teacher, the head 
of an ECEC center or a childminder? Ask for 
2.1.	 University degree

2.2.	  Training (s)

2.3.	  Induction phase

2.4.	 Other (s)

3.	 What are the requirements for continuous professional development? 
3.1.	 How are they being met in practice (minimum duration and nature of mandatory 

requirement, accreditation, periodicity)? 

3.2.	 What are the challenges? 

3.3.	 Is there a budget item for the professional development of teachers?

FINANCING AND SPENDING

1.	 How does the system of financing childcare services work? 
1.1.	 How is financing divided between central government and municipalities?

1.2.	 Are there enough funds in the funding system as needed?

2.	 What is the mandated level of co–payment from families, if any? 

3.	 Do families have to pay any out–of–pocket money to ECEC programs, despite the 
law? Ask for payments to cover any didactic materials, for heating or others.

4.	 Do you have instruments to engage with the private sector for the provision of 
ECEC services? 

5.	 On what basis do you give the payments to the private sector providers? Ask for
5.1.	 Per capita basis

5.2.	 Historical data

5.3.	 Other ways

BEST PRACTICES

1.	 Are there any best practices in the field of childcare services that you find par‑
ticularly noteworthy? Please describe.

2.	 Are there any other important issues to discuss about nursery/kindergarten 
that are not mentioned here? 

3.	 Do you have any questions for me?
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Annex 4. Interview guide for directors of public/private 
nurseries, kindergartens, community centers, NGOs and 
mother/child primary health care

INTRODUCTION

1.	 Gender   /  M      F

2.	 What is the name of your institution? 

3.	 What is the name of the sector you work in? 

4.	 What types of services do you offer? 
4.1.	 What are the main challenges you face in service delivery?

MAPPING OF BENEFITS AND SERVICES (*note to the interviewer: if the key 
informant does not have knowledge about a question you can skip it and continue 
with the following one)

1.	 What are the main benefits and services for childcare, starting from pregnancy 
and birth to school age? 
1.1.	 What institution is responsible for the provision of the specific benefits/services 

(Health, Social Protection, Education)?

1.2.	 Are these sufficient to cover the needs of all families? 

1.3.	 If not, what benefits/services are lacking/limited? Ask for: full day kindergar-

tens/nurseries with meals, at least 20 operating hours per week in urban and 

rural areas, immunization, medical expenses or other

ACCESS AND EQUITY

1.	 What are the eligibility criteria for enrolment and for being accepted in your 
service? 
1.1.	 Do you have a waiting list? 

1.2.	 Are there any challenges in fulfilling the eligibility criteria (e.g. age of the child, 

prioritization based on parent’s employment status or other)? 

1.3.	 Are there any challenges in understanding or assessing the criteria correctly, 

such as in a case where parents are employed in the informal market? 

1.3.1.	 If so, what are these challenges?

1.3.2.	  How do you resolve them?

2.	 What are the programs to support vulnerable families to access your service, if 
any? Ask for: 
2.1.	  quotas for children in vulnerable situations

2.2.	  fee exemptions for children with special needs or other vulnerable groups
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2.3.	  public subsidies for families in economic assistance scheme

2.4.	  financial support/subsidy for sending children to private childcare? 

3.	 Are there any criteria for offering fee reductions or priority admission? 

4.	 Are there prioritization criteria in case the demand for services exceeds supply?
4.1.	 If yes, what are these prioritization criteria for the different services and benefits?

5.	 What are the primary factors that deter parents from enrolling their children in 
early childhood education and care (ECEC) services?
5.1.	 Structural Quality: Could inadequate infrastructure, such as poor hygiene, over‑

crowded playrooms, or an unfavorable teacher–student ratio, be contributing factors?

5.2.	 Accessibility: Is there a lack of available ECEC services within a convenient dis‑

tance from family homes?

5.3.	 Process Quality: How might an inadequate learning environment, lack of inclusiv‑

ity, teacher qualifications, or learning programs impact enrollment?

5.4.	 Social norms: is there a belief that children should stay home with their mothers/

family? Or that they are being raised better if they stay in the home?

5.5.	 Additionally, could you specify the sources of your insights regarding these is‑

sues? Are they based on assessments, classroom observations, inspections, or 

feedback from parents?

AVAILABILITY AND COVERAGE

1.	 What is the current demand and supply ratio in your service and in the munici‑
pality you operate?
1.1.	 Are there any differences between this region and other areas? 

2.	 Are the current services and benefits sufficient to cover the needs of all families?  
2.1.	 If not, what benefits/services are lacking/limited (e.g. full day kindergartens/nurs‑

eries with meals, at least 20 operating hours per week in urban and rural areas)?

3.	 Do you or other service providers provide flexible operating hours? What about 
drop–in service? 
3.1.	 If yes, how is it regulated? 

3.2.	 If no, what are the barriers to provide it? 

4.	 What needs to be done to meet all the needs of children and parents for child‑
care services? 

AFFORDABILITY

1.	 What are the prices for your service? 

2.	 How affordable are your services for families? 
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3.	 Throughout the year do parents have to contribute for the childcare service in 
any other way: e.g. to pay for fixing damages in the rooms, for heating/cooling, 
coloring pencils or other materials of this kind? 

4.	 If yes, how much out–of–pocket money will a family spend to cover the hidden 
costs in a month per child? 
4.1.	 Are there any differences between urban and rural areas? 

5.	 Are there specific efforts to make them affordable and support their provision in 
terms of demand and supply?
5.1.	 Supply

5.1.1.	 state subsidies for private childcare provision given to the private service 

providers

5.2.	  Demand

5.2.1.	 Fee exemptions

5.2.2.	 Childcare tax allowances

5.2.3.	 Education allowance or

5.2.4.	 Initiatives from the private sector on subsidizing childcare? 

MECHANISMS FOR QUALITY ASSURANCE

1.	 What are the criteria and processes for licensing and accreditation for your 
service? Are they the same for other providers as well?

2.	 How long does the licensing procedure take? 

3.	  Have you heard/did you have any complaints of irregularities from providers 
applying for a license?

4.	 What specific quality standards are mandated for Early Childhood Education 
and Care (ECEC) programs?

5.	 How easy/difficult is it to comply with the requirements of quality standards? 

6.	 Can you detail the:
6.1.	  safety protocols 

6.2.	  infrastructure requisites, and 

6.3.	 spatial guidelines you must adhere to?

7.	 What are the established nutritional guidelines and standards for children?

Additionally: 

8.	 Structural Quality: What are the prescribed group sizes, staff–to–child ratios, 
and infrastructure requirements for optimal ECEC environment?
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9.	 Program Quality: Could you elaborate on the curriculum, educational materials, 
program duration and intensity, as well as the extent of parental involvement 
expected in your program?

10.	Process Quality: How are the quality of interactions between children and their 
caregivers, as well as among peers, assessed and ensured in your setting?

11.	Workforce Quality: What qualifications and competencies are considered essen‑
tial for the ECEC workforce to maintain high standards of care and education? 

12.	What are the mechanisms you use to ensure quality assurance? Ask about: 
12.1.	 Classroom observation tool (s)? (Yes/No)

12.1.1.	How is it conducted? 

12.1.2.	How are the results of these observations considered for improving the 

quality of the service? If there any follow–up?

12.1.3.	Are the results of observations tools published? If yes, where?

12.2.	  Monitoring and/or inspection (s) (Yes/No)

12.2.1.	How many monitoring or inspection visits do you have annually? 

12.2.2.	Are the findings of inspection or monitoring visits published somewhere? 

Where? (*note to the interviewer: if they mention a website please ask 

them to show you in your mobile the specific website)

12.2.3.	What happens if you don’t comply with the quality standards? 

12.3.	 Self–evaluation survey (Yes/No)

12.3.1.	How often do you conduct self–evaluation surveys?  

12.3.2.	What are the components of your self–evaluation survey?

12.3.3.	Are the results of the survey published somewhere? If yes, where?

12.3.4.	 In what ways are these survey results taken into consideration to im‑

prove the quality of In your service?

12.4.	  Parental feedback (Yes/No)

12.4.1.	 In what ways do you receive parental feedback for the service? 

12.4.2.	  Is this a regular procedure? If yes, how often is it carried out?

12.4.3.	How is parental feedback considered for the improvement of the quality of 

your service? How is this process documented? 

12.5.	 Measuring children’s outcomes – developmental and learning (Yes/No)

12.5.1.	Do you measure developmental and learning outcomes for children? 

12.5.2.	  If yes, how often does this happen?

12.5.3.	  In what ways does this process help to improve the quality of your setting, 

processes, interactions and workforce? 

13.	Are there mechanisms in the community to raise issues linked to the quality of 
your services? 
13.1.	 What are those mechanisms? Are they used? 

13.2.	 What do potential users think of them? Do they know these exist?



129

Early Childhood Education and Care in the Western Balkans

Annexes

14.	Do you implement any parental program? 
14.1.	 What are the main topics addressed in such programs? 

14.2.	 What are the advantages of these programs?

14.3.	 What are the challenges to deliver them?

HUMAN RESOURCES

1.	 What is the current situation of the workforce in your service? 
1.1.	 Have you faced any staff shortages? 

1.2.	 Skills mismatches? 

1.3.	 What do you do for staff retention?

2.	 What is the future of the profession and the workforce based on your experience?  

3.	 Are there any minimum qualifications to become a preschool teacher, the head 
of an ECEC center or a childminder? Ask for 
3.1.	 University degree

3.2.	  Training (s)

3.3.	  Induction phase

3.4.	 Other (s)

4.	 What are the requirements for continuous professional development? 
4.1.	 How are they being met in practice (minimum duration and nature of mandatory 

requirement, accreditation, periodicity)? 

4.2.	 What are the challenges?

FINANCING AND SPENDING

1.	 How does the system of financing ECEC services work? 

2.	 Do you receive any funds from the state? If yes, what % more or less of costs is 
covered by these funds and what is covered by the families of the children?
2.1.	 Are there enough funds in the funding system as needed?

2.2.	 Do you face any challenges to receive funds on time?

3.	 What is the level of co–payment from families, if any? 

BEST PRACTICES

1.	 Are there any best practices in the field of childcare services that you find par‑
ticularly noteworthy? Please describe.

2.	 Are there any other important issues to discuss about childcare services that 
are not mentioned here? 

3.	 Do you have any questions for me?
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Annex 5. Guidance for focus group discussions, parents 
and grandparents

GENERAL INFORMATION

1.	 Age

2.	 Gender

3.	 Urban or rural area

4.	 Number of children
4.1.	 Age of the child/ren  

4.2.	 Child/ren enrolled in a public or private nursery/kindergarten

ACCESS, EQUITY, AVAILABILITY AND AFFORDABILITY

1.	 Have your enrolled your child in a nursery or kindergarten? 
1.1.	 If no, why not?

2.	 Would you have wanted to enroll your child earlier in nursery/kindergarten? 
2.1.	 If yes, how did you organize care for the child before the nursery/kindergarten 

acceptance?

3.	 What was your experience from enrolling your child in the nursery/kindergarten? 
3.1.	 Did you face any difficulties? 

3.2.	 How did you overcome them?

4.	 What difficulties do you face in bringing your child to kindergarten? What do you 
do to overcome them? 

5.	 Do you pay a fee for your child to attend the nursery/kindergarten?
5.1.	  If yes, how much is it? 

5.2.	 How do you manage to pay for it? 

5.3.	 Approximately what percentage of your family’s monthly income is the fee for the 

nursery/kindergarten?

6.	 How much time does it take you to go to the kindergarten/nursery in the morning? 

7.	 What other requirements are there for a child to attend a nursery/kindergarten 
(clothes, food, other)? 
7.1.	 How do you meet them?

8.	 Do you benefit from any program to support you in covering the expenses of the 
nursery/kindergarten? 
8.1.	 If yes, what institution provides it? 
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Ask for: 

8.2.	 financial support

8.3.	 child allowance

8.4.	 fee exemption

8.5.	 targeted programs for children from minorities or with special needs

8.6.	 other?  

9.	 How does this program help you in fulfilling your family’s needs to afford nursery 
or kindergarten?

10.	How many hours per week does your child/ren attend/s nursery/kindergarten? 
10.1.	 Are these hours flexible? 

10.2.	 How do you manage to bring and collect your child according to your working hours?  

PERCEPTION OF THE QUALITY OF THE NURSERY/KINDERGARTEN

1.	 What type of ECEC does your child attend? Ask for: public, private or other type

2.	 What is your overall experience with kindergarten?  Could you specify what you 
like and what you don’t like?

3.	 How would you assess the overall quality of the services?

4.	 How many children are in the same group as your child? How many teachers? 
4.1.	 Do you believe the teacher–child ration is appropriate as it is?

5.	 How would you assess the quality of infrastructure, space, and safety of the 
building and the classes? 

6.	 How would you assess the care, hygiene and food quality of the nursery/
kindergarten?

7.	 How would you assess the available and used teaching and learning materials? 
What about the overall educational program they follow?

8.	 How is your interaction with your child’s teacher (s)?  
8.1.	 What about with the kindergarten’s support staff (psychologist/social worker)? 

8.2.	 And the director?

9.	 How would you assess the professionalism of the child’s teacher? What about 
her interaction with the child?

10.	Does the nursery/kindergarten conduct regular group meetings with parents?
10.1.	 How often?

10.2.	  What are the topics discussed in the meetings?

10.3.	 Can you request an ad hoc meeting when it is needed?
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11.	Does the nursery/kindergarten provide any parenting programs? 
11.1.	 What are the topics discussed there? 

11.2.	 How satisfied are you with the quality of these programs?

12.	What is your role in monitoring the nursery/kindergarten quality of service? 
12.1.	 Have you ever given a chance to provide your feedback for something? 

12.2.	 What happened after?  

SUGGESTIONS FOR IMPROVEMENT (if not already mentioned above)

1.	 Overall, what do you believe deters parents from enrolling their children in 
nursery/kindergarten?

2.	  What would you suggest to improve access for all children in nurseries and 
kindergartens?

3.	 Overall, what do you believe is the quality of public nurseries/kindergartens? 
3.1.	 What about the private ones? 

3.2.	 What can be done to improve it? 

4.	 Are there any other important issues to discuss about nursery/kindergarten 
that are not mentioned here? 

5.	 Do you have any questions for me?

Annex 6. Guidance for focus group discussions, formal 
and informal paid caregivers

INTRODUCTION
Welcome and introduction. Explanation of the purpose of the interview. 

1.	 Gender   /   M      F

2.	 Age

3.	 Years of experience as a babysitter

CAREGIVING EXPERIENCE

1.	 How long have you been a babysitter for this child? 

2.	 What are the daily caregiving tasks and responsibilities you have to do? 
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3.	 What is the age of the child? Does he/she have any special needs or medical 
conditions? 

4.	 What are the challenges of being a babysitter? How do you overcome them?

5.	 Why did you choose to become a babysitter?

6.	 What is your wage as a babysitter? How is it compared to the minimum wage? Do 
you have social and health insurance?

7.	 What are your working hours? Are they fixed or flexible? 

8.	 Were you hired through an agency or directly from the parents? If from an agen‑
cy, how does the contracting system work? If directly from parents, how did they 
reach out to you? 

9.	 How easy/difficult is to find a job as a babysitter? Is it an attractive profession? 

10.	To the extent that you know, why don’t parents enroll their children in nurseries/
kindergartens? Why do they prefer babysitters? 

CAREGIVER PROFESSIONAL BACKGROUND

1.	 What is your educational background? Do you have any previous profession‑
al experience in working with children? Were you trained by an agency to be a 
child’s babysitter? If yes, from who?

2.	 Did you have to obtain a license in order to be a babysitter? If yes, what were the 
requirements? 

3.	 Do you have to do something to maintain your license, e.g. to continue training 
and other qualifications?

4.	 How is your work monitored? By whom? 

Are there any other issues important to discuss about your experience that are not 
mentioned here.
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