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“Before there were only 
5 or 6 children in the 
whole kindergarten 

during the winter, this 
school year the 

attendance was 
impressive – 

 45 or even 50 children”. 
 

Iosif Lako, local coordinator 
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This house belongs to one of the families in Cojocna 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Cojocna Comuna, Cluj County 

Direct beneficiaries:   51 children aged 3-6 

Indirect beneficiaries:  
7 local team members participated in project management training and got the experience of working 
together on a common goal 
45 parents had increased communication with teachers, became more cooperative with school authorities 
and interested in their children’s education. 
 

 

 

Fiecare Copil in Gradinita is being implemented 
in one kindergarten in Cojocna “Comuna” (a 
cluster of villages with one central 
administration). Iosif Lako, the school mediator 
and the president of the Committee for Education, 
Health and Culture in the Local Council, 
coordinates the program. Seven local team 
members (program coordinator, school principal, 
two teachers, teacher assistant, social worker and 
mayor) are involved.  Both teachers were new to 
the kindergarten in September 2011: for Adina Pop 
it was the first year teaching, while Antoaneta 
Morun had only been a secondary school teacher 
before and had no experience with 3 year-old 
children. Cristina Lako, a young Roma woman 
trained as a health mediator, began working alongside the teachers to help them communicate with the 
children, as many of them speak mainly Romani. Except for Cristina, who was hired by OvidiuRo for this 
project and receives a small stipend, nobody else from the local team receives any extra pay. At first, there 

The Mission and the Strategy 

Fiecare Copil în Grădiniţă (FCG) is designed to prevent early school abandonment. Ultimately the 
goal is to increase the participation of disadvantaged individuals in the labor market by addressing the 
early education deficits of children born in extreme poverty. Quality preschool makes it possible for 
disadvantaged children to successfully integrate in primary school at the same age, with similar skill-
sets, as other children. OvidiuRo’s long-term goal is to make early education standard public policy in 
Romania – because an educated workforce is vital to Romania's economic future.  

Registering poor children for grădiniţă is not difficult but getting the kids to show up every day 
throughout the long winter is always a challenge. OvidiuRo has been using food coupons to change 
poor children’s attendance patterns since 2007. The FCG program incentivizes parents to get their 
children to preschool on a daily basis by offering $16 worth of food coupons for the child’s regular 
attendance each month. Children qualify for the program based on family income, living conditions, 
and parents’ education level. Children must attend every day or have an officially excused absence and 
parents must attend a monthly parent-teacher meeting in order to receive the coupons.    
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was not a good cooperation with the social worker who was late doing the social enquiries, but OvR’s team 
training in September helped clarify everybody’s responsibilities in the project.    

The partnership between Ovidiu Rom, the kindergarten and the Cojocna Town Hall began in September 
2011 when all 105 impoverished children aged 3-6 were registered for kindergarten thanks to the local 
door-to-door recruitment drive, headed by Lako. Fifty-one of the children in preschool qualify for our 
program; all except one are of Roma descent.  

The rural settlement offers few opportunities for a steady income; occasional field labor and collection of 
old iron are the main sources of work. Most of the parents do not qualify for other types of labor because 
of their lack of schooling (many have 4 grades or even less); they depend on social aid and day labor. In 
Cojocna, the poorest families are located in two areas, both are more than a kilometer away from the 
kindergarten.  

The unpaved and muddy country road makes it difficult even for cars to climb the 2950 feet hill where 
some of the families live. It takes about half an hour or even more to get to the kindergarten by foot, 
making school attendance onerous during winter. In January and February, when the weather conditions 
were particularly harsh, the children living far away from the kindergarten couldn’t come because 
temperatures fell below 5 degrees Fahrenheit /-15 Celsius. The long distance children have to walk to 
kindergarten, improper clothes and shoes and children’s frequent ailments are the main reasons for 
absences. The highest preschool attendance rate in Cojocna (77%) was registered in December when they 
received clothes and shoes from the Local Council. 

Parent Incentives Lead to Major Increase in Gradinita Attendance 

Before the program, only 75 of the 110 children in the community were enrolled in preschool and 
kindergarten and only a quarter of them attended regularly. According to the local coordinator, there were 
a few days when the teachers did not show up.  

Thanks to the project, the total number of 
enrolled children (not just FCG kids) 
increased from 75 to 105 and daily 
attendance doubled. Food coupons are 
clearly motivating poor parents to send 
their children to kindergarten daily – 
comparing to last year when only 7 of the 
children who qualified for FCG were 
enrolled, and their attendance rate was 
very low.  

Although progress is significant, Cojocna 
is a difficult community and this school 
year its average attendance rate was the 

lowest from our 20 communities. We believe this is also due to the low quality of education provided by 
one teacher1 (who will be replaced starting September 2012).  

                                                           
1
 Unfortunately, the public education system in Romania allows directors no control over teachers hired in their schools (as 

teachers obtain their positions through the School Inspectorates, following a public contest), and very little control over the 

performance of teachers in school. In Cojocna, parents and even children accused one of the preschool teachers that she often 

screams at the children, and that sometimes she even hits them. At the same time, the teacher assistant suspected that the 

teacher was stealing soap from the school. However, since none of this could be proven, the director was not able to take action. 

In addition, the human element prevented the project team from taking the case forward to the School Inspectorate, after they 

found out that the teacher in question, suffers from cancer.  
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The attendance rate was also influenced by a measles outbreak in spring which affected 30 children in 
primary school and kindergarten. A GlaxoSmithKline grant (covering 2012-2014) and more involvement of 
a health mediator should help to reduce the health-related absences next school year.  

Systematic Oversight is Essential 

Every teacher is required to take daily attendance by 10 o’clock. It is essential to follow this procedure daily 
so at the end of the month, only those children who attend school regularly receive food coupons. The 
OvR team (qualified social workers and teachers) visit the schools frequently, advising the local 
coordinator, assisting the teachers, checking records and randomly visiting participating families in their 
homes. Ten spot checks were conducted before June 2012. In the beginning small mistakes in keeping 
attendance according to OvR methodology were frequent; after a while, both the teachers and the teacher 
assistant paid more attention and were stricter about writing down attendance, so problems diminished. 

Parent involvement 

Each month, the parents were required to come to preschool for a day of activities with their children on 
“Parents Day”. Parents also had a schedule in order to come and help the teachers once a month. 48 
parents got involved in their children’s education. All the families in the program are extremely 
impoverished and should qualify for social aid, but not all receive it because they don’t renew their papers 
every three months, as required by law. To do this, they have to go to Cluj (the closest city) and often they 
don’t have money for the bus. (Catch 22)  Both the teachers and the parents of the children who came 
regularly say that they behave better, learned Romanian and how to behave in school. This is a huge 
improvement from September, when the same children had no idea of the expectations for class 
behaviour, cried frequently and often wandered out of class. 

 

 

Parents attending classes with their children in Cojocna 

Parents signing for the food coupons in Cojocna 
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Next steps 

The Cojocna community has still a lot of work to do before they will be happy with their results in terms 
of attendance rates. These are the main points they plan to address in the next school year:  

 Raise the $45 per child allotment for clothes and shoes to $61, and find a better system for 
purchasing these items, so they are available when children need them (much earlier than 
Christmas and Easter) and they better match the children’s sizes. (This school year, the process 
didn’t go well because Cojocna doesn’t have a clothing store, and it was impossible to take all the 
children on a trip to Cluj to try on clothes and shoes. The school director and Mr. Lako went to a 
lot of trouble to find a good supplier who was willing to bring the products to Cojocna. However, 
some parents complained that the sizes of clothes and shoes for their children were way too big, so 
they still didn’t serve their purpose of helping the children go to school in cold or muddy weather).  

 Pave road for better access to the kindergarten. 

 Obtain a kindergarten bus.  

 Motivate and train the new teacher, so that her class is welcoming and parents who were 
disappointed by the previous teacher regain trust. 

Given the local team’s motivation and the local authorities’ support, we believe that the impact of the 
program will increase as long as we can find the funds to continue it.   

Iolanda Burtea 
July 4, 2012 


