
  

Ambassador Harris visiting one family in their home, June 25, 2012 
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“I was very impressed with the project, and the 
excellent cooperation between civil society and the 

local school and mayor. It is definitely one of the 
best interventions I have seen on this issue.” 

Martin Harris, UK Ambassador to Romania 
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PODARI COMUNA, DOLJ COUNTY 

 

Direct beneficiaries:  68 children age 3-6 
Braniste:  35 children    Livezi: 21 children   Podari:  12 children       
 
Indirect beneficiaries:  
12 local team members participated in project management training and got the experience of 
working together on a common goal 
60 parents had increased communication with teachers, became more cooperative and interested 
in their children’s education. 
 

 
The local team was so excited when this was announced that they did not want to wait until fall to start.  In 
June 2011, three teachers from Podari traveled to OvR’s training course in Dragaesti, Dambovita County.  
They learned about modern interactive teaching methods and dealing with special issues that arise with 
children from disadvantaged families. In August, nine teachers and 60 children participated in a two-week 
summer school program.  

At the end of August, the school director Marilena Andriescu 
participated in the Best Practice Conference in Predeal, where 
she met other teachers and shared experiences related to the 
summer workshops. This summer, 2012, two kindergarten 
teachers from Podari will organize summer programs that will 
prepare 30 disadvantaged 5 and 6 year olds for ‘clasa pregatitoare’ 
or first grade.  

 

The Mission and the Strategy 

Fiecare Copil în Grădiniţă (FCG) is designed to prevent early school abandonment by addressing the 
early education deficits of children born in extreme poverty. Quality preschool makes it possible for 
disadvantaged children to more successfully integrate in primary school at the same age, with similar 
skill-sets, as other children. The long-term goal of OvidiuRo (OvR) is to make early education standard 
public policy in Romania – a key step toward increasing the participation of disadvantaged individuals in 
the labor market.  Clearly, 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 especially when the poorest families live at the outskirts 
of the community. OvR 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 €12 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 have 
100% daily attendance (unless officially excused by a doctor or the teacher) and parents must attend a 
monthly parent-teacher meeting to receive the coupons.   

Maria Gheorghiu, OvR’s Executive Director, school director Marilena 

Andriescu and Cargill’s Ramona Ene at the American Ambassador’s 

Residence, August 29, 2011.   
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 “The summer programs were a new experience for us. It wasn’t easy, but we’ve put a lot of passion in it. We think 
that the summer programs brought the children and their parents closer to the school. For some of them, the daily 
snack was a true blessing.” (Podari teacher) 



4 

 

COMMUNITY BACKGROUND 

FCG is being implemented in three kindergartens in the Podari Comuna (a cluster of villages with one 
central administration), Dolj County: Braniste, Podari and Livezi. Marilena Andriescu, the school director, 
coordinates the program. Eleven local team members (school principal, six teachers, class assistant, social 
worker, school mediator and mayor) are involved. Even though there is no paid school mediator in the 
Comuna, the geography teacher has been trained and does the work of the school mediator as a volunterer. 
She and Marin Mitrica, the social worker, go in the community and visit the families. The class assistant, 
paid by the County School Inspectorate, helps Dana Florea, the preschool teacher from Braniste, to work 
daily with 35 children aged 3 to 6. In Podari, the Cargill grant allowed OvR to hire Anca Gheorghe, a part-
time social worker from Craiova to monitor the program activities and support the local coordinator with 
monthly data analysis and reporting. Anca visits the three kindergartens in Podari at least once a week 
when she meets with the teachers, checks the attendance or randomly visits the families in the program. 
The entire team meets once a month to discuss children’s attendance, reasons for which they missed 
kindergarten and plan for the next month.  

Almost 1000 of Podari’s 5840 inhabitants are severely impoverished, mostly illiterate, traditional Roma. 
They survive on social aid and occasional day labor. The parents of the children in the program completed, 
on average, four grades.  

In Podari and Livezi, Roma families are scattered throughout the village. According to the school director, 
the families from these two villages are more involved in their children’s education than in Braniste 
because they are not segregated and consequently interact more with their non-Roma neighbors. But the 
Roma parents from Braniste are making progress as well. In Braniste, the Roma families live in an enclave 
on the outskirts of the village, in an isolated compact area. In the beginning some mothers were afraid to 

send their children to gradinita because 
they had heard about organ stealing. 
However, due to the teacher’s 
involvement, (visiting the children at 
home and talking with parents if the 
preschoolers miss even one day) the 
monthly attendance was impressive. 
(Note: It took about three months for the 
parents to understand the program, trust 
the people who implement it, and get in 
the habit of bringing their children every 
day.) From December to May, over 90% 
of the Braniste children received food 
coupons at the end of the month because 
of their regular attendance.  

Ioana and her two preschool daughters participate at the Parents’ Day 

activities.  
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PARENT INCENTIVES LEAD TO MAJOR INCREASE IN GRADINITA ATTENDANCE 

Before FCG, only 92 of the 170 children in the 
community were enrolled in kindergarten 
(about 70 of them attended regularly). Most of 
the children who weren’t registered were 
Roma. In September 2011, all 177 children aged 
3-6 were registered in three kindergartens, 
thanks to the local door-to-door recruitment 
drive. Out of these, 68 children (38%) live in 
extreme poverty and qualify for our program – 
so they get food coupons of 50 lei per month if 
they come to preschool daily. Since FCG 
started, over 85% of these children received 
food coupons every month. The funds for the 
food coupons were provided by Cargill. 

 

One of the reasons that the poor 
children did not come to 
kindergarten before FCG is that 
they did not have the proper 
clothing. Through the project, 
the Local Council allocated 300 
lei per child for appropriate 
clothes and shoes. “We chose to 
double the recommended amount 
so that not having the right 
clothes can’t possibly deter 
attendance”, said Podari mayor, 
Constantin Gheorghita. The 
teachers verify if the children 
come to gradinita with the 
clothes they received and, in case 
they don’t for several days, the 
social worker checks if they still have them. For the next school year, the mayor, who was reelected in June, 
plans to allocate the same amount for clothes and shoes.  

Starting April 2012, OvR received a grant from GlaxoSmithKline to improve the health of children in FCG 
communities – as the main reason for absences of the children in the project is bad health. Through the 
health grant, the children in FCG in Podari Comuna will receive a kit for personal and home hygiene, which 
will be given to them during health and hygiene education sessions that teachers will do for parents and 
children starting September 2012. 

SYSTEMATIC OVERSIGHT IS ESSENTIAL 

Teachers are required to note the daily attendance by 10 o’clock. The OvR team conducted 62 spot checked 
and no discrepancies were found. All six teachers in Podari are certified and hold permanent positions. 
Cargill supported their work by covering the cost of education materials (at a rate of 15€ per child). The 
teachers got to choose the materials which were used commonly by all children in the class; this meant that 
teachers didn’t have to buy resources from their own money, which is common practice in Romania.  

In the first months of the project, the teachers were overwhelmed by the increased number of children in 
their classrooms. Some were hyperactive. Some did not speak Romanian. Dana Florea, the teacher from 

Now all the children in the program have appropriate clothes and shoes to come 

to kindergarten daily.   
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Braniste, says: “If you look at them now, you cannot believe that they are the same children who entered the 
class last September. Even though it is difficult to work with children of different ages and pay attention to the 
needs of each, I managed to do it! Some of them did not know how to hold a pencil and now they recognize 
letters and numbers.”    

PUBLIC AWARENESS 

Media Brunch. The public-private partnership between Podari local authorities, OvR and Cargill was 
launched in a meeting with the media in November 2011. This promoted FCG and publicized the fact that 
Cargill is making it possible for 68 impoverished children to go to gradinita every day. The event was widely 
covered in national and local media by 2 TV stations (TVR and TVS), a radio station (RRA Craiova), 5 
articles in newspapers (in Capital, Adevărul, Gazeta de Sud, Cuvântul Libertății, Ediție Specială) and a series 
of online articles (ziare.com, radiointact.ro, ghidolt.ro etc.). The media captured the essence of the 
program and its impressive results, as well as the CSR significance of Cargill’s investment in the education 
of its future employees.   

On December 1st, Romania’s National Day, ProTV featured influential people in a program called “From 
the Heart, for Romania”. In the show, Leslie Hawke, was followed through her visit in the community. 
The spot, that aired Hawke and Maria Gheorghiu, OvR’s co-founder, emphasized that even though FCG 
clearly makes a difference in the 20 communities where it’s in place, the need throughout Romania is great; 
in order to reach all poor children FCG methods should become national policy. The show can be seen 
here: http://www.ovid.ro/7397/din-suflet-pentru-romania-pro-tv-1-decembrie-2011/. 

Leslie Hawke-OvR, Ramona Ene-Cargill, the school director and vice mayor                                                                                        

answer the press’ questions related to the program.  

http://www.ovid.ro/7397/din-suflet-pentru-romania-pro-tv-1-decembrie-2011/
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Ambassador Harris discusses the FCG program with the local press and public authorities.  

Ambassador’s recognition.  Nine ambassadors to Romania (Austria, Finland, Germany, Italy, 
Netherlands, Spain, Switzerland, UK, and US) joined OvR in forming The Ambassadors’ Early Education 
Initiative 2012-2020 to raise corporate and government awareness of the importance of early education in 
the fight against poverty.  On June 25, UK Ambassador Martin Harris visited Podari and met the parents in 
the project to discuss the project’s impact and overall challenges in the Romanian preschool education 
system with the mayor and local project team.  It was a first for the local project team to hear words of 
appreciation for their work from an ambassador. 

 

THE FIRST YEAR  
 

The local team started the Podari program with a lot of enthusiasm – and ended the year with impressive 
results: ALL children between 3 and 6 were enrolled in gradinita and 90% of them attended regularly. 
Nonetheless, it was not an easy year for the implementation team. The additional work (monthly reports, 
increased number of children per class, frequent visits to families, and long, sometimes argumentative 
conversations with parents) and the strict methodology they had to adhere to brought some difficulties in 
communication. For several months the local coordinator’s monthly reports were incomplete and in March 
food coupons were given to some parents who had not fulfilled all the requirements. To avoid such 
situations, it was agreed that Anca Gheorghe, the part time social worker paid through the Cargill grant, 
would supervise the monthly food coupon distribution. For a period, the relationship between the project 
partners was strained, but the excellent results helped to overcome the difficulties. All the parties want the 
project to continue next school year. The mayor of Podari, Constantin Gheorghita, commented that the 
Local Council believes the problems of late enrolment and truancy really can be best addressed by focusing 
on preschoolers, saying, “It would be a shame to drop the program.”  School director Marilena Andriescu 
noted that she got to know the poor community better through this project than she did in the previous 
seven years that she has been school director.  She said that her relationship with the teachers became 
closer and she came to better understand the difficulties impoverished parents face. 


