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CORE ELEMENTS OF FIECARE COPIL IN GRADINITA:
Leadership & strategic thinking by local authorities and a proactive Local Action Group;

Door-to-door recruitment of children at risk for dropping out of school;

Teacher training in modern methods and strategies for working with disadvantaged children;

Parent engagement through incentives for daily preschool attendance of 3-5 year olds.
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“Initially parents had a hard time understanding why their kids should go to 
kindergarten, but once they started seeing the results, they got it.”

Lucel Coteanu, school director & FCG coordinator, 
Amarastii de Jos, Craiova, June 2012

“This project has done tremendous good. I saw the growth that 200 kids 
experienced just because we were able to motivate the parents 

to take their kids to kindergarten.” 
Jake Walters, Peace Corps Volunteer, Araci, Covasna, February 2012

 
“With one exception, all the children in the program last year who are now in 

‘clasa pregatitoare’ or first grade have excellent school attendance.”  
Ioana Mihalache, teacher & FCG coordinator, Tarlungeni, Brasov, June 2012
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Worldwide, human development experts agree that the single most important period for brain development 
is between birth and age 5 -- yet  only about 20% of severely disadvantaged children in Romania have 
ANY formal education before the age of six. Is it any wonder, even without factoring in the issue of 
discrimination, that fewer than 20% of Roma complete secondary education and fewer than 1% 
attend university?1 

Fiecare Copil in Gradinita (FCG) is designed to prevent early school abandonment. Quality preschool 
helps disadvantaged children 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 mental activity in early childhood is closely linked to success in school – 
and an educated workforce is vital to Romania’s economic future. 

Registering poor children for gradinita2 is not difficult but getting the kids to show up every day 
throughout the long winter is always a challenge. OvidiuRo (OvR) has been using food coupons to 
change poor children’s attendance patterns since 2007. Fiecare Copil in Gradinita 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 attend every day or have an officially excused 
absence and parents must attend a monthly parent-teacher meeting in order to receive the coupons.  

How Fiecare Copil  in Gradinita works:
A local team (comprised of the school director, preschool teachers, a social worker, and a school 
mediator) implements FCG under the auspices of the mayor and local council. To participate in 
FCG, the local administration is required to convene a “local action group” to approve the program 
and customize the implementation plan according to the local situation.  
The local council must allocate at least €35 per year per child for clothes and shoes for the children 
in the program.  
In addition to providing parent incentives for children’s regular attendance, OvR allocates €15 per 
child per year so teachers can purchase school materials of their own choosing.   
OvR also provides training and on-site consultation to the Local Action Group and implementation 
team, and organizes teacher training workshops in modern teaching methods. 

The program developers and local community implementation team members agree that FCG’s 
multi-dimensional approach is key to its success, and that the unprecedented extent of the success 
largely hinges on the economic incentives it offers parents for positive behaviour changes.  

Most programs advocating early education place a similar emphasis on pro-actively enrolling 
children at risk, informing parents about the importance of early education, and helping alleviate 
the hidden costs by providing clothes and school materials. However, Fiecare Copil in Gradinita is the 
only program in Romania (and one of the two in Europe3) that offers impoverished parents financial 
incentives linked to children’s daily attendance in preschool (a variation on the popular “conditional 
cash transfer” method increasingly used and studied in Latin America and Africa). It is these incentives 
to parents that are responsible for the dramatic increase in poor children’s attendance. Information 
and mediation are important but it is incentives that move significant numbers of poor parents to act.

In its 2012 report “Toward an Equal Start: Closing the Early Learning Gap for Roma Children in Eastern 
Europe”,  The World Bank cited Fiecare Copil in Gradinita as an exemplary program for its combination 
of three policy measures: information, mediation, and financial incentives to parents4.

1 In Romania, Roma children aged 5-6 lag far behind the non-Roma children in cognitive outcomes. Approximately a quarter of Roma 
children are able to identify ten letters of the alphabet while between 50-94% of non-Roma neighboring children can. ”Toward an Equal 
Start: Closing the Early Learning Gap for Roma Children in Eastern Europe”, 4 June 2012, The World Bank, p. 7  http://siteresources.worldbank.
org/EXTROMA/Resources/RomaECD_FinalReport.pdf  
2 Romanian for preschool and kindergarten
3 In Hungary, a conditional cash transfer program stimulates early preschool enrolment. ”Third, Fourth and Fifth Periodic National Report of 
Hungary under Article 44 of the Convention on the Rights of the Child”, 28 June 2012, Budapest
4 World Bank op cit p. 55
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I. SUMMARY
Fiecare Copil in Gradinita, launched by OvidiuRo and the Ministry of Education in 
July 2010, is being implemented in 38 kindergartens in 20 communities in 12 counties, 
where it has led to a dramatic increase in enrolment and attendance of impoverished 
children in preschool. Average regular attendance for children over the first two years of 
implementation was 83% – almost double their attendance rates before the program5. 

Since 2010, over 2,100 children who would not have benefited from any kind of formal 
early education before the age of 6, or who would have only attended occasionally 
and had major learning gaps, are now going to preschool regularly, acquiring the same 
information and skills as their better-off peers. In autumn 2012, the older ones had already 
progressed into ‘clasa pregatitoare’ 6 or first grade. Anecdotal reports indicate that the 
transition from preschool to primary school has been easier for FCG children who have 
had the benefit of two years of preschool than it was for the children who matriculated to 
primary school in 2011 with only one year of preschool ‘under their belts’.  

TARGET GROUP

The Fiecare Copil in Gradinita program is designed for 3-5 year old children living in rural and semi-rural 
areas. Program participation is based on three criteria: (1) 150 lei (€35) maximum monthly income per 
family member, (2) improper housing conditions, and (3) low education level of parents. Ethnicity is not 
a factor. Nonetheless, most of the families in FCG are generally considered to be of Roma descent and 
have been in dire poverty for generations7. On average, the parents have completed 4 grades; in some 
communities almost all parents are functionally illiterate. The families have an average of 4 children and it is 
not uncommon for 10 people to cohabit in a two-room dwelling. Most houses are in appalling condition: 
improvised roofs, broken or non-existent windows, heated by wood or open electric coils, and no running 
water, cook stoves, refrigeration or sanitation facilities. Children must walk on unpaved, often muddy 
pathways (in some cases more than 3 km) to gradinita. 

2010-2011: FIRST YEAR RESULTS  
Preschool enrolment increased from 1,990 children in 2009 to 2,370 children in 
2010 in the 19 participating communities. 

Social workers and school mediators identified 1,310 children living below the poverty 
line, and encouraged their parents to enrol them in preschool. On average, 81% of these 
children achieved unprecedented daily attendance records during the school year. 
At the beginning of the program in October 2010, 817 children (67%) attended daily. 
In May 2011, the percentage had risen to 83%. Some also observed that attendance of 
primary school students increased as well.

At a time when the total number of teachers was being reduced, the Ministry and School 
Inspectorates supported FCG by assigning 7 additional teachers to these communities to 
meet the increased enrolment. In addition, OvR hired 5 teacher assistants to help teachers 
work with children who speak Romani language.

165 children (aged 2-3) and their parents came to the Sotron module from March 
to June, to accommodate more easily to preschool, and 3000 children (aged 3-15) 
participated in Summer Programs organized by 290 teachers in July-August 2011.

 
5 Accurate daily attendance keeping is not standard practice so reliable statistics before FCG implementation are not available. Since 
teaching positions are based on enrolment & attendance, there is a tendency to overstate attendance numbers. This practice also 
increases the amount of snacks (”corn si lapte”) delivered.
6 Clasa pregatitoare, the pre-first grade year that Americans call ‘kindergarten’ was created by the Education Law of 2012. Children are 
now required to attend clasa pregatitoare by age 6 (and may not enter first grade without a year of pregatitoare).
7 In Romania, 90% of the Roma families live in severe poverty, compared to 54% of non-Roma families, and less than 20% of Roma youths 
have finished secondary education, compared to 65% of non-Roma youths - according to the 2012 FRA, UNDP and EC study ”The 
situation of Roma in 11 EU Member States”, p. 26, p. 15.
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2011-2012:  SECOND YEAR RESULTS
Eight new communities were added in September 2011, two in Dolj and Mures 
Counties, and one each in Sibiu, Alba, Vaslui, and Cluj Counties for a total of 20 
communities with 38 separate kindergartens.  

1,375 impoverished children, aged 3-6, qualified for FCG. 85% (1,165) of these 
children regularly attended preschool and received food coupons of €12 per month. 

170 children, aged 2-4, and their parents participated in  “Sotron Doi” - a two-
hour, once-a-week module to familiarize parents and children who are not yet enrolled 
in daily preschool with the school environment.

650 children, aged 3-14, participated in Summer School programs.

Over 1,000 impoverished parents with low education levels themselves, brought 
their children to preschool every day and participated in monthly educational activities 
with their children.

200 members of local teams (teachers, social workers, school and health mediators, 
school principals) participated in workshops to increase their teamwork and 
communication skills. 100 teachers participated in training sessions to enhance their 
teaching and better utilize classroom materials such as the Duplo cubes donated by 
the Lego Foundation.

11 new teachers, 8 teacher assistants, and 3 social workers were placed in 
FCG communities to accommodate the high number of children. The Ministry of 
Education covered teachers’ salaries, while OvR covered teacher assistant and social 
worker stipends where needed, and paid stipends to the 11 “Sotron Doi” teachers, and 
the 45 teachers who organized summer schools.

Virtually ALL FCG children aged 6-7 who had had a year of preschool were 
enrolled in the clasa pregatitoare or first grade in September 2012.8  Most principals 
have noted that these children’s attendance continued to be good. 

All 2011-2012 communities are continuing the program in the 2012-2013 school 
year.

8 School directors reported that the process was smoother than in previous years due to the frequent contact teachers had with FCG 
parents and to parents’ better appreciation of the importance of education.
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  2012 HIGHLIGHTS

The Ambassadors’ Early Education Initiative was formed in January 2012 by 
nine ambassadors to Romania (Austria, Finland, Germany, Italy, Netherlands, Spain, 
Switzerland, UK and USA) in support of OvidiuRo’s efforts to promote universal early 
education as the foundation for a competitive European workforce. The Ambassadors’ 
Early Education Initiative resulted in visits to FCG programs by the Dutch, German, and 
British Ambassadors as well as meetings with the County Council representatives in 
Constanta and Dolj. The British Embassy is sponsoring an FCG program in Dolj County 
with €10,000 for the 2012-2013 school year. 

A 3-year healthcare component was introduced in 18 FCG communities thanks to a 
€150,000 grant from GlaxoSmithKline.  

The World Bank preselected OvR for a 3-year Strategic Impact Evaluation (SIEF) grant. 

Sibiu and Covasna County Councils agreed in principle to co-finance FCG throughout 
their counties, starting September 2013. OvidiuRo identified 1,100 3-5 year olds in Sibiu 
and 500 in Covasna in need of the program.

Six local media events were held (in Brasov, Covasna, Constanta, Dolj, Sibiu) over 
the course of the year to increase media awareness about  the importance of early 
education for disadvantaged children and  FCG’s methodology for increasing their 
regular attendance in gradinita. The events were joint ventures with corporate sponsors 
and UNICEF. 

Public Service Announcements ran on 30 TV channels and 10 radio channels, stressing 
the importance of early education to Romania’s future workforce (March-October). An 
SMS appeal was added to the message in August.

OvR lobbied for public policy changes that encourage early education of children 
who are at high risk of dropping out of school, recommending that the government 
create a “preschool social scholarship program” based on the FCG model utilizing food 
coupons and that it clarify the legal status of food coupons so that they can become 
eligible for EU funding. 

First Prize in the Education Category was awarded to FCG at the Romanian Civil 
Society Gala.
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II. OUTCOMES AND CHALLENGES

After-eff ects: 
In the second year, 
attendance of fi rst 
graders from poor 
families who had 
benefi ted from FCG 
in preschool was 
reported to be higher 
than usual. In Araci, 
the school director 
noted that fi rst grade 
attendance increased 
20% compared to the 
previous school year. 

Attendance increase (2009 --> 2012)

+60%: Altina, Coroieni
+40%: Araci
+30%: Apold, Rosia, Intorsura Buzaului
+20%: Brateiu, Riciu, Gura Sutii, Podari

MORE IMPOVERISHED CHILDREN READY 
TO START SCHOOL BY AGE 6

“In the fi rst year, all children between 3 and 6 were identifi ed and registered. We had 143 
children in preschool, and almost half are in FCG; 90% of the children from these families 

were not in preschool for even one day in previous years.”  
Narcisa Covaci, primary school teacher & FCG coordinator, Riciu Comuna, Mures

 “When they fi rst arrived two years ago, these kids didn’t know colours or numbers 
and they didn’t interact with the other kids. Last year, this changed radically. The fact 
that they can play together, can formulate complex phrases and identify colours and 

numbers are the biggest achievements of this project,” 
Doina Gheorghe, preschool teacher & FCG coordinator, Gura Sutii, Dambovita

“In September 2011 six children from last year’s FCG program went to fi rst grade. They 
got used to school easily, and at a similar level as the other children. 

Teachers say they are only absent when they are ill.”    
Georgeta Dorobantu, preschool teacher & FCG coordinator, Potlogi, Dambovita

The fi rst year of FCG always marks an increase in preschool registrations and a large 
increase in attendance. In the second year, the increase is still noticeable as the 
more skeptical or negligent parents are infl uenced by their neighbours’ behaviour 
and the resulting food coupons.

Compared to the year before the program was implemented, the number of 
impoverished children enrolled in preschool doubled in one community, and 
increased by 20-40% in several others. Most importantly, attendance skyrocketed. 
Many local coordinators noted that FCG brought them by far the highest 
kindergarten attendance ever.

Regular attendance is especially important for children whose parents cannot read 
and write themselves. By motivating these parents to bring their children 
to preschool daily, the children learn new behaviours (how to stand in line, how 
to hold a book, how to ask permission) and over time the teachers’ work gets easier. 
The children get accustomed to the daily routine, to interacting with others, to 
being part of a group, all while accumulating the skills and knowledge they will be 
expected to have when they enter Clasa Pregatitoare at age 6.  

9
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Photo: Daniel Mihailescu, AFP A mother in Araci, taking her children to preschool

CHALLENGES TO CHILDREN: JUST GETTING THERE         
Distance   In many rural communities, the poorest families live outside the village 
proper.   The long muddy, rutted road to kindergarten is an additional obstacle to 
daily attendance. The fact that so many parents do make this trip (which often means 
walking a kilometer or more each way with small children in tow) shows that either the 
food coupons make a real difference or the parents’ awareness of the importance of 
early education has greatly increased, or more likely, both.

Health problems  Virtually all the children who qualify for FCG live in dismal third world 
conditions - without a nearby source of clean water, toilet facilities, or medical care. 
They live in cramped, overcrowded,  improperly heated,  jerry-rigged structures.  It is 
common for plastic or cardboard to cover the windows of rooms shared by half a dozen 
or more people and heated by makeshift stoves that continuously leak smoke into the 
room. These conditions have led to Romania having the highest rates of infant mortality 
and tuberculosis in Europe.  Frequent illness is exacerbated by the lack of access to 
medical care. Even when parents do manage to obtain a prescription, they often don’t 
have the cash on hand to buy medicines that are not free or for which the free supply 
has run out. Needless to say, these conditions lead to frequent absences from school. 
See page 18 regarding FCG’s new health component funded by GlaxoSmithKline.  

Temporary migration  Because parents cannot find work in their community, they 
often have to “tour the villages” to collect old iron or get any kind of day job, usually in 
agriculture. If there are no grandparents or close family for children to stay with, parents 
take them along – so they miss out on kindergarten, and later on, school. Such trips 
can last from a few days to weeks. Another increasingly common phenomenon is for 
families to make jaunts to Western Europe for the improved social services and ”work” 
opportunities. The FCG program is flexible in re-integrating these children when they 
return, but it makes for unfortunate disruptions.

Prejudice Although the level of blatant discrimination against Roma students 
has  diminished  somewhat over the past decade, there are still many teachers who 
doubt the learning potential of the severely disadvantaged children in their classrooms 
-- and consequently, do not work as diligently with those students. Getting high-risk 
children into the education system early so they don’t start primary school with major 
knowledge and skill  deficiencies  has important implications for changing teachers’ 
attitudes. It is one thing to tell a veteran teacher that all four-year-olds have great 
capacity for learning. It is much more powerful when they see it for themselves.

10
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B.  OUTCOME: PARENTS MORE COMFORTABLE WITH THE 
SCHOOL ENVIRONMENT

“Parents are very much involved. This is more visible in the second year – if before we felt 
they came because we obliged them to, now they enjoy being class assistants.”

Ioana Mihalache, teacher & FCG coordinator, Tarlungeni, Brasov

“Since the project started, parents’ involvement has really increased, they LIKE to come 
and assist in class. They even come when they don’t have to.” 

 Sorin Balaceanu, teacher & FCG coordinator Zizin village, Tarlungeni, Brasov 

“Parents come to me now and tell me what they need; I try to help them as much as I can, 
even if their problems are not always related to preschool.” 

Alexandra Marian, teacher & FCG coordinator, Brateiu, Sibiu

“Since going to school, my boys behave better. They even know some poems. 
God, I hope they have a better life than we do.” 

Aurica Koskodar, a mother in Araci interviewed by France Presse

Parents of children who are at risk for dropping out of school invariably have low rates of 
literacy and school attainment themselves.  Their own experiences with the system were 
largely negative and they tend to be either intimidated or easily angered when dealing with 
school personnel. Consequently, they sometimes respond in counter-productive  ways -- 
or avoid contact entirely. A very valuable element of FCG is giving teachers and parents 
the opportunity, over time, to get to know each other as individuals, rather than symbols.  

FCG parents are expected in class two days a month, once at “Parents Day” when there is a 
common educational activity with the children, and once as a teacher’s assistant – to help 
deal with the high number of children as well as to observe first hand what the teacher 
is actually doing. Parents escort children to the bathroom, help prepare the snack break, 
distribute materials etc. 

FCG teachers repeatedly report that their relationships with parents have improved greatly 
since the project started. When asked by OvR evaluators, the parents mostly talked with 
pleasure and sometimes amusement about their time spent in preschool and they readily 
admit that the skills their children are learning are important. 

Why Food Coupons?   

Parent incentives in the form of food coupons are central to FCG methodology: while €12 per month in any 
form is an inducement to rural impoverished jobless parents, the payment method – i.e. food coupons, is its 
own positive factor. The vouchers are better than cash because they are:

More acceptable as a form of social aid to other members of the community than cash 
Less fungible, and easier to track 
Directly linked to children’s welfare  

Accepted virtually everywhere in Romania, food coupons are also easier to manage than other types of 
incentives. Hot meals at school are out of the question because rural Romanian kindergartens have neither 
the facilities for food preparation nor access to registered suppliers. Most of the communities do not have a 
bank branch and the parents do not have bank accounts.

CHALLENGES TO FAMILIES: MAKING ENDS MEET
Poor parents usually cite lack of appropriate clothes as their first reason for not sending 
their children to preschool. Given the harsh winters, long distances, and the condition 
of the roads or walking paths, it is understandable that poor parents would opt to keep 
their children home when they don’t have proper shoes or outerwear. As part of FCG 
methodology, Local Councils commit to allocating 150 lei (€35) per child for clothes and 
shoes that are provided in autumn and spring. This allocation helps in getting the kids to 
school9 -- but it doesn’t ensure there is water to wash the clothes or bathe the children in, 
or that they have something to eat before school, or that they aren’t kept awake all night 
by the complications of having to sleep 3 or 4 to a bed. 

9 Buying the right size shoes and clothes for each child is a challenge, especially since there are no big shops in the villages. It is 
important that the team obtain shoes that fit, even if this means an extra effort. 

11
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                       TEACHERS WITH A SENSE OF PURPOSE

“The visits to the American International School were mindblowing. I liked 
EVERYTHING there - the teachers, the resources, the methods... I applied 

immediately elements from AISB in my class.”
Alexandra Marian, preschool teacher & FCG coordinator, Brateiu, Sibiu

 “I get satisfaction from knowing that I am contributing more now to my 
community. I managed to bring smiles on the faces of some 

very poor children, but also on their parents’ faces.”
Doina Gheorghe, preschool teacher & FCG coordinator, Gura Sutii, Dambovita

“The training had a powerful effect. Not only did I get to know the others better, 
but I found out some interesting things about myself.” 

Iuliana Pargaru, preschool teacher in Araci, Covasna

 “The kindergarten looks much friendlier now. Teachers don’t have to pay from 
their own pockets to buy school supplies – this is a big help, given all the other 

shortages the kindergarten faces.” 
Szilard Dullo, Araci, school director & FCG coordinator, Araci, Covasna

Preschool teachers are a young child’s first contact with the education system, and 
for many poor children, their first contact with the world beyond their own dirt path. 
These teachers are key to making children feel welcome, safe, and eager to learn. 
This is a special challenge in rural areas where many teachers are not qualified, their 
remuneration is tiny, and the probability of their staying in the school unlikely (as many 
hold temporary positions). Working with children who have not been talked to or 
played with very much, and never read to, is another challenge. 

A very positive outcome is teachers’ observations, especially in the second year, about 
the potential of the children who had previously been written off as slow learners.  

OvR annually conducts three workshops to help teachers, social workers and school 
mediators work more effectively with children from disadvantaged families and share 
with each other common problems as well as best practices. 

May: Two-week series of regional trainings run by an early education specialist from 
New York10 and OvR director Maria Gheorghiu. Topics: Methods to make children feel 
welcome, safe and challenged, and how to work with large numbers of young children. 

August: Three-day Local Coordinator Retreat combines training in FCG methodology 
with experience exchange and outdoor team building – as a reward for coordinators’ 
work throughout the year. In 2011 coordinators focused on project management; in 
2012 they discussed values, performance, and social responsibility.  

September: Step-by-step training for local team members to clarify the program 
activities and roles. (Team members also have the opportunity at this point to opt out 
of the program. So far, only one teacher has chosen to drop out.)

In 2012, OvR also organized: 
Training of Trainers session (with certification)
“Reflexive Practice” training for teachers
Two-week mentoring sessions in three resource centers (Castelu, Potlogi, and Rosia)
“Improve Your Team”, a series of seven workshops attended by 80 team members 

10 Betsy Grob first worked with Romanian teachers in a 1998 Step-by-Step training. She has returned many times to train teachers for 
OvR. See http://www.ovid.ro/en/6660/domnul-trandafir-la-%C8%9Bara-27-mai-2011 for a ProTV news about her 2011 workshop in 
Maramures.

C.  OUTCOME: 
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CHALLENGES TO TEACHERS: MORE WORK, SAME PAY

“The program started in the same period that our salaries were cut 25%. It’s hard to be 
motivated without a decent salary, especially since we teach children 

who are very difficult to integrate.” 
Teacher, Castelu (a village of over 150 severely impoverished 

Turkish-Roma children in Constanta)

“We are not used to having such a constant work rhythm. 
The volume of work is definitely higher than before.”

Silvia Bumbac, school principal and FCG coordinator in Intorsura Buzaului, Covasna

“Any activity on top of our usual workload is a value added, but also an added demand.” 
Doina Gheorghe, preschool teacher & FCG coordinator in Gura Sutii, Dambovita 

Workload  It is not unusual for FCG to double the daily attendance of children in 
preschool. Teachers may be working the same number of hours, but their work is more 
difficult because they have a higher number of poorly prepared children in their classes 
every day. The children are not used to paying attention or staying put for long. They 
may arrive in soiled clothes with dirty faces and hands, the younger ones may cry and 
disturb the whole group. And some children may wander in and out of the classroom 
to visit older siblings in the school or even to go home on their own. Allowing children 
to register during the course of the semester also adds to the work of the teachers who 
have to spend extra time with the new kids in order to facilitate their integration.

Teachers tend to consider the project “volunteer work” – and some resent not being 
paid extra for it. On the other hand, most teachers were actually more enthusiastic in 
their second year than they were in the first year: they have grown accustomed to the 
necessity of taking daily attendance, they know the parents better, and the parents, 
who have also acclimated to the project rules, are easier to work with. Satisfaction also 
depends on other team members’ level of professionalism and personal motivation, 
working conditions, and how high early education is on the local government’s agenda. 

Skill level   OvidiuRo tries to partially compensate by offering training opportunities to 
teachers, providing classroom educational resources, hiring class assistants where there 
are too many children in a class or where the FCG children speak Romani, and lobbying 
for new teachers to be approved by the School Inspectorates. Participation in the 
program also increases educators’ opportunities to obtain a “grade ranking” (gradatie 
de merit), which adds to their salary. 

Performance bonuses  For the 2012-2013 school year, OvR introduced a new system 
of modest bonuses to be awarded to local team members who demonstrate sustained 
involvement and good results. 

Home visits   One condition for teachers to qualify for a bonus is that they visit each child 
at home, once a year. First reports indicate that these visit can make a big difference in 
teacher empathy. 

“During my visit I noticed Antonio lives with his mother, two brothers and a baby sister in 
one room – and they all sleep on a couch for two people. Although they cook in the same 
room, it was clean and orderly. Antonio comes clean to preschool, too. Antonio’s mother 

apologized she didn’t have anything“to offer” me. I knew she was poor, but I never 
imagined it was that bad. Now I understand why Antonio rarely has a sandwich with him 

and he always wants to know ‘when do we eat?’...”
Amalia Gaman, teacher, Tarlungeni, Brasov

13
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LOCAL AUTHORITIES SET IN MOTION

“It gives me satisfaction to see that the project is actually happening in our 
community – which is something that only two people believed in when we applied.” 

Edit Naghi, primary school teacher & FCG coordinator, Apold, Mures

“The City Hall is now focused on kindergarten, thanks to the mayor’s meeting with 
other Covasna mayors involved in the project.” 

Szilard Dullo, school principal & FCG coordinator, Araci, Covasna

The involvement and continuous support of local authorities is critical for the 
program’s success. Where the mayor, school inspector and principal fully support 
the program, its impact is huge. This is not only a consequence of funding and 
human resource allocation. The crux is making early education of at-risk 
children a community priority. When that happens creative solutions are 
found. The teams implementing FCG are proof that by continually bringing early 
education issues to local attention, holding regular Local Action Group meetings, 
and circulating the initial positive results, the community starts to believe change 
is not only possible, but that THEY are making it. 

All the communities that participated in FCG the first year considered the program 
successful. Eighteen communities reapplied for the 2011 school year. One did not 
reapply and five were not accepted, mostly due to local capacity and/or lack of 
interest at the top.11 They were replaced by three new communities and three 
extensions in connected villages. All the 2011 communities chose to continue in 
2012 and one new community was added (Budila, Brasov).

CHALLENGES TO LOCAL AUTHORITIES: BUSINESS AS USUAL
Space shortages remain a problem, although the evidence shows that where 
there is a will, there is a way. In Araci (Covasna), lack of space  was the primary 
reason only 85 of the 200 preschool-age children were enrolled before FCG. To 
accommodate more children, the principal transformed a storage room into a 
classroom and organized afternoon groups. In the second year, the number of 
children increased even more – two more teachers were needed, and an extra 
classroom was set up in an adjacent building. In total, the Covasna School 
Inspectorate approved four new  teachers  in Araci, and one in the village of Hetea. 
Even so, there’s still not space for the 3-year old children. 
In Zizin, Tarlungeni Comuna, preschool was held in the church attic. After FCG 
started and attendance increased, the principal found another solution: to organize 
transport to the next village where there was an empty school house.  Examples 
like these indicate that principals will go out of their way to find solutions when 
their efforts are part of a larger community effort and they are supported by their 
superiors. 

Selection criteria  Drawing a clear and unwavering “poverty line”  is always fraught 
with disputes. OvR uses criteria similar to public welfare, but is more lenient in 
allowing undocumented families to participate. On the other hand, OvR’s strict 
housing criteria disqualifies some borderline families – but the need for objective 
criteria and consistent interpretation of the rules prevails. In poor communities 
where there is little variation of income and living standards, including only the 
most destitute children can also cause conflicts.  

11 Reasons for discontinuing program: unsatisfactory end-of-year attendance audit, pronounced  teacher  dissatisfaction with lack 
of remuneration,  desire for lower selection threshhold, coordinator  going on leave without an assigned replacement, early educa-
tion  for impoverished  children not at the heart of local strategy.

D.  OUTCOME: 
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Politics  Mayors are  susceptible  to constituency  pressure - especially in election years 
-- from better-off parents who object to having their child’s kindergarten flooded with 
poor Roma children. Frequent changes of school inspectors and principals create 
uncertainty and sometime undermine the rate of progress. Like most progressive 
social measures, early education for the poor is not a turn-key system. Success requires 
consistent longterm commitment over multiple administrations. 

CHALLENGING THE STATUS QUO

Procedures for hiring teachers   

“It is hard to build a good team when teachers change every year. Often, in 
such a difficult community as ours, the focus is on conflict resolution rather 

than collaboration. OvR’s team training helped to identify our communication 
problems, but we weren’t able to completely overcome them.” 

Radu Uglea, teacher & FCG coordinator, Ponorata village, Coroieni, Maramures 

The  Romanian  education  system divides  teachers  in two categories: “titulari” and 
“suplinitori”. “Titulari” obtain a permanent teaching position based on an exam. If the 
“titulari” teachers prefer to work in a different school, they can do that, but no one 
else can be hired as “titular” in their place. The “suplinitori” teachers can be qualified or 
unqualified, depending on who is willing to take the job (many remote villages have 
unqualified teachers); they are allocated to schools on an annual basis, while permanent 
positions can be blocked for years by the official titular holder. Thus principals in many 
rural communities have a new team each year, often with unqualified teachers. The 
2011 National Education Law gave schools more freedom in choosing teachers, but the 
procedures are still centralized and the results are still far from satisfactory.

Attendance record-keeping

Timely and accurate attendance records are not the norm in Romanian gradinita, in part 
because gradinita is not mandatory. In fact, the Annual National Report for Education 
(Raportul privind starea invatamantului) includes only ‘enrolment’ as an indicator for 
preschool participation levels.

Kindergarten classes officially start at 8:00 and end at 13:00. OvR requires teachers to 
accurately fill out an attendance form by 9:00 each morning. Teachers tend to see this 
as an unnecessarily bureaucratic procedure, rather than a reliable way to track children’s 
daily attendance and help parents develop the habit of bringing children on time. Their 
resistance may have deeper roots in the old habit of inflating attendance rates in order 
to justify their position.

Teachers also tend to leave the attendance sheet blank for children missing at 9:00, 
hoping they will eventually show up. OvR representatives conduct frequent spot-
checks of the attendance reports. An infraction results in a warning to the local team; a 
second infraction results in OvR’s withholding the monthly allotment of food coupons 
for the class in question – and giving the local community a choice: (1) to cover the 
cost for the food coupons  from local funds, or (2) not to give food coupons to any of 
the children that month, and explain to parents the reason. Although highly unpopular, 
this approach seems to be the only way to show both teachers and parents that the 
rules are inviolable. Otherwise, habits don’t change and exceptions become the rule. 
The principal’s involvement, cooperation and support are key to smooth enforcement 
of this important element of the program.
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Weak inter-agency collaboration

This program involves something of a small-scale revolution – it changes the way 
parents relate to education, the way teachers relate to impoverished and/or Roma 
children, the way public employees work together in addressing a common problem, 
and the way individuals see their role as agents of change in their communities.   

Although the need for continual communication, both between local team members 
and between the team and OvR, sometimes challenges the team’s patience, over 
time, teachers get accustomed to calling the school mediator to check on absent 
children, the social worker more promptly completes family evaluations,  and  the 
coordinator and teachers  automatically schedule  monthly meetings – and the 
benefits to the children become obvious.

One of the most positive outcomes is the empathy that has developed towards 
families who are facing a multitude of problems due to poverty, poor health and 
lack of education. Teachers begin to make observations, especially in their second 
year, about the potential of children whom they had previously written off as slow 
learners.12

12 On the other hand, the children’s welfare is still not always the top priority.  In one community, the attendance spot check revealed 
that the teacher was in another room preparing a buffet for the school inspector while 40 children were crowded into a classroom 
supervised by an untrained assistant. In another community, children did not receive the “corn si lapte” on Mondays. Teachers had 
never mentioned that on Mondays class adjorned early because the children couldn’t concentrate all morning without a snack. The 
principal explained that on Mondays the snack was  always delivered late to their isolated community, but she noted that the children 
got two portions on Fridays. What would have been unacceptable for the teachers’ own children was ok for these kids. 
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A LONG-TERM AND WIDESPREAD STRATEGY 
TO CLOSE THE EARLY EDUCATION GAP

“When FCG becomes educational policy, I’ll be proud that I was among the first to 
implement the program.” 

Szilard Dullo, FCG Coordinator, Araci & Hetea, Covasna

“In 2009, our kindergarten had four groups; now we’ve reached to nine groups. We 
managed the impossible since FCG started. I had been sounding the alarm for six 

years before the program, but nobody seemed to hear.” 
Antoneta Prodan, Castelu principal, quoted in Cuget Liber newspaper, Constanta, 

June 2, 2012

2012 was OvR’s biggest year in terms of local awareness building. Six “Media 
Day” events, supporting OvR’s national public awareness campaign to promote the 
importance of early education, attracted 42 journalists and generated 113 media 
appearances, including 16 printed articles, 71 online appearances, 10 radio news items 
or shows, 16 TV news spots or shows and one press agency report.

FCG media events, always conducted in a participating kindergarten and including 
a neighbourhood tour, have proved to be an effective way to bring journalists and 
local audiences closer to the reality of the poverty in their own geographic area, which 
is often hidden and unacknowledged. They also reward the efforts of the local team 
members, who usually work without any public recognition. A France Presse reportage 
in April 2012 praising the excellent  work done  by the Araci team was featured around 
the globe, from Europe to New Zealand, Pakistan, and Canada13. A news feature by the 
French television Canal Plus in Potlogi in September illustrated FCG as an effective and 
successful social intervention addressing the Roma issue.

Starting with Carrefour in 2011, three of OvR’s corporate “Major Investor” partners have 
sponsored media events organized by their PR firms. Cargill hosted events in Dolj near 
its headquarters and GlaxoSmithKline sponsored events in Covasna and Bucharest. 
ProTV ran a special half hour feature on the Podari program on Romania’s National Day, 
Dec. 1, 2011.

A UNICEF grant of $14,000 allowed OvR to organize ten Local and County Action 
Group meetings, five training sessions for the local teams, and five local media events 
to increase the program’s supporter base in these communities.  

Officials of both Sibiu and Covasna Counties agreed that FCG is an extremely effective 
program, and that they want to invest in scaling it up at county level starting in the 
2013-2014 school year. OvR visited 32 poor villages in the two counties, meeting 
with parents, principals and teachers. OvR estimates that at least 1,100 children in 
Sibiu and 500 in Covasna would be eligible for FCG. With the School Inspectorates, 
OvR submitted official proposals to the County Councils for public co-financing. 
Discussions were interrupted over the summer by local elections and overall political 
turmoil, but were restarted in the fall. In October 2012 FCG was introduced as a priority 
in the Sibiu County Strategy – an important first step that sets up the strategic basis 
for fund allocation.

13 www.ovid.ro/News/TV/ France Presse, April 2012 - Kindergarten is key to fight Roma poverty
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III. 2013-2019 AND BEYOND
 

2012-2015 GSK HEALTH COMPONENT

“In Ponorata, during the winter the children were very ill and parents brought 
the children to school sick. We thought it was better for children to stay in 

kindergarten as long as possible, as the conditions in the kindergarten are much 
better than in their homes. Still, this puts everybody at risk.”

 Radu Uglea, teacher and program coordinator, Coroieni, Maramures

In  2012 OvidiuRo was selected by GlaxoSmithKline to participate in a regional EU 
Roma Health initiative. GSK’s 3-year €150,000 grant adds a health component to Fiecare 
Copil in Gradinita. This grant allows FCG communities to determine and address the 
most pressing health needs of their high-risk young children. 

It is common knowledge that poor health adversely affects children’s overall 
development and increases school absenteeism, but as the OvR team looked more 
closely into the healthcare of children in FCG, it was evident that:

Few had ever had a routine medical check-up;
Vaccination rates were very low (in some  cases  20%, compared  to the Health 
Ministry’s 95% recommendation for communities); 
If medicines were not available locally for free, they were done without;
Many local administrators and doctors  were unaware of legislation and  Ministry 
of Health rulings that could substantially benefit the poor, e.g, communities’ rights 
to health mediators and school doctors.  

The specific objectives of the grant are to:
Facilitate vaccinations and regular check-ups;
Educate parents about infectious disease prevention, hygiene and nutrition;
Facilitate communication between local health mediators and family doctors; 
Enable impoverished parents to purchase medicine, vitamins, and hygiene 
products;
Encourage mothers‘ gynaecologic exams and use of contraceptives  for family 
planning. 
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B SUSTAINING FCG UNTIL IT BECOMES PUBLIC POLICY

OviduRo’s annual €600,000 budget allocates €475,000 to direct services and €125,000 
to public awareness, fundraising and administration. Until 2012, approximately 85% 
was funded by the corporate sector. Economic uncertainty significantly decreased 
the corporate sector’s contribution in 2012. Fortunately, the American non-profit, The 
Alex Fund, was able to make up the shortfall so that none of the programs had to be 
dropped in September 2012. 

Documenting results   The development of a robust database to track children in FCG 
has been a three-year labor-intensive process that still is not complete. The point has 
been reached whereby children’s gradinita attendance is tracked but OvR still doesn’t 
have a mechanism to keep track of outcomes for children who age out of the program. 
In order to make a convincing case to the government, it is imperative that the results 
be captured and quantified, and implementation problems identified and candidly 
addressed.

World Bank Strategic Impact Evaluation (SIEF) OvR  is currently collaborating with 
the World  Bank,  the Ministry  of Education,  the Roma Education Fund, and researchers 
from Poverty Action Lab (Paris) and the University of California at Berkley, in designing 
and securing implementation funding of approximately €900,000 per year for a major 
randomized controlled study. This academically rigorous evaluation will be the first 
of its kind in Europe: a comparison of the efficacy of conditional cash transfers linked 
to preschool attendance with other types of interventions in increasing preschool 
attendance and basic skill acquisition by Roma children. It will involve approximately 
2,000 children living in 200 non-urban communities. The results will be used to provide 
evidence to drive the development  of efficient early education policies.

Long-term support   One of the major impediments to scaling up successful grassroots 
social programs is that funders – from huge governmental entities to corporate HR 
departments, feel compelled to spread their wealth around, rather than objectively 
and painstakingly evaluate outcomes to increase their investments in the ones that are 
actually making a difference. 

Civil society support  OvidiuRo has a growing support base in college students and 
young urban professionals. The 2012 Public Service Announcements, emphasizing the 
importance of educating the poorest members of society for Romania’s future, were 
targeted largely to this demographic audience. The response on social media was 
encouraging and is becoming a core component of OvR’s communication strategy.

EU support  OviduRo has been precluded from EU Social Fund resources in the past 
because a key component of its methodology (parent incentives in the form of food 
coupons) was not recognized in the POSDRU Application Guidelines. In the fall of 2012 
OvR was invited to take part in the consultations for the 2014 EU programming period 
being jointly held by the Ministries of Labour, Health, and Education.  

Ministry of Education support High-ranking individuals in the Ministry are keenly 
aware of the importance of early education and have long been supportive of the 
FCG strategy, co-signing correspondence to local authorities, promoting FCG on their 
website, and supporting the Inspectorates in implementing the project. To date, no 
funding has been allocated from the Ministry for the program.
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C 2013-2020 NATIONAL SCALE-UP PLAN:     

OvidiuRo’s strategy is based on the following premises: 
To remain competitive among European countries and flourish in the world economy, 
Romania must better educate its rural, impoverished, and marginalized children.
Romania’s Roma and rural children are its greatest untapped natural resource and present 
a potential addition to the Romanian work force of over 2 million adults by 2050.
Child development and brain research has established that quality early education is 
essential in order for children to reach their full intellectual potential and obtain the skills 
required by 21st century economies.
The single most efficient way to integrate at-risk children in early education programs is by 
providing their parents with financial incentives.
Providing a critical mass of under-privileged children with a good start requires national 
government intervention.

OvidiuRo proposes the following steps for making the core elements of Fiecare Copil in Gradinita 
a national program by 2020:

OvR continues current programs, collects longitudinal data, and continuously improves 
the implementation methodology in the 20 communities where it is currently running 
with private funding. 
World Bank SIEF evaluation results (2014-2016) provide material evidence for universal early 
education.
Gradual expansion with government funding.

National scale-up National 
- year 1 - 
communities 
that apply

National 
- year 2 - 
communities 
that apply

National 
- year 3 - 
communities 
that apply

National - 
year 4 - all 
childrenPilot with 

government 
funding in each 
EuroRegion

3 counties/
EuroRegion1 county/

EuroRegion

Expansion with 
local government 
funding in current 
FCG counties

SB, CV

1600
children

SB, CV

1600 
children

SB, CV

1600
children

Continue FCG in 
20 communities 
(1400 children)

2013-
2014

2014-
2015

2015-
2016

2016-
2017

2017-
2018

2018-
2019

2019-
2020

LOCAL IMPLEMENTATION
 Budget  per child

1. Personnel

Teachers School

Local coordinator School

School mediator Township

Social worker Township

2. Direct program costs

Food coupons (12€ x10 months) €120

School supplies €15

Clothes and shoes for children €35

Summer program €35

Parent meetings     €10

Other €10

Local costs per child: €225

1

2

3

4

5
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  Fiecare Copil in Gradinita community participation criteria:

High level of extreme poverty: In most rural areas, the majority of people are just scraping by, 
but this program is only for children living under the poverty line in substandard conditions, whose 
parents have low levels of education.    

Strong commitment and skill level of local team: Communities must exhibit both commitment 
to the goal of getting every child in gradinita AND demonstrate that they have the human capital 
to do so. (By matching corporate sponsors and communities, OvR can sometimes help defray costs 
with targeted Corporate Social Responsibility funds.)

Coherence of local early education strategy: renovated kindergartens and previous eff orts at 
getting poor children into early education programs are signs that the local authorities sincerely 
want to address the under-education of the poorest children. OvR looks for communities whose 
strategy goes deeper than simply wanting to raise the number of children in the kindergarten. An 
appreciation of the complexity of the issues and a willingness to tackle the obstacles, in whatever 
form they take, is important for success. 

Large number of disadvantaged children in concentrated areas, rather than dispersed 
throughout the community, get priority consideration. Because the “ghettoized” poor are both 
geographically and economically marginalized, there are virtually no educated role models among 
them. Also, the power of peer pressure works wonders when a few of the more respected members 
of the enclave “get with the program”.

1

2

3

4

APPENDIX B: FCG ANNUAL TIMELINE

APPENDIX D: LEGAL AND STRATEGIC CONTEXT
The European Commission advocates for early education and care (ECEC) to reduce school abandonment, 
poverty and social exclusion.  In its February 2011 Communication, the Commission concluded that “ECEC has 
an important role to play in reducing early school leaving.  Key challenges as well as possible solutions in this 
fi eld should be highlighted in Member States’ National Reform Programmes to address Europe 2020 priorities. 
The need to learn from good practice and experience across the EU, and so  improve the quality of policy in 
ECEC, is pressing.” Subsequently, EU Education ministers endorsed the EC plan and launched a process of policy 
co-operation among Member States. 
Romania’s 2011 National Education Law addresses early childhood education as follows:  

Article 23 incorporates pre-school education (age 0-3) in the education law for the fi rst time
Article 28(2) assigns public authorities with responsibility for the step-by-step increase in the availability of 
preschool in their communities;
Article 23(b) introduces a mandatory preparatory year (“Clasa Pregatitoare”) for 6 years old;
Article 58 recognizes the importance of recreational, after-school, free time, and remedial activities, and
Article 12(1) mentions that the State supports preschool children with special needs.

APPENDIX C: COMMUNITY SELECTION

Activities Jan Feb Mar Apr May Jun Jul Aug Sept Oct Nov Dec 

Local coordinators meeting & 
training 

FCG training for local teams 

Preschool recruitment and 
registration drives 

Local Action Group meetings 

County & National Strategic Action 
Group meetings 

Trial month for new communities 

Attendance monitoring 

Reporting 

Teacher trainings 

Șotron educational programs 
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County         

15

Comuna/City      

28

Village/Kindergarten     

51

Number of children in FCG

 2010 - 2011  
1241

2011 - 2012 
1377

2012-2013 
1330*

Alba Cugir Prichindel, Voinicel 21 43

Bacau Bacau Stefanita 18 12 14

Buhusi Gradinita nr. 5, Gradinita nr. 8 51 49 47

Brasov Sacele Sacele A, B 187

Tarlungeni Tarlungeni 88 76 61

Tarlungeni Zizin 54 95

Budila Budila 85

Bucuresti Bucuresti Pangarati 30 39 13

Cluj Cojocna Cojocna 47 38

Constanta Castelu Castelu, Nisipari 92 136 80

Covasna Intorsura 
Buzaului

Floaroaia Mica 65 58 42

Haghig Haghig, Iaras 67

Valcele Araci 114 145 143

Valcele Hetea 48 43

Dambovita Vizuresti Vizuresti 27

Gura Sutii Gura Sutii A, B, Sperieteni 32 40 44

Potlogi Potlogi, Podu Cristinii 31 38 24

Dolj Amarastii de Jos Ocolna 82 83

Podari Podari, Livezi, Braniste 65 54

Harghita Balan Floare de Colt, Licurici 52

Maramures Coroieni Ponorata 64 57

Mures Band Band 109

Apold Apold, Daia, Vulcan 46 47

Riciu Riciu, Coasta Mare, Ulies, Sinmartinu 
de Campie

53 58

Salaj Jibou Gradinita nr. 3 70

Sibiu Altina Altina 41 31 31

Brateiu Brateiu 40 45 43

Rosia Rosia, Waldorf, Nou, Casolt, Cornatel 63 133 135

Vurpar Vurpar 42 55

Vaslui Vaslui Rediu, Gradinita nr. 22 61 52

*Decrease due to 6 year old children being enrolled in Clasa Pregatitoare
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