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Executive Summary
The program
The program Fiecare Copil în Gradiniţa (Every Child in Preschool, FCG) is designed to increase
early education enrollment and attendance, and by so doing to correct the root causes of school
abandonment. The program (1) organizes communities to prioritize early education and (2)
incentivizes impoverished parents to send their 3- to 5-year-old children to kindergarten. At its
inception in June 2010, the program reached out to ca. 1300 children in 13 municipalities. Now this
number has grown to ca. 2500 children in 45 municipalities.
FCG offers food coupons, worth 50 RON per child per month, to eligible families with children of
kindergarten age in the localities where it operates. Initial eligibility depends on certain poverty
criteria, and each month families receive food coupons if they comply with the program conditions.
The conditions are that (1) the child must attend kindergarten regularly, and (2) at least one parent
must participate in kindergarten activities at least once per month, as well as be present for the
monthly parents’ meeting. In each municipality where it operates, FCG helps set up a local action
group made up of local decision makers, teaching staff, and social services personnel, which handles
various aspects of the implementation of the FCG program. In addition, FCG offers teacher trainings,
requires public officials to intensify parent counseling, works with teaching staff to ensure accurate
attendance monitoring, and supplies kindergartens with educational materials.

This evaluation
In 2015, the implementing organization Asociaţia OvidiuRo (OvR) decided to commission an impact
evaluation of the FCG program, in order to (a) be able to convincingly demonstrate the assumed
impact of the program to policy makers and potential donors, as well as to (b) identify ways to
improve the implementation of the program. The guiding research question of the impact evaluation
is:

What is the impact of the FCG program on children’s enrollment, attendance and
performance in school, after they graduate from preschool and the FCG program?

The evaluation has two research goals. The primary goal is an assessment of FCG’s impact on
enrollment and attendance of beneficiary children in primary school. An assessment of the program’s
impact on enrollment and attendance in kindergarten is conducted to support the credibility of these
findings. Secondly, the evaluation identifies contextual factors and processes that are likely to affect
the impact of the program. This assessment also allows us to give a qualitative answer to the question
how the program brings about changes in enrollment and attendance of poor children.
Evaluation approach, methods and limitations
The impact evaluation is based on two bodies of evidence: (i) 172 semi-structured interviews with
local education stakeholders in 16 rural and semi-urban municipalities in Romania, as well as (ii)
primary and secondary quantitative data sources on educational outcomes and socio-economic
indicators, at the municipality and individual level, in 13 program and 26 comparison municipalities.
There are three main data sources. First, we directly collected attendance data: study staff performed
in total 3236 surprise visits to record attendance in 541 kindergarten and lower primary school classes
in the 39 municipalities. Secondly, we collected enrollment data across time from the National
Institute of Statistics (INS) and the Ministry of Education. Thirdly, we directly collected enrollment
and attendance data for the 2014-2015 academic year from school ledgers in the same schools where
surprise visits took place.
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We did not have access to individualized family income data. We therefore cannot calculate the
impact on eligible children directly. However, eligible children make up roughly 40% of all children
in program municipalities. We assume that the program only affects eligible children (there are no
spillovers on ineligible children). It then follows that the difference in enrollment and attendance rates
among eligible, poor children is 2.5x larger than the difference in overall attendance rates between
program and control municipalities.
Overall, we present results from data on approximately 10,000 children each year, from program and
comparison communities. However, our study covers only a relatively small number (39) of study
municipalities, and the comparison communities offer only an approximation of what would have
happened in the program communities, absent FCG. Also, the focus of the study is on municipalities
that enrolled in the first two years of the program, while the implementation of the program may have
evolved in the meantime. These study limitations should be taken into account when interpreting the
results.

Main findings
1. FCG has a substantial, positive impact on enrollment
The FCG program has large and significant impacts on preschool and lower primary school
enrollment. We arrive at this conclusion based on the comparison of INS enrollment data for program
and control communities before and after the start of FCG implementation (difference-in-difference
design), as well as on the comparison of enrollment data from the Ministry of Education for program
and control communities for the academic year 2014-2015, which we cross-checked against school
ledgers.
Using INS data, we find that right after FCG started, children between 3 and 5 years old in FCG
municipalities (whether eligible for the program or not) were 16 percentage points more likely to be
enrolled in preschool. This corresponds to non-enrollment among that age group being cut in half.
Based on the assumption that the program did not significantly affect ineligible children, we estimate
that enrollment of eligible 3- to 5-year old children in FCG municipalities increased by 40
percentage points. The impact of FCG on preschool enrollment reduces gradually over time, due to a
combination of the control group catching up, and a decrease in enrollment in program areas after
2013.
Based on student level Ministry of Education data, we found that in the 2014-2015 academic year, 6year-olds in FCG municipalities are 3.8% more likely to be enrolled in the education system. Given
high enrollment rates for that age, this translates to a substantial reduction in non-enrollment of 30%.
Note that 6-year-olds are no longer in preschool, so this effect reflects the impact of FCG on former
eligible children. We further estimate that the enrollment of formerly eligible 6-year old children
increased by 9.5% in FCG municipalities. These results are robust when we control for
municipality socio-economic differences between the FCG and the comparison groups, such as total
population or ethnic composition.
2. FCG has a positive impact on attendance
It is not a priori clear how the FCG program’s impact on enrollment translates into higher attendance.
First, students may enroll but never or rarely show up to class. Secondly, the FCG program likely
induces students from more difficult situations to enroll, and these students likely have lower than
average attendance. This will tend to drive the average attendance rate down, even though more
students are attending. To counter the latter problem, we compute attendance relative to the total
number of children in a given age group, whether they are enrolled or not.
The results indicate that FCG had a significant impact on preschool attendance in the 2014-15
academic year, despite enrollment being similar in control and program areas that year. Specifically,
we estimate that eligible children in FCG communities have an attendance rate at least 25%
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higher than those in control areas. We also find a positive impact on attendance in lower primary
school, although this effect is not as large as the effect on enrollment. For clasa pregătitoare, average
attendance rates in program municipalities were 60.0%, compared to 58.9% in control municipalities.
For first grade, the numbers are 68% and 64.6%, respectively.1 The impact of the FCG program on
overall attendance rates is therefore estimated at 1.2% for clasa pregătitoare and 3.5% for first grade.
Taking into account the average ratio of non-poor over poor children in program municipalities, we
arrive at an impact of the FCG program on attendance rates among formerly eligible children
of 3.0% for clasa pregătitoare (zeroth grade) and 8.8% for first grade.
Our conclusions are based on a comparison of attendance rates in program and control municipalities
for the second half of the 2014-2015 academic year. Attendance rates were calculated by averaging
attendance taken in approximately six repeated surprise visits of all 541 kindergarten and lower
primary school classes in the 39 study municipalities.
3. Official preschool and primary school attendance records are likely to be inflated
Official attendance data as recorded in school ledgers and compiled by the Ministry of Education
differs significantly from our data on attendance, which is based on more than 3000 surprise visits in
kindergarten and school classes. In the 39 study municipalities, we find that compared to our data,
official attendance records underestimate absences rates by a factor of 5 to 7, depending on the
grade.
In our more than 170 qualitative interviews with local stakeholders in 16 municipalities, we have
identified processes that might provide an explanation for these stark differences. We believe that
official attendance records are inflated because teachers have a strong interest in high attendance
rates. This might lead them to underreport absences. Teachers are interested in high attendance rates
for two reasons: To secure their jobs, and out of concern for the well-being of poor children.
Teachers’ job security depends on attendance rates because the number of teachers in a given
kindergarten or school depends on the number of children enrolled and attending. A concern for the
well-being of poor children might drive the inflation of official attendance records because social
security regulations in Romania link several types of welfare support to school attendance, such as
family assistance (alocația pentru susținerea familiei).
4. Socio-economic contexts of municipalities influence FCG program’s impact
Based on our interviews with local stakeholders, we have identified several ways in which the socioeconomic context of municipalities is likely to affect the FCG program’s implementation and impact.
In the following, we will concentrate on three of these context factors: The proximity of
municipalities to urban centers, local school policy and the extent of work migration among parents in
a given municipality.
We believe that semi-urban municipalities may have decidedly different incentive structures to
cooperate with the FCG program than rural municipalities. Firstly, there is an influx of young, usually
better-off families into semi-urban municipalities. Secondly, because parents often commute to work,
local kindergartens and schools in semi-urban municipalities are in direct competition with
institutions of public education in the urban centers.
This means that local poor children are neither necessary for local educational institutions to secure
the jobs of teaching staff, nor are they wanted there, as they often make local kindergartens or schools
less attractive to better-off, commuting parents. Hence, an FCG program that promises to increase

1

We use the number of 6 year olds in the municipality as the reference group for clasa pregătitoare, and 7 year
olds for the first grade.
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attendance among poor children may run counter to the development logic of semi-urban
municipalities.
Local school policy more generally might affect FCG implementation and impact as well. Among the
schools we visited during field work, we identified two ideal types of institutional selfunderstandings: The school as an “educational center”, and the school as a “social institution”.
According to the former self-understanding, a school has the duty to offer the best quality education
possible to those in the community that value education. It is the duty of parents to understand this
value. This implies concentrating efforts on pupils who are regularly visiting school and have the
necessary support of their parents. According to the latter self-understanding, a school has the primary
duty to provide some level of education to all children in the municipality, whether they come from
families that value education or not. This implies that outreach is an important activity of the school.
Given the same amount of resources, the differences in self-understanding may translate in different
school policies vis-à-vis poor children in the community, in short: Ignorance versus outreach. The
FCG program may find it harder to mobilize local action groups for program implementation
in municipalities where schools adopted the “educational center” approach to public education.
Work migration is a significant social phenomenon in all rural municipalities that we have studied.
Poor parents with low levels of education who work abroad temporarily or semi-permanently leave
their children in most cases with their partner or – if, for example, both parents work abroad – other
relatives in their home towns. This has several consequences for the education of their children. First,
single parents and relatives may be overwhelmed with the task to take care of these (additional)
children, which often negatively affects the regularity of their attendance in school. Secondly, due to
the larger earnings of parents working abroad, the economic situation of the household typically
improves which helps to overcome the “hidden costs” associated with school visits (proper clothes
and shoes, daily break time snacks), which otherwise would act as a barrier to school attendance.
Thirdly, from our interviews with parents we have learned that experiences as unskilled workers
abroad typically increase the appreciation of uneducated parents for basic skills such as reading and
writing. Owning a driver’s license or understanding a contract makes, for example, a difference in
income in their work environment abroad. As a consequence, they might be more likely to increase
attention to and investments in the primary school education of their children. Hence, temporary
work migration is an important context factor for the FCG program, even though its net effects
on education are not clear.

Recommendations
1. Upscale the program
The FCG program has a significant impact on both enrollment and attendance in preschool and lower
primary school. With 50 RON per child per month, it offers an effective way to incentivize poor
parents to send their children regularly to preschool. This behavior change seems to translate to an
increased willingness to attend school well beyond the end of the program. Moreover, the FCG
program seems to work in diverse settings: out study sample included large and small, as well as rural
and semi-urban municipalities. We therefore strongly recommend to scale up the program to the
national level to cover all municipalities affected by low preschool enrollment rates or school
dropout.
2. Regularly consult with local stakeholders broadly
Our more than 170 interviews with a diverse set of local stakeholders have shown that they play
important roles for the implementation and the impact of the program. Whether mayors, social
workers, teachers, or parents: They all have possibilities to undermine the program logics in important
ways, or – through their personal support – improve the program’s impact significantly.
Currently, all of these local stakeholders are regularly included in program implementation or
consulted by FCG monitoring teams. If this were no longer the case, the sometimes divergent

	
   6	
  

incentives of local stakeholders may translate into actions that could harm the success of the program.
We therefore recommend to maintain a broad basis for local stakeholder implication and
consultation.
3. Continue independent monitoring system
Our research has shown that local stakeholders often do not record preschool and school attendance
reliably. We believe that this is partially because they have personal and social interests in inflating
attendance records. For a conditional cash transfer program, however, reliable monitoring of
conditions is vital. We therefore strongly recommend to continue implementing a monitoring
mechanism for local attendance record keeping by an independent third party.
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1 Program Description and Research Motivation
Asociaţia OvidiuRo (OvR) launched Fiecare Copil în gradiniţa (Every Child in Preschool, FCG) in
June 2010. The program is designed to prevent school abandonment by (1) organizing communities to
prioritize early education and (2) incentivizing impoverished parents to send their 3- to 5-year-old
children to kindergarten. At its inception, the program reached out to ca. 1300 children in 13
municipalities. Now this number has grown to ca. 2500 children in 45 municipalities.
The FCG program operates at two levels: the municipality level and the individual (child) level. At
the municipality level, FCG facilitates the formation of a project team/“local action group” composed

The FCG program operates at two levels: the municipality level and the
individual (child) level. The impact evaluation takes this into account by
choosing as primary unit of analysis the municipality.
of local decision makers, teaching staff, and social services personnel.
Figure	
  1	
  -‐	
  The	
  Two	
  Program	
  Levels	
  of	
  the	
  FCG	
  Program	
  

The project team coordinates stakeholders and organizes project implementation at the municipality
level. To all families with children of kindergarten age in the municipality (or sometimes selected
villages in a municipality), FCG offers a sum of money (currently 50 RON) per child and month. In
order to obtain this sum of money, (1) families have to fulfill certain poverty criteria, (2) the child
must attend kindergarten regularly, and (3) at least one parent must participate in kindergarten
activities at least once per month, as well as be present for the monthly parents’ meeting. In addition,
FCG offers teacher trainings, requires public officials to intensify parent counseling, works with
teaching staff to ensure accurate attendance monitoring, and supplies kindergartens with educational
materials.
At the individual level, children become direct beneficiaries of the program if their families fulfil the
poverty criteria, their parents participate actively in their education, and they regularly attend
kindergarten. As individual direct program beneficiaries, they receive 50 RON/month, school
supplies, and, with the financial support of the municipality, shoes and clothes.
In 2015, OvR has decided to commission an impact evaluation of the FCG program, in order to (a)
be able to convincingly demonstrate the assumed impact of the program to policy makers and
potential donors, as well as to (b) identify ways to improve the implementation of the program.
To achieve these two objectives, the evaluation team proposed to
(i) conduct qualitative interviews with local education stakeholders in rural municipalities, as well as
FCG program staff, to identify the processes linking different rural settings and program activities
to program outcomes and impacts, as well as
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(ii) collect and analyze quantitative data on enrollment and attendance of children in kindergarten and

Guiding Research Question: What is the impact of the FCG program on children’s
enrollment, attendance and performance in school, after they graduate from preschool and
the FCG program?
primary school to measure outcomes and impacts of the program.
The evaluation has two research goals. The primary goal is an assessment of FCG’s impact on
enrollment and attendance of beneficiary children in primary school. An assessment of the program’s
impact on enrollment and attendance in kindergarten will support the credibility of these findings.
Secondly, the evaluation identifies contextual factors and processes that are likely to affect the impact
of the program. This assessment also allows us to give a qualitative answer to the question how the
program brings about changes in enrollment and attendance of poor children.

2 Research Methodology and Data Collection
The impact evaluation is based on two bodies of evidence: (i) A series of qualitative interviews with
local education stakeholders in several rural and semi-urban municipalities (and FCG program staff),
as well as (ii) primary and secondary quantitative data sources on enrollment and attendance of
children in kindergartens and schools in selected program and control municipalities.
Data collected under (i) had an exploratory purpose. Based on qualitative interviews, we reconstructed
the program logic, and identified processes that support or run counter to the program logic. This
improved quantitative data collection, but also helped us in making sense of the quantitative results.
Thus, under our research design, qualitative data has an auxiliary role. The main findings of the study
will be based on quantitative data.

2.1 Qualitative Research
Between 8 and 17 June 2015, our six-member field work team conducted 172 semi-structured
interviews with mayors, school directors, social assistants, health and school mediators, teachers, and
parents of kindergarten and school children in 16 rural and semi-urban municipalities in Romania.
We selected eight program communities and eight communities in which the program did not take
place in such a way that they covered all possible combinations of the following three characteristics:
(1) Smaller vs. larger municipalities, (2) rural vs. semi-urban municipalities, and (3) municipalities
with a small vs. a large Roma community.
Interviewee selection and questionnaire development for the survey was based on several exploratory
interviews and an inception workshop conducted between 13 and 17 April 2015. In the workshop, we
reconstructed the theory of change (ToC) for the FCG program. The ToC identified several key
stakeholders of public education in rural and semi-urban municipalities: (1) Teachers, (2) local
decision makers such as mayors, principals and religious leaders, (3) educational & pro-poor NGOs,
(4) supraregional decision makers, such as the Ministry of Education or the regional council, (5)
social services, and (6) parents.
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Figure	
  2	
  -‐	
  Key	
  Elements	
  of	
  the	
  FCG	
  Theory	
  of	
  Change	
  

For achieving the ultimate goal that all children in rural communities in Romania get quality
preschool and primary school education, four preconditions were identified: (1) Teachers must be
involved in community outreach and develop their teaching skills, (2) sufficient educational material
and human resources must be available locally and educational facilities must be welcoming, (3) the
necessary supportive services must be in place, such as free transport to kindergarten/schools,
mediation, and psychological counseling, and (4) parents must recognize their responsibilities.
As the figure shows, educational and pro-poor NGOs such as OvR can design interventions such as
the FCG program to contribute to the fulfillment of some of these preconditions directly. To achieve
improvement in others, however, OvR has to work together with local stakeholders.
For the survey, we selected four of these stakeholder groups: (1) Decision makers (mayors, vicemayors, school principals), (2) social service personnel (social assistants, school mediators, health
mediators), (3) teachers (kindergarten and primary school), and (4) poor parents (those who regularly
send their children to school and those not doing so). In each municipality, we conducted interviews
with between 9 and 12 individual stakeholders of these four “baskets”.
For each basket, we designed a different interview guide. Table 1 shows the topics covered in each of
the types of interviews. The design allowed us to compare, for most topics, the statements made by
different interviewees from the same municipality. The interviews lasted between 30 min and 2 hours.
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Topic

I
Decision
makers

Current situation of local community (incl.
changes in last five years)
Overall importance of education (for
community, in fight against poverty)
Current situation of public education in
community (incl. changes in last five years)
Opinions on kindergarten & school education
(effects on families and children, role of parents)
Educational values (important character traits,
important duties of children)
Kindergarten and school attendance (frequency,
causes for absences)
Relationship between local education
stakeholders
Opinion on and impact of FCG program
(support by and effect on stakeholders)

II
Social
Service

III

IV

Teachers

Parents

X
X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X
X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

Table	
  1	
  -‐	
  Topics	
  covered	
  by	
  each	
  type	
  of	
  stakeholder	
  interview	
  

Our interviewees live in tight-knit rural communities. We decided against recording the interviews, to
give interviewees maximum confidence that nothing they say can be held against them. Instead, the
questionnaires we administered were designed in such a way that they allowed us to note down their
answers either in a summary fashion or verbatim.
The interviewers worked in two teams of three, with one of the principal researchers as the lead. Each
day one team covered one municipality, i.e. it conducted 9 to 12 interviews with key local
stakeholders from the four baskets. In the evening, each team engaged in a joint case analysis where
interviewers discussed the information and impressions they obtained and consolidated the
information in one case analysis document.

2.2 Quantitative Research
This section describes the methodology used to quantitatively assess the impact of the FCG program,
including the data sources compiled for this analysis, the selection of program and control
communities, and the types of statistical analyses we use.
As it was discussed in section 1, the FCG program operates at two levels. Municipalities apply and
join the program, choose a local team to oversee implementation, etc. Within each municipality,
children belonging to poor families are selected to join the program and receive coupons conditional
on preschool attendance and parental involvement.
In order to assess the impact of the FCG program, we first need to understand what would have
happened in the municipalities where FCG was implemented (henceforth called program
municipalities), if OvidiuRo had not implemented the program there. This is best illustrated by an
example: suppose that in a group of program municipalities, after 5 years of FCG program, first grade
attendance among children who participated in the program is 70%. Moreover, assume also that 10
years earlier, this number was 55%. What does this tell us about the impact of the FCG program? The
answer is, we cannot tell based only on this information. It is possible that without the FCG program,
attendance would have stayed at 55%, or perhaps it would have grown to 70% anyway.
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Methodology Highlights:
We select a group of control municipalities that
resemble program municipalities but did not
have the FCG program implemented.
We analyze results for all children in the
municipality. These results are directly
informative about the impact of FCG on poor
children, under the assumption that the
program did not have a significant positive or
negative impact on non-poor children.
For analysis, we compare control and program
municipalities across time (starting before
FCG was implemented) and we also run
analyses where we compare the two types of
municipalities today.

The most rigorous methodology in this situation
is to conduct an experiment (a randomized
control trial), whereby some municipalities are
randomly chosen to receive the program, and
other are chosen to not receive it (or receive it
later).
As this study is mainly interested in the longterm impact of the FCG program on young
children (namely their enrollment and attendance
in lower primary school classes), conducting an
experiment would have required us to implement
the impact evaluation over the course of five
years. Only thus we would have been able to
conduct a baseline study, have children exposed
to an FCG-supported kindergarten for three years
and then be able to measure impact on their
behavior in preparatory class and first grade.

Instead, we chose a quasi-experimental design. We selected 13 program communities and 26 control
communities using what we consider to be the most rigorous methodology available given the data at
our disposal. We run two types of analysis: comparison of the two groups across time, between 2005
and 2014, and direct comparison of outcomes for the two groups today (i.e. in the academic year
2014-2015). The methodology and types of analysis are described in detail in later sections.
So far, we have discussed municipality-level outcomes. We now explain in more detail how these
outcomes are defined. The guiding research question pertains to the impact of the FCG program on
poor children. That is, the impact of the program on non-poor children is not of primary interest. We
had two options: the first is to precisely define the meaning of “poor children” and collect data on
poor children in every municipality of interest. The second option is measure outcomes for all
children in a municipality, without differentiating poor and non-poor children, and later deduce from
these results the impact on poor children. We now discuss the two options.
For this evaluation we have collected
a large amount of data pertaining to
To find the impact of the FCG program, we need to
educational outcomes and sociounderstand what would have happened without the
economic indicators, both across
program. Our best estimate is based on a group of 26
space and time, at the municipality
control municipalities where FCG was not
and individual level. Nevertheless,
implemented, and which are similar to the 13
obtaining reliable and standardized
program municipalities, in many other respects.
data on children’s poverty status has
proved challenging. The fieldwork
required to collect this data using household surveys was deemed infeasible given the time and budget
constraints of the evaluation. We are in the process of collecting confidential household-level poverty
data from administrative sources. Even so, it has proven infeasible to collect poverty status data
across time, which is an important requirement for our methodology, as we explain in detail in the
following sections.
These practical considerations motivated us to choose the second option, namely to use data for all
children in a municipality. Fortunately, the analysis we perform using this data allows us to identify
the impact of the program on children from poor households. Figure 3 illustrates why this is possible.
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Ø The left two columns show fictional average attendance rates in program and control communities
for poor children. The difference 𝑫𝟏 between the columns measures the impact of the program on
poor children.
Ø The middle two columns show the same thing for non-poor children, and here we have assumed
that there is no significant impact of the program on non-poor children (the difference is zero).2
Ø The right two columns show the attendance rates for all children, poor and non-poor. The
difference 𝑫𝟐 between the two columns is an average between 𝑫𝟏 and zero, and hence it is an
underestimate of the real impact of the program on poor children. The non-poor children, included
in the calculation but un-affected by the program, attenuate the real impact.
To arrive at the real impact of the program on poor children, we simply need to multiply the
difference 𝑫𝟐 by a scale-up factor.
Figure	
  3	
  -‐	
  Illustrative	
  example	
  of	
  relation	
  between	
  impact	
  on	
  poor	
  children	
  and	
  on	
  all	
  children

Fictional Attendance Rates for Poor/non-Poor Children
85%
80%
75%

𝐷↓2   	
  

70%
65%
60%

𝐷↓1   	
  

55%
50%
45%
Control

Program

Poor Children

Control

Program

Non-poor Children

Control

Program

All Children

We arrive at this scale-up factor by calculating the percentage of eligible children of all preschoolaged children in FCG municipalities. In practice, this number is 40% (or 40/100). We then invert this
fraction to arrive at the scale-up factor, i.e. 100/40 = 2.5.
As we assume that impact measured for all children is in
fact impact on eligible children alone (i.e. we assume the
The impact of the FCG program on
program has no impact on non-eligible or non-poor
poor/eligible children is approx. 2.5
children), we have to multiply the impact we measured for
times as large as the impact on all
all children by the scale-up factor. In other words, the
children.
impact of the FCG program on poor children will be
approximately 2.5 times as large as the impact on all
children.

2

This assumption is based on conversations with OvidiuRo staff. A few points came up during these
discussions. Non-poor children are not the main focus of the FCG program; however, they may be indirectly
impacted. For example, higher attendance of poor children might mean that non-poor children get less attention
from teachers. On the other hand, the program’s insistence on daily attendance may have a positive spillover
effect on the non-poor children. Overall, given current knowledge, there seems to be a balance of positive and
negative factors, so we consider it appropriate to assume that the effect on non-poor children was small, close to
zero.
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2.2.1

Data Sources

We assembled a large number of data sources about municipality characteristics and educational
outcomes, both at school level and at individual level. They are described in Table 2 on the next page.
In addition, we relied on internal OvR data on program beneficiaries.

2.2.2

Program and Control Municipalities

The group of program municipalities is composed of all rural and semi-urban municipalities which
started the FCG program in 2010 or 2011.3 We excluded urban municipalities because preschools that
participate in FCG are a small fraction of the municipality, which means we would not have been able
to detect the impact of the FCG program. We focused on municipalities where FCG started in 2010
and 2011 in order to have post-preschool outcome data on children who have been in the FCG
program for the entire preschool period. The final sample consists of 13 communities (comune) in 7
counties (județe).
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The group of control municipalities was selected using a mixed method. Half of the control group
(13 communities) were selected using a statistical procedure and municipality-level data described in
section 2.2.1. The other half of the control group was chosen using a method that combined local
knowledge of poverty and preschool by OvR staff, and the previously mentioned statistical procedure.
The statistical procedure, called propensity score matching, is described in detail in the Appendix.
The goal of this procedure was to choose a group of communities that would have been equally likely
to receive the FCG program as program communities, but that did not, in fact, receive the program.
The probability to receive the program was assessed based on several municipality characteristics.
However, official data on poverty and educational factors sometimes does not reflect reality.4 The
method based on local knowledge was used to complement official data sources with valuable field
observations by OvR staff.
Comparative analyses of impact with both groups of municipalities as controls show that results are
stable. There seem to be no systematic differences between the two groups of control municipalities.
That is why we have decided to pool the control municipalities in further analyses.

3

We decided to omit the 7 communities where the FCG program started in 2010 or 2011 and later dropped out.
We made this choice in order to test the impact of the implemented program. Note that 2010 and 2011 were the
first two years when the program was implemented. There is naturally a considerable degree of learning by
doing, and by including the drop-out communities we might have underestimated the impact of the program
once it reached a higher level of maturity. Indeed, 6 of the 7 communities that dropped out had started in 2010.
4
For example, remittances from relatives working abroad may not be reflected in official poverty data. Another
example is the discrepancy between the number of children enrolled, and attendance.
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Data

Description

Source

Panel A. Municipality (comună) level indicators
Demographic indicators
Yearly data between 1996 and 2014. Population, number of newborns,
number stillborn, infant mortality.

Institutul Național de Statistică (INS)
eDemos platform

Demographic indicators

Fraction of ethnic Roma

2011 Population Census

Education indicators

Yearly data between 2000 and 2014. Total preschool enrollment, number
of preschools, number of preschool employees

INS eDemos

Poverty indicator

Fraction of the population receiving POAD food-aid packages in 2014.

European Funds Ministry

Housing indicators

Number of houses, and fraction of houses with running water, sewage,
electricity, centralized heating, kitchen, bathroom.

2011 Population Census

Panel B. School level educational indicators
Attendance rate
Attendance measured based on 3,236 random classroom surprise visits
(surprise visit)
at preschool, zeroth and first grade in the 39 study communities. Visits
occurred between April and June 2015.
Panel C. Individual level educational indicators
Enrollment roster
List of students formally enrolled at preschool, zeroth and first grade in
the 39 study communities.

Education Ministry

Attendance rate
(school records)

School records of number of absences for all zeroth and first grade
students in the 39 study communities.

School ledgers

Scores

School records of Romanian and Math final score for first grade students
in the 39 study communities.

School ledgers

Table	
  2	
  -‐	
  Data	
  sources
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2.2.3

Statistical Analysis

We now describe the two types of statistical analysis we have used to learn the impact of the FCG
program.
For several outcomes, we compare the mean values of the outcome in the 2014-2015 academic
year, in program versus control municipalities. For example, this is how we estimate the impact of
FCG on attendance rates or first grade scores. This type of comparison ascribes the entire difference
in the average outcomes between program and control to the FCG program. In other words, it must be
the case that the outcome would have been (roughly) the same in the two groups of municipalities,
absent the FCG program. This is a strong assumption that is unlikely to be strictly true. Therefore,
when necessary, we augment this type of analysis by statistically accounting for other differences
between municipalities that may be related to the outcome of interest. In statistical parlance, we
“control” for municipality characteristics.
The second type of analysis we perform explicitly analyzes the evolution across time of the outcome
of interest, in program versus control municipalities. The method is called differences-in-differences,
and it replies to the question “What is the average difference in outcomes between program and
control municipalities, after the program was
implemented relative to before?”
We now describe the basic idea which Figure 5
The
differences-in-differences
method
illustrates. We begin monitoring the outcome in the
replies to the question “What is the average
2005-2010 period, when no municipality had the
difference in outcomes between program
FCG program. The average outcome in the two
and control municipalities, after the
groups may be different; however, it is necessary
program was implemented relative to
that the rates of change in the two group be the
before?”
same.5 In Figure 5, the solid yellow and orange
lines, corresponding to program and control, have
the same slope but do not coincide in the period before FCG. After FCG started operating in program
communities in 2010 and 2011, we expect the difference between the two groups to change, reflecting
the pre-existing difference as well as the impact of the FCG program. Hence, the difference (across
time) of the differences (across groups) estimates the impact of the FCG program. The main
assumption required for this reasoning to be correct is the “parallel trends” assumption. It states that
without FCG, the slope of the outcome for program communities would have been the same as the
slope for control communities. This hypothetical slope is depicted by the dashed yellow line in Figure
5.

Figure	
  5	
  -‐	
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  Program	
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  across	
  Time	
  

5

In practice, for the outcome ‘preschool enrollment rate,’ this condition will tend to be satisfied by design to a
small extent. Recall that one of the factors that entered the selection of the control municipalities was the change
in preschool enrollment rate in the two years preceding the year of reference.
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2.3 Study Limitation
An important limitation of this study is that we cannot guarantee that the chosen group of control
communities offers a good approximation of what would have happened in program communities had
FCG not been implemented. This is because (1) the control group is chosen non-randomly, based on
observable characteristics, and it may still differ from the program group on characteristics that we do
not observe (such as the dedication of the local team), and (2) because of the small number of
communities.
We can also not guarantee that we would find a similar impact of the FCG program on enrollment and
attendance were the FCG program to become national policy and to be implemented mandatory
throughout the country. This is because, as it now stands, municipalities have to apply for the
program.
Furthermore, the focus of the study is on municipalities that enrolled in the first two years of the
program. This is because the program has only been running since the school year 2010/2011. In
order to test the full impact of the program on first graders and children attending preparatory class
(clasa pregatitoare), the program had to be running for at least four years in the program
municipalities we selected for the study (see Figure 4). Only then could we be sure that children in
first grade and preparatory class had the chance to substantially benefit of the program. Naturally, the
impact of the program can change across time, as OvR gathers more experience: Lessons learned are
integrated in the program design, instructions for local project teams become more detailed,
interactions with stakeholders are more professional.
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3 The FCG Program and its Socio-economic Context
On the following pages, we present key contextual factors that influence important social phenomena
linked to kindergarten and school attendance, as well as to the quality of education in rural
communities. The analysis is based on the case analysis documents for the 16 communities and the
172 questionnaires filled in by the teams during interviews. The social phenomena central to the
processes will be called “focal points”. In the figures, they are highlighted with black outlines.
Consequences for public education and/or the quantitative part of our study are depicted in boxes with
a lighter blue background.
All of these processes are prevalent in a number of municipalities. It is in the nature of exploratory
research, however, that we cannot put numbers on prevalence and importance of these processes, as
we could not go back to municipalities to collect additional data after we had identified a potentially
important process.

3.1 Empty classrooms

Figure	
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  phenomenon	
  

3.1.1

Outline

The process depicted above sets out to describe the conditions leading to “empty classrooms”, i.e.
situations in which nominally large classes in rural schools are reduced to few pupils who are
regularly attending school. The “empty classrooms” phenomenon is the result of two intertwined
processes: Firstly, Roma children are signed up for primary school without the express intention of
parents to send their children to school, and more importantly, without any attempt by schools to
make these children come. Only after three years of consecutive non-attendance, these children are
officially declared as dropouts. Secondly, teachers note down missing pupils as present in school
ledgers, so that children who are rarely attending appear to attend school regularly. Principals and
teachers are evidently the main actors in this process, as they are participating in enrollment drives,
and are tasked with taking daily attendance and reporting accurate data.
In our interviews with principals and teachers, but also with social workers and school mediators, two
motivations for contributing to and/or condoning the “empty classroom” phenomenon seemed to
prevail: (1) Securing teachers’ workplaces, and (2) concern for the well-being of poor children. Why
these motivations are linked to fictitious enrollment and/or faking attendance data will be explained in
more detail below.
The “empty classroom” phenomenon seems to occur in most municipalities (comune) we have visited,
albeit to different degrees. Whereas in some municipalities, attendance is only faked in situations
where children would otherwise face particular hardship, in particularly destitute places, data is
manipulated on a massive scale to protect teachers’ workplaces.
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Outcomes: On a societal level, this leads to a situation in which data-based monitoring of the public
education system is severely impaired. Essentially, the education of poor children (mostly Roma) is
made to look much better on paper than in reality, but many of the most vulnerable children leave
school illiterate – because actually, they have rarely or never attended school in the first place.
For our study, this means that aggregated public school attendance data is not a reliable indicator for
actual school attendance, especially with regard to poor children, where we assume the frequency of
attendance to generally be lower. School attendance data we collected through surprise visits in both
program and control communities are therefore vital in determining actual levels of school attendance
in the poor rural communities under study.

3.1.2

Motivation: Securing teachers’ workplaces

The number of teachers in a given school depends on the number of school classes. The same holds
true for kindergartens. As stipulated in the Law on Public Education (Legea Educaţiei Naţionale, of 5
January 2011, in its updated version of May 2015), a kindergarten group is supposed to have at least
10 and a maximum of 20 children. A class in primary school, in turn, should have at least 12 and a
maximum of 25 children. That is, to retain the current number of teachers, the kindergarten groups
and primary school classes of a given school may not drop below a number of 10 and 12 children,
respectively.
In poor rural communities, where the FCG program is mainly active, positions as kindergarten or
primary school teachers are among the few relatively secure and decently paid white-collar jobs.
Moreover, they are not taking financial resources away from the community’s budget, as the positions
are paid by the central government. Hence, at the local level incentives are high to keep those jobs.
However, this is almost impossible to achieve by playing according to the rules. Kindergartens and
schools are among the first public institutions that are affected by demographic trends. In Romania in
general, but especially in rural areas, the demographic trends can be roughly depicted as follows: (1)
Ethnic Romanians, Hungarians and Germans have a low reproduction rate. That is, their numbers in
rural communities are dwindling. Traditionally, their children regularly visited kindergarten and
school in rural communities. (2) Roma have a higher reproduction rate, and although they engage in
work migration, most of their children are left at home while one or both parents work abroad. The
higher reproduction rate of Roma is partially attributable to culture (such as the younger age at which
Roma women traditionally marry and start having children) and partially to their lower socioeconomic status.6
For similar reasons, enrollment and attendance rates of Roma children are generally lower than for
children of other ethnicities. Integrating these children into the public education system is a challenge.
Firstly, some Roma children do not speak Romanian when they enter kindergarten or school.
Overcoming such an initial handicap would require time and care that most teaching staff are
unwilling or unable to invest. Thus, Roma children often quickly fall behind in kindergarten and
school. Open discrimination of Roma children by teachers as well as Romanian parents and their
children accelerates the process of school abandonment. Secondly, children in poor rural communities
are often left in the care of one parent or grandparents (if both parents work abroad). Whereas this is
true for both Roma and ethnic Romanian children, Roma children typically stem from much more
numerous families. As many of our interview partners put it, single parents and grandparents are often
overwhelmed with the task of taking care of sometimes 5 or more children of kindergarten and school
age, especially if a baby or toddler is also in their care. This lack of oversight is an additional factor in
school abandonment.
Given the current demographic trends, kindergarten and schools would have to adapt to larger and
larger shares of Roma children attending their facilities to keep the number of pupils in their care –
and the number of workplaces – steady. Neither resources nor sensitization levels are increasing,
6

Ringold, Dena (2000), “Roma and the Transition in Central and Eastern Europe: Trends and Challenges”,
Worldbank, p. 20.
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though. Enrolling Roma children with the tacit understanding that neither the parents nor the school
will do much to make them come, as well as faking attendance data are ways out of the dilemma, at
least for the teachers. This leaves especially Roma children without meaningful educational
opportunities.

3.1.3

Motivation: Concern for the well-being of poor children

In Romania, social security regulations link several types of state support to school attendance: (1) If a
child is 18 years or older, he/she must attend school (lyceum or professional school) for parents to
receive child allowance (alocația de stat pentru copii), (2) family assistance (alocația pentru
susținerea familiei) is paid to poor families in full only when all of their minor children regularly
attend school and have a good grade of general conduct (nota la purtare of 8 or more), (3) families
receive financial assistance if their children attend high school (bani de liceu), and (4) children
receive daily a croissant and milk at school.
Both in financial terms and regarding the strictness of conditioning, family assistance payments are
the most important “tool” in incentivizing families to send their children to school in a regular
manner. As the implementary regulations of the Law on Family Assistance (Norme metodologice de
aplicare a prevederilor Legii nr. 277/2010 privind alocatia pentru sustinerea familiei, as of 19
January 2011) stipulate, families lose access to these payments in three steps: (1) If one of their
children of school age accumulated between 10 and 20 “unmotivated absences” (absenţe nemotivate)
per semester, family assistance is cut by 20%. (2) If it accumulated more than 20 unmotivated
absences, family assistance is cut by 50%. (3) If a child’s grade of general conduct falls below 8 (of
10), which strongly depends on regular attendance, family assistance is not disbursed at all. Penalties
for absences of siblings are cumulative.
For poor parents in rural areas, family assistance payments are an important source of income. To take
away this income from such a destitute family is a hard choice to make. Teachers who genuinely care
for poor children in their care may simply not have the heart to strictly apply the penalty rules of the
law. As penalties for absences of siblings are cumulative, children are punished for the failings of
their siblings.
The decision to apply penalty rules is made even harder because the economic situation of poor
families may force them to send their older children to work and hope for the cooperation of teachers.
Based on our interviews with social workers and poor families, we assume that children in rural areas
often start to contribute to family income from 13/14 years onwards. As day laborers in agriculture,
they can contribute to family income with up to 50 RON per day. At this time, though, schooling for
them is still compulsory, and their absences from school are subject to the penalty rules of the law on
family assistance.
Taken together, we believe that the two motivations described above are a strong incentive to
artificially increase enrollment and overstate attendance rates of poor children in official school
documents.
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3.2 The lure of urban centers

Figure	
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3.2.1

Outline

Both the starting situation and focal point of the process is a municipality located in proximity to an
urban center. “Proximity to urban center” refers to a municipality being located in the commuting area
of a larger city such as Cluj (judeţ Cluj), Craiova (Dolj), or Sibiu (Sibiu). The process shows the
consequences of this starting situation for kindergartens and schools in the municipality, and how the
institutions of public education, according to what we observed during our field work, typically react
to them. Mayors and principals are the main actors in this process, as they are in a position to set out
and monitor longer-term strategies for the community in general, and the local institutions of public
education in particular. The proximity to an urban center changes the situation for kindergarten and
schools in semi-urban municipalities in at least two ways.
Firstly, local kindergartens and schools come in direct competition with institutions of public
education in the urban centers. They compete for children of parents who are employed in the city
close to the municipality. For these parents, taking their children along on their way to their
workplace and leaving them in a kindergarten or school in the city is beneficial for several reasons.
For example, urban institutions of public education are likely to be better equipped and to offer
extended programs that allow parents to leave their children in the care of the institution for the whole
duration of their working day. Also, taking their children to the city allows parents to choose a
kindergarten or school that is more segregated, i.e. to leave their children in “better company”.
Secondly, there is an influx of young families into semi-urban municipalities. Among the
municipalities we visited during our fieldwork, semi-urban municipalities were in fact the only
municipalities with growing numbers of inhabitants. Young families move into semi-urban
municipalities to profit from cheaper property prices in the periphery of the cities. Mayors add to this
comparative advantage by providing newcomers with free land or subsidized provision of water and
electricity. In semi-urban municipalities, the demographic trend of dwindling numbers of ethnic
Romanians is therefore often offset by a strong urban to semi-urban migration.
These consequences of commuting provide mayors and principals with an opportunity to carve out a
strategy to develop the community and its institutions of public education: Attract young, better-off
families from the city, invest the additional tax money in kindergartens and schools to be able to
compete with urban educational facilities, and thus make the municipality even more attractive to
urban families.

Outcomes: Poor families and their children are decidedly not part of the semi-urban development
strategy outlined in the previous paragraph: They are neither necessary for local educational
institutions to secure jobs, nor wanted, as they tarnish the image of the semi-urban municipality. This
contrasts with remote rural municipalities, where working with poor families is at once a necessity,
because they are a large fraction of the population and cannot be ignored, and an important
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opportunity to attract additional funding through pro-poor social projects and investments in the
development of pro-poor infrastructure.
For the FCG program, this means that (1) it is, in quantitative terms, not an important local
investment, and (2) the willingness of stakeholders to cooperate may be reduced.

3.3 School: Offer to the community or social institution?

Figure	
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3.3.1

Outline

The focal point of this process is the institutional self-understanding of local schools. The main actors
shaping this institutional self-understanding are principals and teachers themselves. In our interviews
with these types of local stakeholders, we have come across two ideal conceptions of what it means to
provide good education to the local community. These self-understandings can be seen as the end
points of a scale.
On one end, there is the ideal conception of the school as an “offer” to the community. This implies
that the school has the duty to offer the best quality education possible to those in the community that
value education. That is, additional time and money should be invested in the maintenance of the
school buildings, advanced trainings for teachers, and diligently teaching those pupils who regularly
attend school. The school has done its best if, given the meager resources, children of the municipality
have made it into institutions of higher education or have participated in national contests.
On the other end, there is the ideal conception of the school as a “social institution”. This implies that
the school has the primary duty to provide education to all children in the municipality, whether they
come from families that value education or not. That is, the school should try to attract pro-poor
projects, teachers should reach out to the community, and convince negligent parents to send their
kids to school. In this understanding, the school has done its best if, given the meager resources, many
uneducated parents regularly send their children to school. Not teaching some children the best they
can, but trying to provide education to as many children as possible is the main goal.
Given the right amount of resources, a school could achieve both: Providing elite education and
reaching out to poor children. That is, these two ideal conceptions do not necessarily exclude each
other. However, if time and money are limited, resources tied up by one type of activity are lacking
for the other.
We found the second ideal conception to be much more prevalent among representatives of
educational institutions in FCG communities than among their counterparts in control communities.
However, the direction of causation is not clear: Is it that teaching staff in FCG communities had this
ideal conception of their work beforehand and therefore applied for the program? Or is it that through
trainings the program has successfully reshaped the way teachers think about their work, and brought
them closer to poor children and their families through joint activities? Due to the exploratory nature
of our field work, we cannot give a final answer to this question. However, we will provide more
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details below on two (at least partially) program-independent factors that we believe shape a school’s
institutional self-understanding.

Outcomes: In a situation in which a formal local job market does not exist, there is little
instrumental value in regular school attendance. To the contrary, a child who goes to school cannot
contribute to family income. Additional disincentives such as ethnic discrimination or extra costs are
therefore quickly tilting the cost-benefit balance for poor families towards school abandonment. Not
reaching out to these families therefore means that fewer poor children will come to school. If regular
community outreach is not part of school policy, we therefore expect that – all else being equal –
attendance rates are lower than in municipalities in which schools do understand themselves as “social
institutions” in the sense described above.

3.3.2

Contributing factor: Teachers’ connection to the local community

We believe that the two ideal conceptions of what it means to provide good education not only shape
a school’s relationship to the community, but are also a result of the relationships of individual
teachers, especially the principal, to the community. After all, as in any process of institutionalization,
behavior shapes norms and norms shape behavior.
It is much harder for teachers to ignore frequent absences or school abandonment, and the individual
reasons for it, if they have developed personal relationships with their pupils. Developing these
relationships may prove harder with Roma children, as most teachers are ethnic Romanians, and
cultural differences, along with lack of information and prejudices persist. We came across three ways
in which teachers’ individual relationships to poor (and often Roma) children in the catchment area of
the school may improve over time: (1) By living in the community themselves, (2) by having Roma
colleagues in administration or education, and (3) by taking part in extra-curricular activities with
their pupils, often facilitated by pro-poor social or educational projects. We will discuss these three
ways in the remaining paragraphs of the section.
(1) When talking about the relationship of the local school to poor families, our interviewees often
distinguished between those teachers living in the community and those commuting from another
rural municipality or a city. Especially in more remote municipalities, the commute can easily amount
to an hour’s drive or more. Teachers who commute leave soon after the school-day ends, and
therefore spend little time in the community outside class time. Teachers who live in the community,
on the other hand, get to know the family background of their pupils, intentionally or not.
(2) The presence of Roma workers in the local public service can facilitate a better understanding of
the life situation of poor children and their families (who are, more often than not, Roma) among
teaching staff, as well. We have encountered Roma in public service in functions such as counselor
for Roma questions, teacher, school mediator or health mediator. As school mediators, it is part of
their job description to improve the relationship between the school and its teachers on one hand, and
the community, especially Roma, on the other hand. It seemed, however, that also if they were not
explicitly working on this issue, by being a counterpart on eye level for mayors, principals and
teachers, they served as spokespersons for their community. This can improve the flow of information
in both directions, as well as mutual understanding, but also ensures that Roma children cannot be
ignored by local institutions of public education.
(3) Pro-poor educational projects we have encountered during our field work all relied on some form
of collaboration with local teachers. Teachers either volunteered in their free time or were paid for
their extra work. Some of these projects provide a platform for teachers and pupils to meet outside the
immediate school context. One example for such a project are the summer workshops (Ateliere de
vara) organized by OvR. As some interviewees remarked, during these workshops some teachers for
the first time have the chance to sit down and talk with their pupils.
Besides this, pro-poor educational projects can also directly contribute to an institutional selfconception as “social institutions” in trainings for teaching staff.
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3.3.3

Contributing factor: Size of Roma community

If there is a sizeable Roma community in a rural municipality, the school will increasingly depend on
this community for its institutional survival. As previously described, faking school attendance data is
one possible strategy to deal with the shifting demographic composition of a rural municipality.
Another is to reach out to the Roma community.
Most of our interviewees in municipalities with a sizeable Roma community were aware of the
necessity to improve collaboration with Roma parents, at least in the long run. In the best of cases,
identification with the local community, paired with an understanding of this necessity, led to an
increased motivation to reach out to negligent parents.
However, we also encountered lots of frustration. It was often claimed that time investments in
reaching out to the Roma community were huge, everything had been tried, but little change in
behavior is visible. Here is the vital role for pro-poor educational projects to come into the community
with a viable approach to turn these frustrations, justifiable or not, into new energy for outreach
activities.

3.4 Work migration

Figure	
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3.4.1

Outline

The focal point of this process is temporary labor migration by unskilled workers from rural
municipalities, and its consequences for public education. This type of migration is not typical for
labor migration from Romania to other EU countries: Among Romanians working abroad, over the
years unskilled workers have persistently been a small minority (see e.g. Nygaard/Pasierbek/FrancisBrophy 2013). However, it is the type of migration we encountered most frequently in the poor rural
municipalities we have visited.
Formal jobs in industry and services are inexistent in most and rare in some of these rural
municipalities. The only job creating sector is agriculture. Poor families most often work as day
laborers in agriculture; 50 RON per day seems to be the standard day’s wage for this type of work.
Most day laborers we have talked to are Roma, and employers are almost exclusively ethnic
Romanians.
However, agriculture does not provide the number of jobs for day laborers it used to, many of our
interviewees claimed. On one hand, this reflects the overall decline of Romanian agriculture. With
regard to the local labor market, though, this is a consequence of the labor migration of ethnic
Romanians who scale back on their agricultural activities in Romania in favor of working in
agriculture (or another sector) abroad.
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Working abroad, at least for a while, is something that every parent we spoke to has been pondering
over. Temporary labor migration was very frequent in most of the rural municipalities we have
visited. Some interviewees estimated the share of families with at least one parent abroad at 25%.
This contrasted with semi-urban municipalities where the local labor market seems to provide enough
employment opportunities for locals to hope for local jobs.
Still, not everybody goes abroad that would like to. Contacts and networks are needed, and some basic
skills like reading and writing increase the chances to find work and get paid under a legal contract.
Especially poor families seem to lack the necessary social capital and these basic skills. Time and
again we were told the frustrating experiences some of the poorest and most unskilled had: Going to
Spain and looking for work, but finding none, or working, but not getting paid. Others are deterred by
these stories.

Outcomes: If one or both parents work abroad for one or several seasons per year, this has multiple
consequences for the education of their children. It has a direct influence on (1) the care invested in
upbringing, (2) the instrumental value accorded to education, and (3) the economic situation of the
household.
Whereas we cannot estimate the net effect of these immediate consequences on overall attendance
rates, we suspect that the experiences parents make as unskilled workers abroad typically increase the
value they see in primary school education, but lower the value they put in high school education. We
will discuss this overall effect and the different immediate consequences in the following sections.

3.4.2

Consequence I: Care invested in upbringing

Temporary labor migration by one or both parents shifts the child-raising burden to the parent staying
behind or close relatives, in most cases grandparents. As previously mentioned, many of our interview
partners told us that single parents and grandparents are often overwhelmed with the task to take care
of sometimes 5 or more children of kindergarten and school age, especially if a baby or toddler is also
in their care. Children of kindergarten and primary school age are left to take care of themselves or are
left in the care of older siblings. Thus temporary labor migration has an indirect negative impact on
kindergarten and school attendance.

3.4.3

Consequence II: Instrumental value of education

Parents travelling abroad as unskilled workers make a host of new experiences that shape their
outlook on life. In this many local education stakeholders agreed. However, they were divided on the
question whether these experiences typically lead to a higher appreciation of education. Two “lessons
learned” were commonly distinguished.
Firstly, social workers and teachers often maintained that the pivotal conclusion parents draw from
their experiences abroad is that as unskilled workers in agriculture they can earn as much or more than
many white-collar workers in Romania. Hence, the instrumental value they place in education
decreases. Why leave the children in school, if they can start earning money right away, and more
than in any job within their reach in Romania after they finish high school.
However, this increased “non-appreciation” of education does not apply to all kinds of education.
From our interviews with parents we have learned that their experiences as unskilled workers abroad
typically increase their appreciation for basic skills such as reading and writing. Owning a driver’s
license or understanding a contract makes, for example, a difference in income in their work
environment abroad.

3.4.4

Consequence III: Economic situation of the household

Kindergarten and primary school education is provided free of cost. School books are often supplied
to poor families at no cost as well. Still, for poor families, sending a child to kindergarten or school is
associated with several “hidden costs”: To attend school, it needs clothes and shoes, as well as a daily
breaktime snack. Moreover, rural kindergartens and schools are a place where different social classes
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meet. Here, income difference become obvious, and are talked about. Many interviewees referred to a
feeling of shame as a factor in the decision to not send children to kindergarten or school.
Temporary labor migration improves the economic situation of poor families and thereby helps to
mitigate these negative effects of poverty on school abandonment.
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4 The Impact of FCG on Enrollment and Attendance
This section presents the quantitative evidence on the impact of the FCG program on preschool and
school enrollment, and school attendance, based on the data we collected and the selection of control
municipalities.
Our research strategy is to compare the group of “program” municipalities (that received the program
in 2010 or 2011) to a group of otherwise similar “control” municipalities, which did not receive the
program. The control group should approximate, on average, what would have happened in the
program group, if the FCG program had not been implemented. (The methodology was described in
more detail in section 2.2.)
The first step of the analysis (section 4.1) is to compare the control and program municipalities,
and show that they indeed look similar on socio-economic and educational indicators, before the FCG
program started. We also compare indicators that are unlikely to be affected by the program, and
again broadly find balance.
We then measure the impact of the FCG program on preschool and school enrollment and
graduation rates, in section 4.2. We use multiple methodologies discussed in section 2.2.3. The
results are broadly in agreement, which increases our confidence in the results. We find that FCG led
to a high increase in preschool enrollment in the years after it was launched. This impact diminished
in more recent years, which can be attributed both to a “catch up” effect by control municipalities, and
to an apparent enrollment decrease in 2013 and 2014 in program areas. We also find that FCG led to a
more gradual increase in enrollment of 6-year olds in the education system (either preschool or
school), which persists to this day.
Finally, section 4.3 presents evidence on the impact of the FCG program on preschool and school
attendance. We begin by comparing official records with data collected from surprise visits, and
show that official records underestimate absences considerably. We then report results on the impact
of FCG on attendance of 6-year olds (measured using official data), and the impact of FCG on
preschool, zeroth and first grade attendance, measured using surprise visits. We find that the results
using the official data broadly mirror the results on enrollment. The results on attendance from
surprise visits indicate a significant impact of FCG at preschool level (despite the non-effect for
enrollment in the same year) and a positive but modest impact of FCG on zeroth and first grade
children. These last results suggest that some students enroll in school as a consequence of the FCG
program, yet their attendance rate is low.

4.1 Comparison of Control and Program Municipalities
In this section, we ask whether control and program municipalities were similar prior to the FCG
program, along several dimensions. Table 3 reports the results. Each row represents an indicator, and
the “Program” and “Control” columns show the average value in the two groups. The indicators
chosen for this exercise are either measured one year before the start of the program, indicated by “P1,”7 or in the year indicated. Indicators measured after the start of the program are slow-moving
indicators that are very unlikely to be affected by the program; this guarantees that we are not
confusing cause and effect.8
The results are of general agreement between the two groups. There is no pattern that indicates that
one group is consistently different. For example, program municipalities are on average larger and
receive a lower share of food aid – associated with better-off communities – yet have lower primary
school enrollment.
However, the discrepancy between the average total population rates may introduce the concern that
any difference in school enrollment or attendance between program and control municipalities is due
to this pre-existing difference between the two groups, and not due to the FCG program. This is
7
8

Note that during the selection algorithm, control municipalities are assigned a hypothetical FCG starting year.
Appendix Table 1 presents results for a wider range of indicators.
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unlikely to be the case, for three reasons. Firstly, educational outcomes show the reverse or no pattern;
secondly, the analysis across time in section 4.2.2 shows that the timing of the discovered impact of
the FCG program coincides with the introduction of this program, whereas population changes much
more slowly. Thirdly, in section 4.2.3 we explicitly account of the potential influence of the indicators
in Table 3 on our outcome of interest, using controls in a linear regression setting. The substantive
conclusions from the analysis are not affected.

Indicator

Total Population
Ethnic Roma (%)
Live births (per capita)
Primary school enrollment (% of 5-10 age
group)
POAD food aid recipients (% of total
population)
Running water (% of households with)

Year
Measured

Program

Control

P-1
2011
P-1

4,832
20%
1.5%

4,121
19%
1.4%

P-1

73%

77%

2014

65%

70%

2011

45%

37%

13

26

Number of municipalities

Table Notes: The second column indicates the year when the indicator was measured. “P-1” denotes the
year prior to the year when the program started (or might have started, in the case of control communities);
either 2009 or 2010. Primary school enrollment is calculated as a fraction of the total population between 5
and 10 years old; the level thus underestimates the true enrollment rate.
Table	
  3	
  -‐	
  Balance	
  between	
  Control	
  and	
  Program	
  municipalities	
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4.2 The Impact of FCG on Preschool and School Enrollment
This section describes the empirical evidence on the impact of the FCG program on preschool and
school enrollment. We have extensive enrollment data going back 2005, which allows us to perform a
careful analysis of the timing of the impact for different age groups. The checks included in this
section also have the goal to increase our confidence in the veracity of our findings.
We begin with a summary of FCG’s impact on preschool enrollment, comparing program and control
municipalities. Then, we look at the impact of FCG across time in sections 4.2.1 and 4.2.2, using data
from the National Institute of Statistics. In section 4.2.3 we perform a similar exercise only for the
2014-2015 academic year, using data from the Ministry of Education, cross-checked with school
ledgers through field-visits.
Figure 10 shows the average preschool enrollment in control (orange, left) and program
municipalities. For illustration purposes, the non-enrollment rate is also highlighted using the dashed
bars. The data is from 2011, which in program municipalities is the first or the second year when the
program was active, depending on the municipality. The enrollment rate is computed as the total
number of children enrolled in preschool in a municipality, summed up over all preschools, divided
by the total estimated number of children between 3 and 5 who live in that municipality.9
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Figure Notes. This graph reports the enrollment rate in preschool for
the 3-5 age group, for the 2011-2012 academic year. The solid bars
represent the enrollment rate, and the dashed bars highlight the
(complementary) non-enrollment rate, averaged over the 26 control
(orange) and 13 program (yellow) municipalities.
Figure	
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On average 68% of preschool age children are enrolled in control municipalities, whereas 84% are
enrolled in FCG program municipalities. Thus, the FCG is associated with a 16 percentage point
increase in enrollment. Taken at face value, this is a very large effect. First, this effect is for all
children, while on average only 40% of children are eligible for the FCG program. If the program did
not significantly affect the ineligible, then the effect on the eligible is 2.5 times higher, namely 40
percentage points.10 We do not know what the baseline enrollment rate is for eligible children in
9

We estimate the number of children of a given age D who live in a municipality based on the number of live
births D years prior, in the same municipality, minus infant mortality. This is only an approximation as it
ignores in- and out-migration of the municipality.
10
This logic is explained in detail in as explained in section 2.2.3.
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control municipalities (we do not have that disaggregated data), yet whatever it may have been, a 40
percentage point increase is a very large change. Secondly, another way to read this result is that the
program is associated with a 16 percentage point reduction in the non-enrollment rate, which
represents a 50% reduction in non-enrollment relative to the control areas.
This graph shows initial evidence that the FCG program led to a large increase in preschool
enrollment in the years immediately after it started operating. The following sections will analyze this
effect more rigorously: what was the difference in enrollment before the FCG program started? How
does the difference evolve 3-4 years after the program started? We will also analyze whether a similar
impact can be observed for older children, after they leave the FCG program.

4.2.1

Enrollment Before and After FCG

We now look at enrollment rates before and after the FCG program was launched, in order to gain
more confidence that previous results reflect the effect of the FCG program, instead of other
differences. Figure 11 summarizes the main results. The graph on the left (panel A) plots average
enrollment rates for children of different ages (three, four, five and six), separately in control and
program municipalities, for the period 2005-2009, that is, before FCG started. Here, enrollment refers
to the entire educational system: either preschool or school enrollment. There is no discernible
difference between the two groups, which indicates that the control and program groups were similar
in terms of enrollment, before the program. Also noticeable is that enrollment has a strong upward
slope in age; roughly 50% of three year olds are enrolled, whereas nearly 90% of the six year olds are
enrolled.
	
  

Panel (A)

Panel (B)

Figure Notes. Each panel graphs the enrollment rate – defined as the total enrollment in preschool
plus total enrollment in school – for different age groups, averaged over the corresponding period.
The yellow, solid line is the average over all progam municipalities, and the orange dashed line is
the average over all control municipalities. Gray bars indicate 95% confidence intervals.
Figure	
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The graph on the right (panel B) plots the same quantities, for the period 2011-2014. Note first that
enrollment for the control group (orange, dashed line) has changed relative to the earlier period: more
young children are enrolled; for example, the enrollment rate for three year olds has risen to approx.
60%. However, there is now a clear gap between the enrollment rates in program and control groups.
Program rates (yellow, solid line) are between 8 and 18 percentage points higher than control rates.
The program communities have achieved a remarkable change over this period. For example, the
preschool enrollment rate for three year olds grew from approx. 50% to around 75%, and more than
half of this change can be attributed to the FCG program (with the rest appearing to be a secular trend
due to other factors). The change for older children is actually even more remarkable. This is because
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the absolute impact of FCG is roughly constant (in percentage points), yet this effect starts from a
higher base for older children. For five year olds, for example, enrollment (in preschool or school)
grew from approx. 75% before FCG started to around 92%, again with roughly half this increase due
to FCG. However, viewed from the point of view of reduction of non-enrollment, these findings are
much starker. Between 2011 and 2014, non-enrollment for five year olds in program communities is
8.4%, compared to 15.4% in control. This represents
a 45% decrease in non-enrollment.11
It is useful to do a back of the envelope calculation
Approximately 30% of beneficiary
of the magnitude of effects on enrollment. (Keep in
children would not have been enrolled
mind that this calculation ignores attendance rates
at all without the FCG program.
and refers solely to enrollment.) The average impact
of FCG on enrollment is around 10 percentage
points. The average number of children between 3 and 6 years old is 236 per village. For 13
communities,
this
means
that
the
FCG
program
added
13×236×10%   ≈   307 children to the educational system. How does this compare to the number of
program beneficiaries? In the 13 program communities, in 2012-2013 there were 1081 beneficiary
children. The results indicate that roughly 30% of these children would not have been enrolled at all
without the program. Note that this does not mean that the program had no effect on the other
children; in addition to improving their attendance, the program may have helped them in various
ways, not least in terms of offering a safety net through the monthly coupons.

4.2.2

The Impact of FCG on Enrollment across Time

Figure 11 does not illustrate the exact timing of effects. For example, we expect the effects on
enrollment for six year olds to appear gradually after the program was introduced, as more children
who were more exposed to FCG program finish preschool. The effects on enrollment for younger
children (3-5) are expected to appear faster. We investigate these issues below.
Figure 12 plots the yearly evolution of enrollment rates between 2005 and 2014, in the program and
control groups. Panel (A) focuses on all children between 3 and 5 and preschool enrollment, while
panel (B) reports results for six year olds and enrollment in preschool or school. The results are
strongly supportive of the existence of a large impact of the FCG program on enrollment. In both
panels, there is no systematic difference between program and control groups before 2010.12 In panel
(A), for 2011 we recover the difference plotted in Figure 10. This effect is persistent in the first years
after FCG starts, although it tapers off and almost disappears in 2014.
It is a combination of two trends that leads to a reduction of the impact of FCG on preschool
enrollment over time. Firstly, there is a strong positive trend in the control group, which means that
these municipalities are “catching up” in terms of preschool enrollment. Secondly, preschool
enrollment actually seems to decrease in 2013 and especially in 2014 in the program group.
11

The finding that the absolute impact is roughly similar across age groups is an interesting finding. Based on
discussions before performing the data analysis, the researchers did not have a strong expectation of whether the
proportional effect would be larger for younger or older children. We believe that resistance to enrollment of
young children is particularly strong, which hampers OvidiuRo’s and others’ efforts to increase enrollment. We
also document in the qualitative part (section Error! Reference source not found.) parents’ resistance to
sending young children to preschool.

12

In panel (A) the program group has slightly larger enrollment rates; however, this effect is small compared to
the difference after FCG is introduced. Moreover, the two groups evolve in “parallel,” i.e. the upward trend
between 2008 and 2010 is present in both groups. This feature is given to some extent by design by the way we
choose the control group. See appendix Error! Reference source not found. for more details. In panel (B), the
enrollment rate is estimated with considerable noise, presumably because the number of six-year old children is
estimated noisily. Nevertheless, there is no pattern of difference between the two groups.
	
   31	
  

We do not have a strong working hypothesis to explain the decrease of preschool enrollment in
program municipalities. We believe, however, that the following factors should be monitored in the
future:
1. Local stakeholder fatigue. Teachers and other local stakeholders active in local coordination
groups volunteer in their free time. In 2013, the program municipalities under study had been
implementing FCG for up to three consecutive years. Initial enthusiasm might give way over time
to exhaustion and reduced activity in recruitment.
2. Limits of preschool capacity. If children enroll at the age of 3, they stay in preschools for up to
three years. After two years of program implementation, with larger numbers of preschoolers
enrolling every year, local preschools might have reached maximum capacity. This may lead to a
tacit agreement among local stakeholders that additional recruitment is not beneficial. At the same
time, the quality of local preschool education might drop due to high numbers of pupils and nonpoor families might stop sending their children to preschool.
3. Thinning out of OvR monitoring capacity. The FCG program expanded rapidly in 2013 and 2014,
with staff numbers not increasing proportionately. With many new municipalities entering the
program, FCG staff may have not had the capacity to monitor activities in old municipalities as
effectively as before.
In panel (B), the effect grows gradually starting in 2012, as we would expect given that the exposure
to the FCG program of children aged six increases gradually over time. Note that the estimated
average enrollment rate in the program group in 2012-2014 is above 100%. This artefact is due to the
way we estimate the number of children of a certain age, and it does not affect the general conclusion.
(For more details see the text box on the following page.)

Panel (A)

Panel (B)

Figure Notes. Each panel graphs the yearly enrollment rate – namely the total enrollment in
preschool plus total enrollment in school – averaged for program (yellow, solid) and control
(orange, dashed) municipalities. Gray bars indicate 95% confidence intervals.
Figure	
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Noisy Population Estimates lead to Over-estimated Enrollment Rates. However, this effect
occurs both in control and program municipalities, so the sign of the estimates of the impact of
the FCG program is not affected.
The number of children of a given age is estimated with considerable noise. Indeed, the population of age 𝐷
is extrapolated based on the number of children born 𝐷 years earlier in the same municipality; this ignores
in- and out-migration from the municipality, mortality after 1 year old, and also leads to other small errors
due to the exact timing of births. The estimation procedure is detailed in section 2.2.1. Unfortunately, better
data is not available at municipality and yearly level – this seems to be the best that can be done with
available data.
This noisy estimation will lead to over-estimating the enrollment rate. Technically, this is due to Jensen’s
inequality applied to enrollment rate, which is a convex function of the estimated number of children of a
given age. The consequences for estimation are that the sign of the impact of FCG should not be
(systematically) affected. The magnitude of the effects can either be dampened or amplified. For example,
when measuring non-enrollment, we may be over-estimating the impact of FCG.
In addition, the enrollment rate for six year olds in program municipalities in 2014, computed using INS
data, seems to be unusually high. This is probably due to a statistical fluke; we have investigated the
correlation between INS and Ministry of Education data in 2014 for all age groups, and found no evidence
of a systematic bias in reporting in INS data (results available upon request).

4.2.3

FCG Impact on School Enrollment in 2014-2015

In this section we use a distinct data source to measure enrollment, as well as other outcomes, in the
2014-2015 academic year.13 The advantage of this data source is that we also have information on
school abandonment, as well as (official) attendance rates.
The disadvantage of focusing on a single academic year is that we may attribute to the FCG program
differences between municipalities that have existed there for longer. To correct for this eventuality,
in analysis not reported here we introduced statistical controls for important socio-economic and
educational indicators at the municipality level. These variables are the ones discussed in section 4.1.
As it turns out, including these controls has only small and no systematic effects, which increases our
confidence in the results.
We restrict the analysis to 6 year olds, a well-defined group for which we have an estimate of the
number of children outside of the school system.14,15 Figure 13 presents the difference between control
and program municipalities in terms of enrollment (panel A) and graduation rate (panel B), for
children six years old at the start of the 2014-2015 academic year.16
A student is coded as graduating if he or she does not “drop out” during the academic year. We code
an enrolled student as dropped out if the official school record (catalog) has a remark by the teacher
that this is the case, and also if the student record has a block of absences followed by a blank final
record.17

13

The student level data is obtained from the Ministry of Education, and is cross-checked against school
ledgers. The number of conflicting cases (a student appears in one source but not in the other) was below 1%.
14
Analyzing results at the grade level would lead to difficulties in assigning hypothetical grade levels for
students not enrolled in school.
15
In municipalities where the number of children enrolled in school is larger than the estimated number of
children, we update the estimate to match the enrollment count. That is, we update the enrollment rate to 100%.
16
These children are divided between preschool, zeroth grade (clasa pregătitoare) and first grade (clasa întâi).
There are compositional differences between these groups: children in program municipalities are more
concentrated in zeroth grade, with fewer in either preschool or first grade.
17
Note that the coding was done on student data blindly with respect to whether the community is program or
control. Students with a remark that they have left abroad are also coded as drop out, as well as students in the
official ministry data whom we could not find in the official school records (less than 1% of all cases). Note that
for the zeroth grade (clasa pregătitoare), there is no official “drop out” status, and students are automatically
	
   33	
  

Panel A in Figure 13 replicates the effect on non-enrollment that we already analyzed in the previous
section, using the more reliable data from the Ministry of Education. Program municipalities have an
enrollment rate of 91%, compared to 87.2% in control. Given high enrollment rates, looking at nonenrollment is more informative, and here we see that the FCG program is associated with a 3.8
percentage points reduction in the non-enrollment rate. Starting from a base of 12.8%, this is a 30%
decrease in non-enrollment. This is a very large effect, and using the more reliable data source
confirms that this result is not due to selective misreporting. Assuming that FCG did not affect the
enrollment rate of non-eligible children, this means that the enrollment rate of eligible children grew
by 9.5pp = 2.5×3.8pp, although we do not know the starting level. This effect is not statistically
significant at conventional levels, due to the small number of municipalities.18 However, the sign and
magnitude of the effect suggests that FCG had a large impact in increasing enrollment among six year
olds.
Panel B shows that the same pattern holds for the
graduation rate. By definition, these numbers are lower
than in Panel B. Drop out averages 2.1 percentage points in
control municipalities, and 1.6 percentage points in
program municipalities. This corresponds to a 25%
reduction that can be associated with FCG. In total, the
impact of FCG is a 29% reduction in non-graduation rate,
compared to control municipalities (10.6% in program
versus 14.9% in control).

The FCG program is associated
with a reduction between 25%
and 30% of non-enrollment and
drop-out, for six year old
children,
in
the
2014-15
academic year.
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Figure Notes. The left panel graphs the fraction of 6 year old children who are enrolled in prechool or school at
the beginning of the 2014-2015 academic year. The right panel graphs the fraction of 6 year old children who
graduate at the end of the 2014-2015 academic year (ie enrolled and do not drop out of school). Solid bars
represent the enrollment and graduation rates, and the dashed bars highlight the (complementary) non-enrollment
and non-graduation rate, averaged over control (orange) and program (yellow) municipalities.
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We have investigated the impact of other municipality-level factors on these results, and found that
the results are very robust to controlling for other factors.19

advanced to the next grade, regardless of attendance. However, our definition is closer to the reality of whether a
student indeed dropped out of school.
18
Standard errors are clustered at the level of the treated unit, namely municipalities.
19
Specifically, we run three sets of linear regressions: (1) without controls, (2) controlling for log population,
and (3)controlling for log population, fraction of ethnic Roma, live births per capita, primary school enrollment
as a fraction of the population between 5 and 10 years old, fraction of the population receiving food aid in 2014,
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4.3 The Impact of FCG on Attendance
In this section we measure the impact of FCG on preschool and school attendance. In addition to the
data and set-up from the previous section,20 we use data from surprise visits performed specifically for
this study.
The additional data was collected from 3,236 unannounced (surprise) visits to all 541 classes in
preschool, zero and first school grades in the 39 study municipalities. We aimed to visit each class six
times, and in practice every class was visited at least three times, with an average number of visits
equal to 5.98. The visits took place between late April and mid-June 2015, in the second half of the
second semester of the 2014-15 academic year.21
We begin by comparing the official data on school attendance with the data collected directly from
surprise visits, and find that official data seems to overestimate attendance. We then look at the
impact of FCG using the official data, and then using the surprise visit data.
When studying FCG’s impact on attendance, it is crucial to keep in mind the findings on enrollment
from the previous sections. An increase in enrollment due to the program will tend to bring in the
educational system lower performing students. This selection effect implies that the average
attendance calculated among those enrolled, may well be lower in the program group. Indeed, this is
what we find.22 However, this result is due to an erroneous comparison. The reference group (enrolled
students) is itself affected by the program, so this comparison is not fair. To correct for this selection
issue, we study all children, including those who are not enrolled in school.

4.3.1

Comparison of Official and Field Attendance Data

In this subsection, we compare attendance data from official school records (cataloage), and from
surprise visits. We use the total number of (excused and unexcused) absences for each student from
the official records, each semester. We divide by the total number of hours in a semester,23 and obtain
the probability of finding a student absent during a randomly chosen hour, class, and day, assuming
each absence carries one mention in the official record. We use the numbers from the second semester
of 2014-15, when we performed the surprise visits; results are similar using the first semester.
During the surprise visits, in each class, the enumerator recorded the number of students present at
school at the moment of the visit, and the denominator the number of enrolled students.24 Visits were
roughly evenly and arbitrarily distributed across the school day, which leads us to interpret the
attendance rate from surprise visits as the probability of finding a student present during a randomly
chosen hour, class, and day. To compute absence rates, we first average the attendance across all
visits to the same class, then we aggregate at the municipality and grade level. We then compute the
average attendance rate at the municipality and grade level. The absence rate is defined as one minus
the attendance rate.
Table 4 compares the absence rates from surprise visits and official records. For the purpose of this
comparison, we exclude students recorded as dropped out from both data sources, because we do not
trust that the number of absences is recorded correctly for drop-outs in the official records. This

and fraction of houses with running water. These are the variables discussed in section 4.1. The results are
similar across specifications, and they are available from the authors upon request. Standard errors are always
clustered at the municipality level.
20
We focus on 6 years old children in the 2014-15 academic year, using Ministry of Education data crosschecked with school ledgers.
21
Teachers were informed that the information collected during these visits had no impact on their career, and it
would not be shared, except in aggregate form, with their superiors and the public.
22
Using official data, the effect is on the order of 9-14% lower average attendance in program municipalities
than in control municipalities, and around 3-6% higher share of students with above 100 absences. These effects
are not statistically significant. Detailed results available upon request.
23
Stipulated in the education legislation as 85 days per semester, and maximum 21h per of school per week.
24
We did not consider any exceptions or excuses for missing pupils.
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affects 100 students, or 2.4% of all students. This is a conservative choice in the sense that it
underestimates the absence rate from the surprise visits.
Official records underestimate the absence rate by a factor of 5 to 7. While in a typical unannounced
visit the probability to find a certain student absent was around 27-38%, the corresponding figure
from official records is 4-5%. This holds for both grades (panels A and B). Note that we do not notice
a differential pattern of under-reporting in control and program areas.
	
  
Absence Rate from
Surprise Visits
(1)

Absence Rate from
Official School Records
(2)

Factor by which
absences underreported
(3)

Panel A. Grade zero (clasa pregatitoare)
Control
32%
Program
38%
Enrollment
2,156

4.6%
5.3%
2,123

7x
7x

Panel B. Grade one (clasa intai)
Control
27%
Program
27%
Enrollment
2,000

4%
5%
1,968

7x
5x

Table Notes. The sample is all students except drop out students (coded using official records).
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4.3.2

The Impact of FCG on Attendance Measured Using Official Data

The previous section documents that official records underreport absences. However, we have no
evidence that this effect is different in program and control, so the official data may still be a useful
indicator of the impact of the program. The results we obtain are broadly in agreement with the
enrollment results in section 4.2.3.
We use four indicators for absences. The first two are the number of unexcused absences averaged
over the two semesters of the 2014-2015 academic year, and in the second semester only, for six-year
olds. The last two are the fraction of six-year old children with more than 100 absences per semester,
averaged over the two semesters, and in the second semester only. This includes non-enrolled
students. To them we assign 250 absences per semester; this corresponds to the highest fifth percentile
of the absences distribution for students for whom we have data. Results are similar when we study
total number of absences (excused or not), and regardless of whether we drop students with missing
data, or code them as having a high number of absences.
The results in Figure 14, Panel (A) indicate a small decrease in the average number of absences of
between 11% and 13% due to the FCG program, compared to the control group. As before, the effect
on eligible children may be around 2.5 times larger. The impact of the FCG program on the fraction
of children with many absences is studied in Figure 14, Panel (B). Here we see larger effects, of the
order of 19% to 25%, starting from a base of around 17 percent of all children with many absences.
This result makes sense: this group of students is more directly impacted by the FCG program.
Compared to average attendance, this indicator is less diluted by counting students who are not
affected by the FCG program.
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Average Number of Absences
per Semester (2014-15)
50
40
30
20
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0

Fraction with more than 100
Unexcused Absences (2014-15)
20
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10
5
0

Unexcused Absences Unexcused Absences
(2nd semester)
Control

Program

Panel (A)

Over 100 Unexcused Over 100 Unexcused
Absences
Absences (2nd
semester)

Control

Program

Panel (B)

Figure Notes. Panel (A) graphs the average number of unexcused absences, and panel (B) graphs the fraction of
children with at least 100 unexcused absences per semester. The sample is six years old children, including
those who are not enrolled. Non-enrolled students are assigned 250 absences per semester.
Figure	
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4.3.3

The Impact of FCG on Attendance Measured Using Field Collected Data

We now present the results using data from surprise visits. We include non-enrolled children in the
definition of attendance rate, because we have shown that enrollment is affected by the program. The
“complete attendance rate” used here is the ratio of children attending school, divided by the total
number of children in the relevant age group. Surprise visits yield enrollment data at the class level, so
we need to infer the age group. We use the number of 3-5 year olds in the municipality as the
reference group for preschool, the number of 6 year olds for the zeroth grade (clasa pregatitoare), and
7 year olds for the first grade.25
Table 5 reports the results by grade, and by program and control. We first analyze attendance at the
preschool level. Recall from Figure 12, Panel (A) that the impact of FCG on enrollment is very small
in the 2014-2015 academic year; indeed, the difference between program and control municipalities is
exactly one percentage point. This means that several years after its inception, the program no longer
brings new children into the educational system.26
However, Table 5 shows that FCG has an impact on the attendance of that age group. For preschool,
FCG municipalities have on average a 3.6 percentage points higher attendance rate, over a base of
38.3% attendance in control. Note this means that the attendance rate is nearly 10% higher in program
compared to control areas. These results are for all children, regardless of eligibility status for FCG.
Using the same reasoning as before, considering that roughly 40% of all children are eligible, and
assuming they are the ones who are affected by FCG, we find that effects for eligible children are 2.5
times higher than those for all children. Thus, attendance for eligible children increases by 9.0
percentage points. We do not know the attendance rate for eligible children in control areas, but we
can plausibly assume it is lower than the rate for all children. What this means is that FCG increases
the attendance rate for eligible children by over a quarter.
Turning to the results for school, note that the average complete attendance in control areas is 58.9%
for zeroth and 64.6% for first grade, which reflect partly the enrollment rates cited in Figure 13 and
the attendance rates (conditional on enrollment) in Table 4.
25

Results for school are very similar if we construct the reference group differently. For each grade, we
compute the shares of 5, 6, 7 and 8 year olds enrolled in that grade. We then compute the total number of
potential students as the weighted sum of the total number of children in these age groups, with weights given
by the sharess.
26
As explained in section 4.2.2, this is due to a combination of control areas catching up over time, and program
areas declining in terms of enrollment rate compared to their peak.
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The impact of the FCG program is to increase the complete attendance rate by 1.2 percentage points
for zeroth grade, and by 3.5 percentage points for the first grade. These results do not reach statistical
significance. Despite the large amount of data that we collected, which gives us a precise image of
attendance in each municipality, and despite the large number of students involved, we are still facing
a situation in which we only have 39 “units” that received or did not receive the program.
These findings suggest a positive, modest and long-lasting effect of the FCG program on children
who have participated in the program. Our estimates of the impact on the eligible group is given in the
column (3), and is 2.5 times higher than the impact on all children. While very noisy, these results do
not indicate a tapering off of the effect for older children. Indeed, the impact on first grade is actually
larger than for zeroth grade.
These values are broadly comparable yet smaller than the impacts described in section 4.2.3, which
are 3.8pp and 4.3pp for enrollment and graduation of six-year olds, respectively. Note that the
analysis is slightly different and not directly comparable to the analysis in section 4.2.3 because the
reference group there is immutable: the number of children of a given age is not affected by the
program, whereas the composition of the zeroth grade may be affected. However, we do not have
surprise visit data by age of the enrolled students. Nevertheless, read at face value, these results
suggest that the impact on complete attendance rate is slightly smaller than for enrollment. This would
happen if some of the students who enroll as a consequence of the FCG program, only have a low
attendance rate.
Attending
divided by total
age group size
(1)
Panel A. Preschool
Control
Program

38.3%
41.9%

Impact of FCG
(2)

Inferred
impact of FCG
on the eligible
(3)

+3.6%

+9.0%

+1.2%

+2.9%

+3.5%

+8.6%

Panel B. Grade zero (clasa pregatitoare)
Control
Program

58.9%
60.0%

Panel C. Grade one (clasa intai)
Control
Program

64.6%
68.0%

Table Notes. Non-enrolled children are included in the calculation, and they are
assumed to not attend. The age group is 6 year olds in Panel A and 7 year olds in
Panel B. The inferred impact on eligible children in column (3) is computed by
multiplying the impact on all children in column (2) by 2.5. For more details, see
section 2.2.3. (Note the displayed results are rounded to the closest decimal.)
Table	
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5 Appendix
5.1 Propensity Score Matching Algorithm Used to Select Control Municipalities
•
•
•

•

We fit a statistical model (logit) that predicts the probability that the program is implemented
in a certain municipality, as a function of municipality characteristics.
We experimented with explanatory characteristics to obtain a parsimonious model with good
fit.
The characteristics used in the model are: the logarithm (log) of total population in 2000, the
slope of log population across the period 2000-2010, poverty indicator P1, the fraction of
Roma population at the 2011 census, the preschool enrollment rate one year before the year of
reference, and the change in the preschool enrollment rate between two and one year before
the year of reference.
For each program municipality, we chose the non-program municipality from the same
county with the closest predicted probability of receiving the program. No non-program
municipality was selected twice using this method.
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5.2 Comparison of Control and Program Municipalities (Extended Version)

Indicator name

Year

Program

Control

P-C

standard
error of
P-C

Control
(statistic
al)

Control
(local
know.)

Total Population

P-1

4,832

4,121

710

(694.9)

4,312

3,931

Log(Total Population)

P-1

8.39

8.23

0.16

(0.148)

8.25

8.21

Population 10 - 15 yrs

P-1

350

283

67

(47.96)

298

267

Population 0 - 5 yrs

P-1

337

279

57

(47.48)

288

271

Population 0 - 10 yrs

P-1

692

568

124

(92.26)

588

548

Ethnic Romanians (%)

2011

70%

64%

5.9%

(0.0853)

64%

64%

Ethnic Roma (%)

2011

20%

19%

(0.0486)

19%

19%

2011

5%

11%

(0.0687)

11%

12%

Live births (per capita)

P-1

1.5%

1.4%

1.2%
6.5%
0.1%

(0.00181)

1.5%

1.4%

Stillbirths (per live births)
Infant mortality rate
(per live births)

P-1

0.4%

0.3%

0.1%

(0.00255)

0.5%

0.1%

P-1

1.5%

1.3%

0.1%

(0.00476)

1.6%

1.1%

Preschool enrollment (%)
Primary school enrollment
(% of 5-10 age group)

P-1

70%

68%

2%

(0.0567)

69%

66%

P-1

73%

77%

-4%

(0.0367)

75%

80%

Middle school graduates

P-1

54

43

11

(10.42)

46

40

Preschool employees

P-1

7.4

6.8

0.5

(1.089)

7.1

6.6

Primary school employees
Number of formal
employees
POAD food aid recipients
(% of total population)

P-1

14.5

13.3

1.3

(2.488)

12.5

14.1

P-1

308

233

76

(106.0)

285

180

2014

65%

70%

-6%

(0.106)

70%

70%

2011

1,701

1,596

104

(289.9)

1,655

1,538

2011

45%

37%

8%

(6.642)

42%

32%

2011

37%

35%

2%

(5.766)

39%

31%

2011

93%

95%

-2%

(1.378)

94%

96%

2011

9%

10%

-1%

(3.749)

14%

6%

2011

75%

75%

0%

(5.397)

75%

74%

2011

32%

32%

0%

(5.353)

36%

27%

13

26

13

13

Ethnic Hungarian (%)

Number of houses
Running water
(% of households with)
Seweage (% of households
with)
Electricity (% of households
with)
Centralized heating
(% of households with)
Kitchen (% of households
with)
Bathroom (% of households
with)

Number of municipalities

	
   40	
  

