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The Sponsoring Agencies

The Open Society Foundations work to build vibrant and tolerant democracies whose 
governments are accountable to their citizens. To achieve this mission, the Foundations 
seek to shape public policies that safeguard fundamental rights and assure greater 
fairness in political, legal, and economic systems. On a local level, Open Society 
implements a range of initiatives to advance justice, education, public health, and 
independent media. Open Society has considerable experience working in partnership 
with and strengthening Roma civil society organizations, but also in collecting and 
analysing data and the evaluation of projects and programs. The Open Society Early 
Childhood Program promotes the healthy development and wellbeing of young children 
through initiatives that emphasize parent and community engagement, professional 
development, and government accountability. Open Society is guided by a rights-based 
approach and social justice framework, with emphasis on protecting and improving the 
lives of people in marginalized communities, including minorities, migrants/refugees, 
children living in poverty, and children with developmental delays, malnutrition, and 
disabilities. Program initiatives in Central and Eastern Europe/Eurasia focus on addressing 
the situation of Roma children, children with disabilities, and children who have hindered 
access to services. Open Society continues to support and collaborate with the 
national and regional early childhood practitioners and non-governmental organizations 
established through its flagship Step by Step program, including the International Step by 
Step Association and, since 2012, the Romani Early Years Network.

The Roma Education Fund was created in 2005 in the framework of the Decade of 
Roma Inclusion. Its mission is to close the gap in educational outcomes between Roma 
and non-Roma. To achieve this goal, the organization supports policies and programs 
that ensure quality education for Roma, including the desegregation of education 
systems. Through its activities, the Roma Education Fund promotes Roma inclusion in all 
aspects of the national education systems of countries that participated in the Decade 
of Roma Inclusion, as well as other countries that wish to join this general effort for 
Roma inclusion. The objectives of the Roma Education Fund include: ensuring access 
to compulsory education; improving the quality of education; implementing integration 
and ethnic desegregation of Roma pupils; expanding access to pre-school education; 
and increasing access to secondary, post-secondary, and adult education through, 
for example, scholarships, adult literacy courses, and career advice and guidance for 
secondary school pupils.

UNICEF (the United Nations Children’s Fund) has been working in the Central and 
Eastern Europe region and the Commonwealth of Independent States since the 1990s, 
with the objective of protecting and promoting the rights of children, especially those 
from the most vulnerable and marginalized groups. UNICEF was a member of the 
Steering Committee of the Decade of Roma Inclusion. UNICEF is engaged in developing 
systematic and coherent engagement with Roma issues through the key entry points 
of early childhood development and basic education. UNICEF is mandated by the United 
Nations General Assembly to advocate for the protection of children’s rights, to help 
meet their basic needs, and to expand their opportunities to reach their full potential. 
UNICEF is guided by the Convention on the Rights of the Child and strives to establish 
children’s rights as enduring ethical principles and international standards of behaviour 
towards children. UNICEF insists that the survival, protection, and development of 
children are universal development imperatives that are integral to human progress. 
UNICEF mobilizes political will and material resources to help countries, particularly 
developing countries, ensure a “first call for children” and to build their capacity to 
form appropriate policies and deliver services for children and their families. UNICEF is 
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committed to ensuring special protection for the most disadvantaged children – victims 
of war, disasters, extreme poverty, all forms of violence and exploitation, and those with 
disabilities.

Open Society Foundations Roma Education Fund UNICEF

Early Childhood Program Budapest Regional Office CEECIS
London  Geneva
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A Note on Terminology
 
The text of this report on Roma Inclusion in Early Childhood Education and Care+ 
seeks to comply with the European Commission and the Council of Europe’s adopted 
usage of the term “Roma.” The term “Roma” in this report, in common with the 
inherent definitions used widely in publications by the Council of Europe, the European 
Commission, and other international institutions, refers to a European nation with Indian 
roots. It is a diverse community of related groups labelled with different ethnonymes – 
self designations and external designations – that include, but are not limited to: Roma, 
Sinti, Manouche, Gitano, Resande, Romer, Romanlar, Domlar, Lomlar, Kaale, Egyptians, 
Ashkali, Tattare, Gypsies, Scottish Travellers, Mandopolini, Ghurbeti, Beyash (Bajaši, 
Rudari/Ludari), Jevgjit, and many others that are understood to be part of the wider Roma 
populations across Europe and beyond. By using the term “Roma” it is understood that 
the Sponsoring Agencies and the authors intend no disrespect to individual communities. 
Readers should note that the usage of the term is not intended in any way to deny or 
erode the diversity that exists across Roma and Traveller groups. It is also to be noted 
that a significant and growing Roma middle class exists; this cohort participates fully 
and with dignity as responsible citizens in the countries and societies in which they live, 
including the Slovak Republic, without sacrificing their ethnic and cultural identity.
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Glossary of Terms
Attendance: The routine daily appearance and full participation of a child for entirety of 
each scheduled kindergarten session or school day. Nursery school and kindergarten 
attendance is not compulsory in Slovakia, but it is recommended that every child attend 
kindergarten for at least one year before compulsory schooling.

Deferred school entry: Delay in starting formal compulsory education at age 6. 

Early childhood education and care (ECEC): ECEC includes all types of establishments 
offering care and education to children of pre-school age (before compulsory school 
admission), irrespective of the establishing body, funding, operational hours, curricula, or 
program.1 ECEC in Slovakia is applicable to children aged 0 to 6 or 7, the year compulsory 
education begins.

Early childhood: Prenatal period through to 8 years of age, which in Slovakia includes 
the first two years of formal elementary school education.

Educational inclusion: The education of all children together with no organizational 
arrangements that would separate children on grounds of gender, class, age, ethnicity, 
ability, disability, language, religion, and other forms of human difference. Inclusion is 
a child’s right, and it is the duty of kindergartens/schools to facilitate the unhindered 
exercise of that right.

Elementary (basic) school (základná škola): A formal educational institution in Slovakia 
for children aged 6 to 15, subdivided into basic first stage (prvý stupeň)/primary for pupils 
aged 6 to 11 and basic second stage (druhý stupeň)/lower secondary for pupils aged 12 to 
15. 

Enrolment: The administrative process of placing a child on the official register of an 
educational institution. 

Ethnic disaggregation: The capacity of data to be collected, formulated, and presented 
in a way that will show data differences in relation to children’s/people’s ethnic 
differences.

Family: In this text the term “family” or its plural form, “families,” should be read as 
parents, children, and other inter-generational relatives living under one roof.

Head teacher: The professional in charge of a kindergarten or school; alternative 
designations include principal or director.

Kindergarten/school capacity: The formal number of designated child/pupil places.

Kindergarten (materské školy): Institutional pre-school provision of education for young 
children generally aged between 3 and 6, though both younger and older children may be 
found in some kindergartens. 

Mothers’ and family centres: Meeting places in community settings where 
informal early education takes place and where young mothers/families 
and their children can socialize.

1 The defi nition used by OECD (2001). 
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Nurseries (detské jasle): The formal provision of professional care, including food, 
shelter, stimulation, play, and development, for young children under the age of 3.

Pre-primary preparatory year: The provision of formal education in kindergartens for 
children between the ages of 5 and 6 years, in preparation for compulsory education. In 
Slovakia, the pre-primary preparatory year is free but not compulsory.

Prejudiced/racist bullying: The exercise of abusive power intended deliberately to be 
hurtful and/or damaging, by an individual or group of individuals against another individual 
or group of individuals, on the grounds of ethnic and/or racial differences; victims are 
often defenceless in a process that may be frequently repeated.

School board: A self-administering body allowed by educational legislation; members 
represent and promote public interests and the interests of pupils/children, parents, 
teachers, and other staff in the context of the overall learning process. 

School Educational Program (Školský vzdelávací program): School-based curriculum 
and curricular documents based on the State Educational Program, specific to the 
content of education and training in individual kindergartens, with local conditions taken 
into account. 

School readiness: An admission criteria for entry to elementary school used in a few 
European countries to determine whether a child is, or is not, “ready” for formal primary 
education, frequently measured by a teacher assessment or formal test.2 

Segregation: A physical or symbolic separation, based on unjustified criteria, of some 
groups from public services or resources provided to other members of society. 
“Segregation in education occurs when different conditions and opportunities arising of 
such a decision lead to qualitatively different provision of education for a certain group” 
(Hapalová, Drál‘ 2011Hapalová and Drál‘ 2010, 61). 

Special educational need(s): An assessed and/or experienced learning difficulty that 
might need additional support.

State Educational Program ISCED 0 pre-primary education (Štátny vzdelávací 

program predprimárne vzdelávanie): Slovakia’s national curriculum document, which 
serves as a baseline and binding document for the creation of pre-primary School 
Educational Programs, the first level of the country’s two-tier formal education model. 

Upper secondary school (stredná škola): A formal educational institution in Slovakia for 
students aged 16 to 19 (ISCED 3).

Zero class/year: A compensatory measure legislatively introduced in 2002 for children 
from a socially disadvantaged environment that have turned 6 years of age by September 
1 of a given year but are assessed by an elementary school and determined “not ready” 
for admittance. Zero classes are free of charge and are part of elementary schools. Zero 
class placement can occur only with the agreement of the child’s legal guardian. 

2 For additional information related to criteria and arrangements for admission to the fi rst year of primary 

education, see European Commission/Eurydice/Eurostat 2014, 129, Figure F6a.
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List of Abbreviations

ECEC Early Childhood Education and Care

EU European Union

GDP gross domestic product

ISCED International Standard Classification of Education

MPC Methodological and Pedagogical Centre

NGO Non-governmental Organization

OECD Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development

RECI Roma Early Childhood Inclusion 

UNDP United Nations Development Programme

UNESCO United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organisation

UNICEF United Nations Children’s Fund 
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Contextual Introduction
• This Roma Early Childhood Inclusion+ (RECI+) study report was initiated by the 

Sponsoring Agencies, namely, the Open Society Foundations Early Childhood 
Program, The Roma Education Fund, and UNICEF, as part of a series of reports from 
Central and Eastern Europe that aim to map and present the situation of Roma 
children in early childhood (0 to 8 years of age). 

• The report is based on the research of available resources, including policy and 
strategic documents, legislation, and reports, as well as personal interviews and 
focus groups in selected communities. It maps the current state of the system of 
early childhood education and care (ECEC) in Slovakia, and identifies and analyses the 
obstacles of access to quality pre-school education for Slovakian Roma children.

• The study is based on the latest international research findings pointing to the 
undeniable importance and long-term positive impact of quality early care and pre-
school education, especially for children who come from socially and economically 
disadvantaged environments. Quality ECEC greatly helps all children realize their 
potential, and helps to offset the disadvantages arising from social exclusion, material 
deprivation, and family dysfunction. 

• It is anticipated that the report will contribute to the Slovak government’s ongoing 
efforts to promote the social integration of Roma communities. The government has 
embarked on ambitious reforms at all education levels and begun preparing a 10-year 
education strategy; these report findings might inform the conversation to further 
shape educational reform plans.

• The Note on Terminology and Introduction to this report provide insights into the 
philosophy underpinning the research, which was rooted in the search for objective 
data and informed conclusions and recommendations that are independent and free 
from any influence of ethnic stereotyping of the Roma in Slovakian society. 

ECEC and Roma Children
• The participation rate of children aged 4 to 6 in kindergartens in Slovakia was 77.4% in 

2014, well below the 95 percent Europe 2020 target (Herich 2015, 13).
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• One of the main reasons, though not the only one, is low investment in this level 
of education. The OECD (2016) places Slovakia among countries with the lowest 
investment in ECEC from gross domestic product.

• There is robust international evidence that the earliest possible inclusion of Roma 
children in early care programs is crucial for their school success in primary, 
secondary, and tertiary education (Heckmann 2008a). The 2012 OECD Programme 
for International Student Assessment (PISA) showed that Slovakia was among the 
countries where low ECEC participation had the greatest impact on children’s future 
educational outcomes (OECD 2013). 

• Despite this, Roma children’s access to, and participation in, early care provision 
(age 0 to 3) is negligible, and participation of Roma children in kindergartens is 
disproportionately low at 18 percent compared to 72 percent for the non-Roma 
population.3 In addition, participation of Roma children in kindergartens reflects an 
intergenerational downward trend. Fewer Roma children now access pre-school 
education compared with parent and grandparent generations (World Bank 2012).

• Access to kindergarten for Roma children is hindered by a marked under-capacity 
of kindergarten pupil places, often combined with geographic inaccessibility of 
kindergartens.

• In recognition of the importance of ECEC, improved access to pre-school education 
has become one of the key objectives within the government’s social inclusion and 
Roma integration strategies. Using state and EU funds, the government focuses 
on the expansion of early childhood education and on increasing capacities in 
kindergartens in localities with higher numbers of children from marginalized Roma 
communities. 

• In the programming period 2014–2020, the government continues to implement 
national inclusion in education projects (including all-day schools, teacher education, 
teacher assistant provision, and awareness-raising activities within Roma 
communities) that will be funded from European Union structural and investment 
funds. 

 
• However, the findings of this report indicate that the marked disparities and 

inequalities in access to quality ECEC for Roma children compared to non-Roma 
children are the result of numerous and complex structural and practical barriers 
preventing Roma children’s participation in ECEC. To address these barriers, systemic 
solutions and coordinated actions by all key actors are necessary. 

 • With the age-based split system of ECEC services in Slovakia, policies for early 
intervention (age 0 to 3) and pre-school education (age 3 to 6) are disconnected. 
Responsibilities related to ECEC governance, regulation, and funding are divided 
between different authorities. Slovakia lacks legislative framework, policies, and 
national strategies aimed at comprehensive and prioritized early intervention and 
care. Systemic structural coordination between different sectoral stakeholders with 
ECEC interests and responsibilities for children aged 0 to 6 is necessary. 

3 Findings of the World Bank (2012) show that only 18 percent of surveyed Roma children attended kindergarten, 

compared to an overall average of 72 percent of non-Roma Slovak children in this age cohort in 2011. During the 

reported period, four out of fi ve Roma children did not attend any type of pre-school, and, among Roma girls, the 

likelihood of attendance in kindergarten was even lower.
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• The affordability of ECEC services is one factor that determines how accessible 
early childhood education is and, hence, the extent to which children are likely 
to participate. As a very substantial percentage of Roma families live in extreme 
poverty (World Bank 2016, 20), the dire circumstances in which young Roma children 
often grow up seriously restricts their access to quality ECEC. Very poor parents 
typically cannot sustain the hidden costs and charges associated with participation 
in kindergarten (e.g. cost of soap and hygiene goods, voluntary but expected fees 
for leisure and adventure activities). Improving ECEC affordability for children from 
disadvantaged backgrounds needs to become a key strategy to increase participation 
in ECEC.

• One of the main systemic barriers is the current system of ECEC financing. In the 
decentralised system of education, local municipalities are largely responsible for 
ECEC funding. Many municipalities, particularly smaller ones, cannot guarantee 
accessible, quality kindergarten education for Roma children. To strengthen the link 
between ECEC funding and responsibilities related to ensuring sufficient places are 
provided, OECD (2016) recommends transferring the funding responsibility from 
municipalities to the state. 

• Improving Roma children’s access to and participation in ECEC is mostly financed 
through European Union-funded national projects and calls. The findings of this report 
highlight the limited access to and use of evaluation reports related to existing and 
past projects in the design of national policies, strategies, and new projects. Without 
transparent evidence of systemic impact, it is not clear that the measures adopted so 
far are sustainable or optimally effective.

 
• Although the Education Act prohibits discrimination and segregation, the Act is not 

sufficiently specific and robust to prevent or reverse such practices. The de-facto 
segregation of Roma children in the education system in Slovakia is systemic and 
often starts at pre-school age. It manifests in different ways, most often through 
the creation of ethnically homogeneous, so-called “Roma classes” or even Roma 
schools, or separate floors or school buildings, play yards, free-time activities, and 
so on.4 Ethnically homogeneous kindergartens also occur as a result of residential 
segregation and “white flight” (the withdrawal of non-Roma children by their parents 
from schools attended by Roma children). As documented in the qualitative research, 
the negative attitudes of the majority ethnic population towards the Roma are 
sometimes reflected by pre-school teachers who attach negative attributes to Roma 
as a group and to individual Roma children, thus creating literal and/or experiential 
walls between Roma children and their non-Roma class peers.

• At the age of transition/entry to elementary school, Roma children often end up in 
so- called “zero grade classes.” In the absence of kindergartens, zero grade classes 
were established to facilitate the compensatory entry and integration of Roma 
children into mainstream education. Available evidence shows that while zero classes 
may help facilitate a more successful start at school, zero classes have had very little 
impact on attainment or integration. In many instances, zero classes were found 
to reinforce existing and lasting segregation, including the channelling of Roma 
children into special education (Amnesty International and European Roma Rights 
Centre 2017). The two most recent and informed pieces of evidence recommend 
that the existence of zero grade classes in Slovakia should be seriously reconsidered 

4 According to the World Bank (2012), pre-school education in Slovakia is more segregated than in neighbouring 

countries; World Bank research shows that 48 percent of Roma children in Slovakia attend “only Roma” or 

“almost only Roma” kindergartens.
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(Amnesty International and European Roma Rights Centre 2017, 52; Roma Education 
Fund 2012, 9). 

• The decision to place a child into special education often happens during the 
assessment of “school readiness.” School readiness testing, especially for children 
from socially disadvantaged backgrounds and Roma children, has been repeatedly 
criticised as culturally biased. Evidence from qualitative studies shows that without 
adequate safeguards in place, the process allows for discriminatory practices.

• Although the revised national curriculum of the State Educational Program of 2008 
recommends the introduction of inclusive approaches to children, evidence from 
secondary sources and qualitative research consistently confirm that teachers 
generally lack the skills to apply inclusive approaches in their daily teaching practice. 
The evidence also confirms that teacher education and in-service training courses do 
not adequately prepare teachers to work with children from diverse socio-cultural, 
ethnic, religious, and linguistic backgrounds. Teachers lack the skills and knowledge 
needed to teach intercultural education for all children without discrimination. In 
addition, staffing levels of specialists and teaching assistants with Romani language 
skills in kindergartens are decidedly insufficient. 

• One of the most fundamental system-level limitations is the lack of ethnic data 
collection. As a result, it is not possible to objectively determine the actual status of 
the participation of Roma children in pre-school education and care programs and 
services. Anonymous and secure ethnic data are crucial for evaluating and monitoring 
the impact of national ECEC policies and measures aimed at improved access, 
participation, and educational outcomes for Roma children. The lack of ethnic data 
ultimately limits the possibilities of the State School Inspection service and other 
relevant players to monitor cases of discrimination and segregation practices in 
kindergarten and other school environments. 

• An important factor that positively affects the participation and achievement of 
children in kindergartens is cooperation with parents and the wider community. 
Roma parents, however, are not seen as equal partners in the life and work of the 
kindergarten, and are not actively involved in the broader educational processes and 
learning experiences of their children. Prevalent approaches to parental involvement 
are top-down, information-type approaches, rather than the active engagement of 
parents with approaches that respect and utilize their cultural and social capital. 
Support services offered through European Union-funded projects are not often 
tailored to the specific needs of individual Roma communities. 

• With significant European Union funds designated for Roma inclusion, Slovakia 
now has an opportunity to improve ECEC for Roma families. Complementing these 
investments with increased state funding to early education will benefit the entire 
education system, not just ECEC. Only a few countries are making use of EU funds 
for this purpose; Slovakia has the potential to become a model of best practice in 
Europe.

• With long-term reform planning under way, it is now the right time for the Slovak 
government to take decisive action to fundamentally reshape ECEC services. 
Comprehensive early childhood services for all children—starting with the prenatal 
period and extending through the early years of primary education—need to be 
promoted, with an explicit priority focus on those groups most disadvantaged and 
marginalized, such as the Roma, so inclusive education can be a reality for this 
generation of young Roma children and beyond. 
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Recommendations

For actors at the national/government level: 

• Increase investment in ECEC to a level of provision comparable with other European 
Union member states and the OECD average (0.5 percent of overall gross domestic 
product).

• When designing new national ECEC policies and measures, draw on evaluation 
and lessons from projects already implemented and international examples of best 
practice. Create and support the implementation of innovative alternative and flexible 
programs aimed at effective parenting and child welfare, and home-based programs, 
especially for children aged 0 to 3.

• Establish a national and local coordination structure for the development of a 
comprehensive ECEC strategy to facilitate purposeful cross-sectoral coordination 
among relevant ministries, the Office of the Plenipotentiary for Roma Communities, 
local/municipal authorities, and other key civil society players.

• Initiate comprehensive data collection on the representation of Roma children aged 
0 to 6 in formal and non-formal education and health services and other ECEC 
programs, and the impact of different kinds of services on children and their families.

• Create a system of comprehensive professional programs for early childhood 
education and care, with emphasis on supportive provision to families and 
preventative measures to ensure adequate levels of pre- and post-natal care, 
nutrition, infant health screening for developmental delays and disabilities, and 
unhindered early child development. 

• Legislate that all calls for increasing capacity of kindergartens include criteria to 
ensure ethnically and socially mixed kindergartens to every extent practically 
possible.

• Initiate appropriate actions to promote social cohesion and harmonious ethnic 
relations in Slovak society. It is important that a partnership—rather than a power 
position, top-down—approach be taken with Roma communities. 

• Act to address issues of community health, housing, and utility infrastructure in 
marginalized Roma settlements. Poverty and the dire environmental circumstances 
in which most young Roma children grow up seriously restrict their access to quality 
ECEC.

For the Ministry of Education:

• The introduction of a compulsory last year of pre-school education as planned in the 
draft National Program for Development of Care and Education – Learning Slovakia 
should be included in this broader national integrated ECEC strategy for all children.

• Before the introduction of a mandatory pre-school year, prepare the necessary 
conditions for successful implementation, including increasing the capacity of 
kindergartens to provide for children from marginalized communities, ensuring quality 
of services, and improving geographic accessibility.



• Segregated provision should be avoided at all costs. Stipulate that all calls for 
increasing capacity of kindergartens include criteria to ensure ethnically and socially 
mixed kindergartens.

• Expand free, legally entitled and accessible pre-school education for at least 
two years before the start of compulsory education, especially for children from 
disadvantaged backgrounds. 

• In line with the draft National Program for Development of Care and Education – 
Learning Slovakia, revise policies of “school readiness” testing/assessment and 
develop an urgent plan on how to stop this practice. 

• Conduct an urgent assessment of the impact of zero and preparatory classes on 
educational outcomes and integration on children from diverse backgrounds. Ensure 
that a child can only spend one school year in an existing zero class before being fully 
integrated into regular inclusive classes. Further establishment of zero classes should 
be strongly discouraged. 

• Develop a methodology to sensitively collect anonymous and secure ethnically 
disaggregated data and establish a system of regular ethnic data monitoring in ECEC 
and the educational system overall, to develop targeted educational policies aimed 
at specific groups of children, including Roma children, and to identify discriminatory 
practices.

• Revise existing systems of ECEC financing and ensure state funding to increase the 
number of teacher assistants, particularly those who speak the Romani language, 
as well as other professionals appropriate for the development of inclusion support 
teams in pre-school establishments (special pedagogical staff, psychologists, speech/
hearing/vision therapists, and field social workers for family support and home–
kindergarten liaison activities).

• Devise policy strategies to attract more Roma to the teaching profession, for 
example, by allowing alternative training possibilities and providing resources for 
social stipends.

• In active partnership with local authorities, non-governmental organizations (NGOs), 
Roma community representatives, and other relevant actors, develop a national 
desegregation strategy and ensure methodological and financial support for the 
development of such strategies at the local level. Provision of quality early care and 
education programs for Roma children should be considered an important part of this 
desegregation strategy. 

• National projects on inclusion of Roma children should include a range of ECEC 
programs with the active involvement of parents. These measures should follow-up 
and build on previous successful projects in Slovakia and elsewhere, such as the 
European Union’s pilot project, A Good Start. Participation and involvement of Roma 
communities in developing local strategies should become a requirement and part of 
eligibility criteria for European Union funding.

• Increase state funding of Methodological Pedagogical Centers to provide free and 
accessible teacher training and professional development support for all kindergarten 
teachers to better implement the State Educational Program and inclusive 
approaches.
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• Develop standards and guidelines for teacher professional development. The 
International Step by Step Association has developed two useful reference 
frameworks: Competent Educators of the 21st Century – Principles of Quality 
Pedagogy5 and Standards for Competence in Diverse Contexts.6 

• Many successful and proven pre-school programs for Roma children have been 
piloted and implemented over the years. Targeted financial support to local NGOS, 
including Roma NGOs, should be included in European Union-funded national 
projects. Access to state funding and accreditation should be available for these 
examples of good practice. 

• Improve professional and institutional competencies of subsidiary bodies involved 
in the professional development of teachers (the State Pedagogical Institute and 
Methodological and Pedagogical Centre) to raise the quality of teacher training 
programs. Initiate the development of professional competence frameworks for 
kindergarten and school teachers.

For the State School Inspection:

• Improve inspection methodologies to include monitoring of the quality of services 
for all children, especially for children from disadvantaged backgrounds (including the 
quality of interactions between staff and children, and the quality of child outcomes), 
in addition to monitoring compliance with regulations. Monitoring efforts should 
highlight good practice.

• Routinely inspect and assess inclusive practice in kindergartens; key components 
include: teaching that is focused on individually differentiated learning; multi-cultural 
curriculum; ethnic analysis of the institution’s pupils and staff; Slovak as an additional 
language; pupil behaviour (e.g. prejudiced bullying and other problematic relationships 
between Roma and non-Roma children); and organization of classes (segregation). 
The results of such monitoring should be used to appropriately refine national 
policies.

For the State Pedagogical Institute and Methodological Pedagogical Centre:

• Initiate a national review and revision of all teacher education programs to 
enhance professional expertise, ethics, and the personal dimension of teachers’ 
competencies. Ensure that teacher education programs include courses that promote 
an understanding of inclusive practices such as Slovak as a second or additional 
language, intercultural education, effective communication with parents, and team 
building. OECD provides a full list of recommended courses for such developments 
(Taguma, Litjens, and Makowiecki 2012, 65).

• Increase and improve continuous professional development opportunities that will 
ensure and enhance the institutional skills and capacities of head teachers, teachers, 
and assistants to implement inclusive practice in kindergartens and schools. 

5 http://www.issa.nl/content/issa-quality-principles 

6 http://www.issa.nl/sites/default/fi les/Diversity-and-Social-Inclusion_0.pdf 

e x e c u t i v e  s u m m a r y
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For the Ministry of Health:

• As part of the proposed inter-sectoral collaborative structure, develop and implement 
a plan of emergency help and family-centred support in cases of increased incidences 
(epidemics) of ill health among young children from marginalized Roma communities, 
to ensure the good health and development of young children, circumventing social 
stigma and ensuring regular kindergarten and school attendance.

• Prioritize the development of strategies focused on the promotion of good health and 
preventive health care for young children, supporting families in parenting for optimal 
health, development, and wellbeing.

• Ensure easy availability of affordable medicines and basic products that treat diseases 
prevalent in segregated communities. 

For local/municipal authorities: 

• Prioritize the placement of Roma children in mixed and internally unsegregated 
kindergartens, in the interests of integration and social cohesion, and the avoidance 
of de facto racial segregation. 

• In situations where Roma settlements are some distance from kindergarten settings, 
the construction of new kindergartens within or near the settlement(s) may be an 
option. It is important, however, to ensure that the best interests of Roma children 
are the primary concern in such decisions.

• Ensure the provision of free transport with appropriate adult escorts to the nearest 
kindergarten(s), where access to pre-school education cannot be guaranteed for all 
Roma children in their own neighbourhoods. 

• At the municipality level, promote coordinated and comprehensive actions in relation 
to the delivery of services to marginalized Roma communities, including ECEC, 
health, housing, employment, and infrastructure.

• Remove administrative barriers to kindergarten enrolment for Roma parents from 
segregated communities by providing easy access to complete information on 
available financial aid and administrative requirements. Ensure that Roma families 
receive routine reminders and support throughout the process.

For kindergarten head teachers/leaders:

• Design School Educational Programs that are based on the principles of equal 
opportunities, social justice, differentiated learning, and child-centred and 
individualised education—in keeping with the inclusion requirements of the State 
Educational Program. 

• Ensure a positive and welcoming climate for Roma children and parents. Teaching 
practice should reflect on and accommodate all the differing needs of children from 
diverse backgrounds, including Roma children. The organization of classes should 
avoid institutionalized ethnic segregation.
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• Establish multi-institutional partnerships that include local authorities, Roma 
community representatives, and parents, to improve home–kindergarten/school 
cooperation and support integrated extra-curricular activities aimed at children’s 
overall wellbeing and development. 

• Promote the continuous professional development of teachers and assistants by 
allowing participation in relevant in-service training to strengthen staff competencies 
in inclusive practice, intercultural education, and human rights, and grow their 
unbiased understanding of the historical, linguistic, and socio-cultural contexts of 
Roma children and their communities. 

• Before a child’s transition to elementary school, kindergartens should apply the 
principle of multi-disciplinary partnership by including parents to ensure that decisions 
are in the best interests of that child. The child’s voice always needs to be heard. 

To promote strong community partnerships related to ECEC: 

• Families should be recognised as key actors. ECEC policies and national projects 
should promote the active involvement of parents. Intergenerational learning should 
also be supported. 

• Innovative alternative and flexible programs aimed at effective parenting and child 
welfare, and home-based programs, especially for children aged 0 to 3, should be 
promoted and financed through state and/or European Union funds. It is important to 
draw on good practice from previously implemented projects and best practices from 
near and far.

• Strengthen programs for family and community involvement within existing 
national projects. Allow greater flexibility to address the specific needs of individual 
communities; generic solutions to address the varied problems of diverse Roma 
communities do not exist.

• It is important to foster access to, and support for, the activities of community/ 
“mothers’” centres (including adult literacy and parenting programs), because such 
community resources have strong potential to further the goal of providing quality 
care for Roma children and their families.

e x e c u t i v e  s u m m a r y
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INTRODUCTION

The Roma Early Childhood Inclusion (RECI+) Slovakia study is a part of the Sponsoring 
Agencies’ series of reports from Central and Eastern Europe aiming to capture and 
systematically present the situation of young Roma children. The report is intended to 
aid the appropriate authorities in ensuring for all Roma children the development of 
unhindered, unsegregated, and equal access to quality Early Childhood Education and 
Care (ECEC) services and provision. The growth of early childhood services in Central, 
Eastern, and South Eastern European countries provides unique opportunities to promote 
research-based advocacy through processes of democratic consultation, collaborative 
dialogue, and partnership among relevant state institutions, legally competent local 
authorities, majority populations, and minority communities, including Roma. 

The need for the RECI+ studies and reports stems from the convergence of different 
rationales. First is the difficult situation of Roma populations and their children in 
Europe, particularly in Central, Eastern, and South Eastern European countries, which 
continues to be at the top of the human rights and political agendas of intergovernmental 
organizations, including the European Commission of the European Union and the 
Council of Europe. Second is the growing commitment of national Roma populations and 
their national governments to address the lack of progress in this situation. Third is an 
understanding that the early childhood period from age 0 to 6—and 0 to 3 in particular—
establishes the foundation for individual health, wellbeing, and educational attainment, as 
well as later success with lifelong learning and employment. 

This report departs somewhat in its approach from previous RECI+ studies, as it focuses 
primarily on education. As documented by the European Commission, Council of Europe, 
OECD, and other international organizations, educational inequalities in Slovakia remain 
high and educational outcomes have deteriorated over recent years. The education of 
Roma children is one of the key challenges in the Slovak Republic. 

Purpose and Scope
The main purpose of the RECI+ Report on Slovakia is to invoke the most recent evidence 
to highlight the importance of ECEC for the social inclusion of disadvantaged Roma 
communities. The report aims to advocate for free, high quality, and inclusive early 
childhood education and care public services for Roma children and their families. It 
emphasises the need to capture and support the role of family members in creating 
learning opportunities for their children and themselves.
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With an increased interest in mapping the situation of ECEC in Slovakia, the number of 
materials on specific aspects and issues of ECEC has grown in recent years. Several 
contemporary international studies and reports on the education of Roma and socially 
disadvantaged children in Slovakia include sections on ECEC. However, a comprehensive 
updated report on ECEC for Roma children in Slovakia is missing. This report aims to fill 
the gap with credible and informed research and subsequent recommendations to the 
authorities accountable for social inclusion and inclusive education policies, with respect 
to Roma children and their families. 

The study focuses on early childhood education and care for Roma children, mapping the 
current status quo to guide future developments in the area. The report offers contextual 
description and analysis of policies and framework provisions in Slovakia for early 
childhood care for Roma infants and toddlers aged 0 to 3, and for pre-school education 
for Roma children aged 3 to 6/7. It examines issues of access, affordability, and quality of 
early care and educational services; sustainability of implemented measures; and the role 
of Roma families and involvement of broader communities. 

Partners
The RECI+ Slovakia study was realized by a consortium of three partnering organizations 
in the Slovak Republic, namely non-governmental organizations Open Society 

Foundation–Bratislava and Wide Open School, and civic association eduRoma – 

Roma Education Project. Research experts were also sourced from the Department 
of Pre-school and Elementary Pedagogy at Matej Bel University in Banská Bystrica, 
strengthening the author and review teams.
 
All partners are deeply involved in research and practice concerning pre-school and 
elementary inclusive education, intercultural education, school reforms, and social 
pedagogy, with prior publishing and advocacy activities in these areas. The partner 
organizations have long-term experiences in Roma education and had already established 
direct contacts with, and trust from, Roma communities, families, and individuals. 

The RECI+ concept places great emphasis on post-publication advocacy. All Slovak 
partner organizations have committed to promote improved access to quality ECEC 
services for Roma children. They will continue to work together to disseminate 
the findings of this study and to advocate for the thorough implementation of all 
recommended actions. 

Roma Involvement 
Building on the experiences of the previous RECI+ studies, the Slovak RECI+ team 
and the Sponsoring Agencies sought to involve Roma in all segments and stages of 
the project. Roma professionals have been part of the editorial work, methodological 
design, and field research; they are among the authors and reviewers. Their professional 
expertise, as well as their personal experiences, have been of invaluable benefit to 
the quality and validity of the RECI+ Slovakia study and report. Special emphasis in 
the fieldwork research was given to the voices and views of Roma parents and family 
members, as well as key Roma community representatives, all of whom are important 
stakeholders guiding Roma children towards their lifelong educational ambitions.
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Methodology
The methodology combined review and analysis of secondary data, desk research 
(documents, literature, legislation, statistics), and field research (interviews, focus 
groups, examples from practice) in different spaces and times, and through different 
persons, which allowed for a research approach that included both macro and micro 
levels. At the macro level, the study focused on the analysis of state and public policies, 
the numerous international commitments of the Slovak government related to ECEC 
and the integration of Roma, and recommendations for quality ECEC for all children, but 
particularly for Roma children. Critical analysis of these documents offered the context 
needed for a micro-level perspective that focused on identifying barriers and obstacles 
to accessible and affordable quality pre-school education for Roma children. At the micro 
level, the ECEC system was examined in terms of the perspectives of local authorities, 
provision of quality education, and involvement of parents and the broader community 
into the pre-school preparation of Roma children. 

An extensive Internet research of relevant websites, documents, and reports in English 
and Slovak was conducted to get a better understanding of the ECEC context, legislation 
and policies with a specific focus on Roma children, and recent trends and developments 
in ECEC. The desk-based review included materials of various governmental institutions 
and non-governmental organizations, as well as materials prepared by international and 
European organizations.
 
The qualitative fieldwork research included 28 in-depth interviews, a focus group in three 
locations in different regions of Slovakia, and interviews with representatives of state 
and public administration in Bratislava. The selection of locations and responders aimed 
to secure the best possible representation of heterogeneity in terms of linguistic, socio-
economic, social, and historical differences of Roma inhabitants. The selected locations 
included areas with high representation of Roma inhabitants in towns and municipalities. 
The diversity of the selected locations allowed for a better identification of different 
barriers and obstacles to pre-school education of Roma children that are localized or that 
transcend location type. 

Interviews with key stakeholder representatives (local authorities, kindergarten head 
teachers, other teachers and staff, and parents of the children) played an important role 
in the situation analysis on inclusion in education in Slovakia. The interviews were used 
to get respondents’ informed insights and perspectives on ECEC for Roma children 
and the overall education reform context. The interviews were also very important for 
the verification of data and information gathered at the initial desk review stage. Where 
appropriate, the report uses quotes (in italics) from the interviews to illustrate findings 
and let the voices of these diverse stakeholders be heard.

Where possible, triangulation was used for validation and verification of data and 
information. In some cases, the comparison of information from various sources 
was used to cross-check the figures. For example, statistical data provided by state 
institutions were compared with monitoring reports from national projects and 
information gathered in interviews. Information from national reports has also been 
compared with data from OECD, UNDP, World Bank, Roma Education Fund, European 
Union Agency for Fundamental Rights, Amnesty International, European Roma Rights 
Centre, and the European Union. Statistical data have been looked at when identifying 
the need for increased capacity of kindergartens. The qualitative research component 
was conducted from August to September 2016. Desk research continued until 
December 2016 when the draft report was completed, though work finalizing the report 
continued until the spring of 2017. 
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The research process itself contributed to ECEC policy debate at the national level 
because it brought together experts and compiled expertise on social inclusion and 
early childhood development. Professionals and experts on ECEC, leaders and members 
of civil society organizations, and representatives of ministries, various governmental 
bodies, and subsidiary institutions of the Ministry of Education were briefed on the main 
findings of the study during a round table event in March 2017. 

Structure of the Report
The report consists of five chapters. The first chapter aims to describe the status of 
early childhood education and care in Slovakia, as well as the specific needs of Roma 
children from disadvantaged environments. Chapter 1 also analyses educational policies 
and measures at the national level in relation to the needs of Roma children. The second 

chapter addresses the issue of Roma children’s access to pre-school education from the 
perspective of local authorities who establish kindergartens. The objective of Chapter 2 is 
to map out the availability and affordability of pre-school education from a geographic and 
social perspective within a local context. Considerable focus is thus given to identifying 
the range and character of barriers and obstacles faced by Roma families. The third 

chapter focuses on identifying the main barriers and obstacles to the provision of quality 
early childhood education for Roma children, with consideration of their specific 
educational needs in pre-school preparation. The fourth chapter highlights the importance 
of family and community involvement in early childhood education and care, examines 
how family and community support is enhanced through policies and practice, and 
identifies gaps and barriers related to involving the broader community. Chapter 4 
concludes with examples of good practice for family and community support. The fifth 

chapter highlights key findings and insights, presenting practical recommendations for 
decision makers and practitioners to improve the access and regular participation of 
Roma children in kindergartens. 

Roma in the Country Context
To understand the present situation of the Roma in Slovakia, it is essential to employ 
historic perspective.7 Roma have lived in the Slovak territory since the middle ages; the 
first known official reference to Roma is from the 14th century. Over the centuries, Slovak 
Roma have repeatedly experienced periods of state-led or state-supported persecution 
and frequent discrimination, including periods of banishment and forced assimilation 
(Fraser 1992, 156).

In the 20th century, the position of Roma in Slovakia had not improved much, and 
persecution and genocide of the Slovak Roma tragically re-emerged during the Second 
World War. During the communist regime, state policy was oriented towards Roma 
assimilation. Only in 1991, two years after the Velvet Revolution, did the Roma of former 
Czechoslovakia obtain the right to freely identify as members of a distinct minority in the 
census. However, since the creation of the Slovak Republic, the Slovak government has 
not been able to replace assimilation policies with integration policies, or create effective 
administrative and judicial mechanisms to remedy discriminatory acts against Roma. 
Despite numerous proclaimed commitments, integration strategies, and fragmented 
measures, integration and inclusion of the Roma with dignity and respect remains one of 

7 See, for example, the Council of Europe Factsheets on Roma History (2009), which targeted, among others, 

decision makers: http://www.coe.int/t/dg4/education/roma/Source/FS2/0.0_introduction_english.pdf
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Slovakia’s biggest challenges. Many Roma children and their families continue to live at 
the margins of mainstream society. 

Demographics
The Roma represent the second largest ethnic minority in Slovakia, though some 
believe they are the largest (Šuvada 2015). In the last census, 2011, only 105,738 Roma 
identified as members of the Roma minority; a figure that represents about 2 percent 
of the overall citizenry. The census, however, is based on voluntary self-ascription. Most 
Roma, possibly through ignorance or fear of subsequent discrimination, do not voluntarily 
self-ascribe their Roma ethnicity; most opt for an alternative nationality category, usually 
Slovak or Hungarian (Vaňo 2001). 

When “attributed ethnicity” is applied, the structure of the Slovak population looks quite 
different. Statistical estimates and sociological mappings vary. Some claim there are 
about 500,000 Roma living in Slovakia (Šuvada 2015). The Atlas of Roma Communities 
2013 (Mušinka et al. 2014) gives a qualified estimate of about 403,000 Roma living in 
Slovakia, which represents around 7.4 percent of the total population. The Council of 
Europe estimates that Roma in Slovakia comprise 9.17 percent of the total population. 
Despite the inconsistent estimates, it is indisputable that Slovakia is now one of the 
European countries with the highest absolute number of Roma, as well as the highest 
relative share of the total population (Jurová 2004, 248).
 
Forecasts suggest that the number of Roma will continue to increase while the 
population curve of other nationalities will fall. The overall higher birth rate of Roma in 
Slovakia results in great discrepancies in the age distribution of Roma and non-Roma 
citizens. In Slovakia overall, the population of children younger than 16 is about 15.3 
percent, whereas amongst the Roma this demographic represents 39.4 percent. Also of 
note, only 2.1 percent of Roma in Slovakia are 65+ years of age, while this demographic 
for the overall population is roughly six-fold higher at 12.7 percent (Šprocha 2014, 21).

Table 1: Comparative demographics of Roma in the Slovak Republic, 2011

Age group Roma population Overall population

0 to 14 39.4% 15.3%

15 to 49 49.9% 52.0%

50 to 64 8.6% 20.1%

65+ 2.1% 12.7%

 Source: Adapted from Šprocha 2014, 21

According to Šprocha (2014, 147) the number of Roma children under the age of 15 was 
estimated at about 151,000 in 2012, and this age group was projected to grow to more 
than 165,000 Roma children in Slovakia by 2030. When combined with expectations of 
the significant decline of the overall child population by 2030, the proportion of Roma 
children in kindergartens and schools can be expected to continue increasing. While 
Roma children accounted for less than 7 percent in 1980, and slightly more than 18 
percent in 2012, these projections suggest that Roma children could account for more 
than 21 percent by 2030 (Šprocha 2014, 148). Preventing the transmission of generational 
disadvantage for today’s Roma children is a crucial investment in Slovakia’s future, with 
long-term benefits for those Roma children, their families and communities, and the 
economy and society as a whole. 
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Diversity of the Roma Population
Slovakian Roma are not a homogeneous group. There is diversity within the Roma 
communities in Slovakia in terms of geographic distribution, level of integration/ 
segregation, and mother tongue and language used in daily life. The spatial distribution 
of Roma in Slovakia is not uniform, with the highest representation of this ethnic 
group (60 percent) in the South-Eastern parts of the country (see Map 1). The highest 
representation of Roma is in Košice Region (31 percent of the total regional population), 
closely followed by Prešov Region (29.9 percent); Banskobystrický Region is estimated 
to be 19.6 percent Roma. On the other side of the spectrum is Trenčiansky Region (1.28 
percent Roma), Žilina Region (1.45 percent Roma), and Bratislava Region (1.95 percent 
Roma) (Matlovičová, Matlovič, Mušinka, and Židová 2012). 

Map 1: Estimated percentage proportion of Roma residents by district in Slovakia, 2014

 Source: Šuvada 2015 

There is also observable diversity in their level of integration with non-Roma. Almost 
half (46.5 percent) of Roma live integrated with the majority, 11.5 percent live in 
urban areas mostly inhabited by Roma, 23.6 percent live in Roma settlements inside 
or on the outskirts of municipalities, and 18.4 percent (73,920) live in segregated 
settlements.8 According to the The Atlas of Roma Communities 2013 (Mušinka et al. 
2014), there are 804 concentrated Roma communities in 584 localities, of which 231 
are segregated settlements at some distance from 195 municipalities (average distance 
between settlements and municipalities is 900 m; the longest distance is 7 km); in 153 
municipalities Roma live in totally segregated settlements. 

In terms of language use, the Roma population in Slovakia can be identified as 
heterogeneous or multicultural. According to the UNDP Household Survey (UNDP, 2012), 
one-third of Roma surveyed claimed Slovak as their mother tongue, 12 percent claimed 
Hungarian, and more than half (55 percent) claimed the Romani language9 (UNDP 2012, 

8 Mušinka et al. 2014, p. 16

9 Romani belongs to the Indo-Aryan group of the Indo-European language family and is related to Hindi, Urdu, 

Punjabi, and other Indian languages; there are over 100 dialects of Romani (UNDP 2012). 
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39). The UNDP study clearly associated linguistic diversity with the living conditions and 
level of separation of Roma communities. Findings show that the spatial segregation of 
the Roma population probably also has an impact on language segregation; in segregated 
settlements, the dominant language of daily household use was predominately Romani, 
which was not the case in more diffused types of settlement. When compared with 
UNDP data from 2005, there was an increase in the number of Roma living in segregated 
settlements using Romani as their first language (from 44.9 to 52.7 percent) (UNDP 2012, 
39). The data also show that groups of Roma utilise two languages in daily life—neither 
is Slovak. Many Roma children from segregated and separated settlements thus tend to 
have problems with schooling because they lack opportunities to hear and speak Slovak 
at home. 

The magnitude of economic, symbolic, and cultural exclusion in these isolated 
marginalized Slovak Roma communities is often extreme, which means children grow 
up in environments with poor housing, no or unsafe water supplies and sanitation, 
and limited access to nurseries, kindergartens, and schools. One’s level of individual 
integration also determines a person’s access to the cultural resources of broader 
society. According to the above demographic analysis, almost half of Roma in Slovakia 
live in relative or extreme isolation with limited access to job opportunities. Indeed, the 
cycle of Roma poverty and the social gap between Roma and non-Roma is dynamic 
and growing (Darulová 2007). Tension between the majority population and Roma is 
increasing, aggravated also by the current political context (Vančíková 2013).
 
Since it is mostly Roma who suffer from poverty in Slovakia, poverty and social exclusion 
are wrongly interpreted as an ethnic problem of the Roma. Additionally, there is a 
rumour called “Roma myth,” nurtured mostly by the media on the political right. Many 
Slovaks think that the financial support geared towards Roma communities is the main 
cause of high taxes and that the public budget deficit could be paid off by eliminating 
this support.10 Though this is a scurrilous economic falsehood11, such an undercurrent 
in society turns the adoption of any affirmative actions, including those in the field 
of education, into difficult political challenges. Notwithstanding this pattern, Roma 
integration should be a priority firmly placed on the political agenda. Without effective 
integration strategies, the majority of Roma will continue to be prevented from making 
full contributions to the economic, social, and cultural life of the nation. Lack of access to 
quality education plays an important role in cultural exclusion and essentially eliminates 
real chances to exit an unfavourable social and economic situation. One of the principle 
issues in fairness in education and life chances is creating conditions for the inclusion of 
the highest possible number of children into quality ECEC programs. 

10 INESS’ study on Roma and Social Benefi ts and a dedicated website provide data and fi nancial calculations to 

prove how these stereotypes and myths are incorrect. See INESS’ website: http://iness.sk/myth/

11 See Dinga et al. 2016
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CHAPTER 1. 
Situational analysis: Early childhood education and care for Roma 
children in the Slovak Republic 

This chapter aims to describe the status of early childhood education and care (ECEC) 
in Slovakia, taking into account the specific needs of Roma children from disadvantaged 
environments. The arguments put forward in this chapter justify why it is crucial to pay 
adequate attention to this topic at the level of state and public policies. In reflecting on 
international research, professional experience, and the legislative commitments Slovakia 
has already made, the authors analyze basic challenges related to educational policy 
and provisions appropriate in the context of the needs of Roma children from socially 
disadvantaged environments. 

1.1 The early childhood education and care system in Slovakia 

The notion of “early childhood education and care” (ECEC) includes all types of 
establishments offering care and education to children of pre-school age (before 
compulsory school admission), disregarding the establishing body, funding, operational 
hours, curricula, or program.12 ECEC in Slovakia is applicable to children aged 0 to 6/7 
years, which is the year of the start of compulsory education.

Institutional care for children up to 3 years old is generally provided by nurseries through 
day-long care, half-day care, or care for a few hours a day/week. In 1993, nurseries were 
removed from Ministry of Health authority and remained unregulated until 2017. From 
March 2017, the amended Law No 448/2008 on social services regulates conditions for 
the establishment of nurseries as institutions of social service. There are no obligatory 
curricular regulations for nurseries.

Nurseries are used mainly by families in which the mother or father has not used the 
3-year parental leave scheme due to her/his return to employment. Another possibility 
for families are informal “mothers’ centres” and “family centres,” typically established 
by civic associations or churches. These centres offer a stimulating learning environment, 
enabling parents and their children to spend quality time in contact with other adults and 
children. However, unlike formal educational establishments, they are not regulated by 
national legislation.

12 As defi ned by OECD (2001).
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Table 2: The ECEC system in Slovakia
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Detské jasle Nursery 8m∗ 3 Materská škola Kindergarten 3 3

Špeciálna 
materská škola

Special 
Kindergarten 

3 3

Prípravné triedy 
na základnej škole 
(nultý ročník)

Preparatory classes 
in Elementary 
school (zero grade)

6 1

Prípravné triedy 
v špeciálnej 
základnej škole

Preparatory 
classes in Special 
Elementary school 

6 1

 * Admission of children younger than 8 months is very rare.

Kindergartens represent the first formal educational institutions children in Slovakia may 
attend. They constitute part of the educational system and offer pre-school education. 
They are designed for children from 3 years to compulsory school age (6 years) or to the 
age of 7 in the case of delayed admission to elementary school (deferred school entry).13 
If capacity allows, a kindergarten can also admit 2-year-olds, but preference must be 
given to 5-year-olds and children with deferred school entry.
 
Slovakia does not yet have a compulsory system of early childhood education, but 
it is recommended that every child attend kindergarten for at least one year before 
compulsory schooling. All types of kindergartens, whether founded with public, church, 
or private funds and oversight, are obliged to ensure access to free kindergarten for 
children with residency within a given municipality who have one year left before entry to 
elementary school. 

Table 3. Selected data on kindergartens in Slovakia (2015/16)

Kindergartens Together

State Private Church

No. of kindergartens 2,734 127 74 2,935

No. of classes 7,345 321 202 7,868

No. of children 148,456 5,240 4,260 157,956

No. of teachers 14,490 671 404 15,565

No. of teacher assistants 243 36 7 286

 Source: Data extracted from the Statistical Yearbook: www.cvtisr.sk/cvti-sr-vedecka-kniznica/
informacie-o-skolstve/statistiky/statisticka-rocenka-publikacia/statisticka-rocenka-
materske-skoly.html?page_id=9602  

13 Per the 2008 School Act (Act No. 245/2008). 
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1.2 Kindergarten enrolment
 
The participation rate for children age 4 to the starting age of compulsory education was 
77.4 percent in 2014, whereas the European Union average was 93.1 percent; Slovakia 
was thus well bellow the 95 percent Europe 2020 target (European Commission 2016, 4). 
According to the Centre of Scientific and Technical Information, the gross enrolment ratio14 
of children aged 3 to 5 in kindergartens in 2015 was approximately 88 percent (Herich 
2015, 13). However, according to OECD data from 2015 (OECD 2016), the enrolment rate 
for Slovak children is lower than the OECD average for all age groups, and particularly low 
for younger children: the participation rate in Slovakia for 3-year-olds was 64 percent (the 
OECD average was 71 percent), for 4-year-olds was 74 percent (the OECD average was 86 
percent), and for 5-year-olds was 81 percent (the OECD average was 94 percent). 

Figure 1. ECEC enrolment rates by age 
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 Source: Author, based on data from OECD (2016)

External observers attribute this unfavourable pattern to underfunding of the educational 
system and low overall investment in this level of education. According to OECD (2014), 
the comparatively low level of Slovak children’s participation is a result of the absence of 
integrated programs that would combine pre-school education with early care. The most 
important factor, however, is the lack of capacity of kindergartens (see Chapter 2). 

1.3 The importance of early childhood education and care 

Improving access to ECEC for children from birth until their enrolment into elementary 
school is high on the European agenda. One of the Europe 2020 targets is directly 
related to ECEC: at least 95 percent of children (from age 4 to compulsory school age) 
participating in early childhood education. In recent years, the focus moved from increasing 
the capacities of early care institutions and pre-school education providers to improving 
their quality (Milotay, 2016). The European Commission played an important role in the 
development of the Quality Framework for Early Childhood Education and Care in 2014. 

International research provides strong evidence that the first years of human life are 
crucial, with the first 1,000 days being pivotal. Early childhood experiences influence the 

14 Gross enrolment ratio is understood as a ratio of children enrolled in kindergartens against the whole group of 3 

to 5-year-olds.
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whole of one’s future life. Evidence from the biological, behavioural, and neurosciences 
has confirmed that the early years represent a period of both great vulnerability and 
great opportunity. This is the period when the foundations for lifelong learning are laid. 
Good quality health care and early childhood education can help children reach their 
full potential, and also mitigate many of the risks of growing up in a materially deprived 
environment. The lasting effects of early childhood education are manifested especially in 
improving children’s chances to succeed at school. Early childhood education significantly 
reduces the risk of grade retention and significantly increases a child’s chances of 
finishing secondary school (Barnett and Belfield 2000; Barnett 1995). 

This finding is particularly important for Slovakia, where the social status of an individual 
strongly depends on educational attainment. OECD data from 2015 suggests that, of 25 
countries, Slovakia is the country with the strongest relationship between education and 
social status.15 ECEC programs demonstrably impact dynamics of self-regulation and 
executive function, and improve children’s overall behaviour and motivation in a classroom 
setting. Those factors positively influence a child’s social adjustment and overall social 
behaviour, factors that typically translate into better inter-personal relations throughout 
the child’s life cycle (Barnett and Belfield 2000; Barnett 1995).

The value of prudent investment in quality ECEC is also measurable at the macro-
economic level. There is clear evidence of the positive cost–benefit outcomes of early 
interventions with investments to promote good nutrition, cognitive child development, 
and access to quality inclusive education (World Bank 2016, xix ). Figure 2 highlights how 
much higher the return on investments is for pre-school programs than for programs 
aimed at older children (see also Heckman 2008b, 289–324; Heckmann 2008a; Heckman, 
Stixrud, and Urzua 2006, 411–482). The high level of return on early intervention 
investments is also demonstrated for investments in children from disadvantaged 
environments in early childhood. Quality ECEC is a relatively costly proposition, but it 
clearly contributes to decreasing poverty and increasing economic prosperity at the 
country level (Heckman 2008a and 2008b; Naudeau et al. 2011; Sayre et al. 2015). 

Figure 2: Rates of return on human development investments across all ages
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15 www.oecd.org/edu/Slovak-republic-Country-Profi le.pdf 
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1.4 The rationale of ECEC for Roma children in Slovakia 

Countless studies around the world show that children from poor families often grow 
up in less resourced home learning environments, have less exposure to language, and 
engage in fewer activities with adults than their better off peers. Aikens and Barbarin 
(2008), Ballas et al. (2012), and Morgan et al. (2009) offer evidence on the important 
impact of a family’s socio-economic status on the cognitive, social, physical, and 
emotional development of a child. It is possible to observe differences between the level 
of development of children from a materially poor environment and that of their peers 
from a less materially poor environment at age 3, and these developmental differences 
continue to grow every single year during childhood (European Commission 2011). 

Poor children benefit from early intervention even more than other children and 
especially if the support is sustained. High quality ECEC programs help children from a 
disadvantaged environment to develop their intellectual capabilities more dynamically, 
which increases their chances for successful early schooling experiences, their 
subsequent educational careers, and even their adult lives (Barnett and Belfield 2000; 
Barnett 1995; Rees, Chai, and Anthony 2012; Kuhl 2011). Contact with an educational 
institution in early childhood makes school more understandable, making the transition 
to school (which is actually a step into a different cultural world) less strange and 
bewildering. Roma children who attend an ECEC program better understand the rules 
and requirements of school, adjust more easily, and have higher self-confidence; they are 
also more motivated to learn and are more responsible. They are better at establishing 
social connections and developing communication skills that make learning easier and 
improve their overall socialization skills in school and life beyond. 

Furthermore, as discussed in the Introduction, in Slovakia many Roma come to 
kindergarten or school without command of the Slovak language. Unsurprisingly, 
this impacts their readiness for and success in school. When no accommodation or 
adjustments are made in the education system for these children, it can seriously 
complicate their learning in the national language of instruction used in kindergartens and 
schools. 

A substantial portion of Roma children live in extreme poverty. According to the European 
Union Agency for Fundamental Rights (2016), 76 percent of Roma families in Slovakia 
find it “hard to make ends meet” (p. 15); the data indicate that 48 percent of Roma 
adults over 16 years of age say they are unemployed (p. 18). The consequences of 
poverty and deprivation are far reaching. Many Roma children live in sub-standard and 
unhealthy housing, frequently without safe running water or sewage waste disposal 
infrastructure. The most recent evidence indicates that 67.74 percent of Roma households 
in Slovakia have no internal water tap, only 23 percent have an internal flush toilet, and 
40.86 percent have no ready access to safe public supply drinking water (European 
Roma Rights Centre 2017). These conditions are in direct breach of human rights and 
international law, as well as the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child. 
Household threats to child welfare, health, and safety are compounded by immediate 
environments that lack adequate basic infrastructure and are dangerous and frequently 
contaminated, with very few safe play spaces. The isolation of many Roma settlements 
creates additional dangers for residents, and particularly young children, including weak 
infrastructure (poor or non-existent lighting, roads and pavements, etc.) and dangerous 
roads/railways. 
 
Poverty negatively impacts health, as poor families tend to have limited access to 
nutritious foods, quality healthcare, and information about safe and healthy living. 
According to the 1992–2012 findings of the Prognostic Institute of the Slovak Academy 
of Science, compared with the whole population of Slovakia, the infant mortality rate in 
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Roma communities was approximately 2.5 times higher in the first year of life. Of the 
1,000 live births in Roma localities during that time period, 20 infants under the age of 1 
died; 8 died in the Slovak majority population (Šprocha 2014, 114). Gelaye et al. (2016) and 
Herba et al. (2016) recently examined links between maternal mental health problems 
and adverse child outcomes in poor communities, ultimately proposing that “nurturing 
environments” are necessary to guarantee optimal development—a concept that 
demands a comprehensive look at the multi-generational environment that surrounds 
children, including employment, housing, poverty, and family and community well-being. 
The European Commission (2012, 36) recommends similarly comprehensive investments 
in neighbourhoods where residents are poor and at risk of social exclusion: provision of 
quality ECEC together with basic nutrition and health screening to young children at risk, 
as well as access for mothers to health and social services, and other forms of support. 

Poverty is also a root cause of hunger and malnutrition. According to the European Union 
Agency for Fundamental Rights (2016, 16), in 31 percent of Roma households in Slovakia 
at least one person went to bed hungry during the month before the survey date in 2016. 
World Bank (2016, 17) data links poor Roma enrolment in kindergartens with high levels 
of Roma child hunger, and also identifies a direct link between kindergarten enrolment 
and slum living conditions.

In terms of how impoverished circumstances experienced for prolonged periods of time 
seriously reduce many Roma children’s chances of success in school, earlier findings 
(World Bank 2012, 82–83) indicate that Roma children aged 3 to 5 have very limited 
access to books and Roma parents are only able to spend limited time engaging their 
children in stimulating activities. Roma children from poor backgrounds do not come into 
contact with objects such as pictures, books, geometric shapes, or crayons; they usually 
do not know how to leaf through a book, hold a pencil, or draw (Tomatová 2004). Jana 
Tomatová, a psychologist who assesses the school readiness of children, is one of many 
professionals who argue that the evidence indicates that the only way for Roma children 
to acquire the knowledge and skills necessary for managing the requirements of future 
education is well-targeted early years’ programs that cover language development, health 
issues, parenting programs, and access to high quality public services (Tomatová 2004, 59). 

1.4.1 Enrolment and participation of Roma children in ECEC programs

Although there are no data on the number of children in Slovakia attending nurseries, 
qualitative research suggests that the number of Roma children in early years’ programs 
is negligible. Informal “mothers’ centres” or “family centres” are usually some 
distance from Roma dwellings, making these spaces unreachable in practice. Targeted 
home-based early care programs for children and support services for parents from 
marginalized Roma communities are rare; those that do exist are usually implemented by 
non-governmental organizations. 

Despite the lack of accurate statistical ethnic data in Slovakia, the current enrolment ratio 
of Roma children aged 3 to 6 in kindergartens is deeply unsatisfactory. The Atlas of Roma 
Communities 2013 (Mušinka et al. 2014) estimates that the number of Roma children 
enrolled in kindergartens in 2013 was 7,703. For the same year, the official statistics from 
the Centre of Scientific and Technical Information indicate that only 627 Roma children 
were enrolled in kindergartens.16 Older findings of the World Bank (2012) showed marked 
differences between enrolment of Roma and non-Roma children; in 2011 only 18 percent 
of interviewed Roma children attended kindergarten, whereas the overall average in 
Slovakia was 72 percent for that age group (findings outlined in Table 4). 

16 Offi cial data record only children whose parents declared their Roma ethnic status.
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Table 4. Pre-school net enrolment rates (%)
Bulgaria Czech 

Republic
Slovakia Hungary Romania

Roma girls (2011) 38 19 14 71 32

Roma boys (2011) 42 25 20 61 33

Roma average (2011) 40 22 18 66 32

National average (2009–10) 75 79 72 88 77

 Source: World Bank 2012, 79. 

According to the World Bank, non-Roma children are more than twice as likely to be 
enrolled in kindergartens as their Roma peers from the same neighbourhood (see Figure 
3). Field research from a locality sampled for this study suggests the difference might 
be even larger: of 45 total children (20 Roma, 25 non-Roma) aged 3 to 6, 28 children 
attended the kindergarten; only five were Roma. 

Figure 3: Pre-school enrolment rates for Roma and non-Roma children aged 3 to 6 
residing in the same neighbourhood
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 Source: Brüggemann 2012

The findings of the World Bank (2016) indicate that four out of five Roma children did not 
attend any pre-school institution in the study period, and the probability of kindergarten 
enrolment was lower for Roma girls than for Roma boys. The enrolment ratio differs 
across Slovakia’s regions; case studies show that the share of Roma children attending 
kindergarten for at least one year ranged from 14.2 percent to 35.6 percent in different 
locations (Huttová, Gyárfášová, and Sekulová 2012). 

The available evidence suggests that most Roma children who are enrolled in ECEC 
programs attend in the last pre-primary preparatory year, which is free. Younger Roma 
children are enrolled very rarely. According to the UNDP (2012) survey, only 12 percent of 
3-year-old Roma children have experience with early childhood care, and those children 
live primarily in socially integrated areas—Roma children from segregated communities 
participate in ECEC programs at less than half that rate.

These findings confirm that participation of Slovak Roma children in pre-school education 
is significantly below the Europe 2020 target of 95 percent of children in ECEC,17 and 
low even when compared with neighbouring countries (REF 2014). Inter-generationally, 

17 http://ec.europa.eu/education/policy/strategic-framework_en 
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the enrolment ratio has been decreasing. UNDP research from 2010 showed that 53.1 
percent of Roma of all age categories had partial or full experience with attendance in 
kindergarten before starting compulsory school education, so today’s Roma children 
have limited experience with kindergarten as compared to their parents or grandparents 
(UNDP 2012). 

1.5 Slovak national integration strategies and ECEC action plans for Roma children 

Over the past decade or so, the Government has adopted a number of strategic documents 
aimed at Roma integration. Education has been identified as one of the key strategic 
priorities and a main objective has been to improve access to ECEC for Roma children. 
In 2011, a revised National Action Plan for the Decade of Roma Inclusion, 2005–201518 
included a kindergarten enrolment goal of a minimum 50 percent of children from socially 
disadvantaged environments or marginalized Roma communities for the 2011–2015 period. 
A reform strategy from 2012, The Right Way – Roma Reform,19 considered the introduction 
of compulsory three-year early childhood education. However, implementation plans were 
not further elaborated and among other roadblocks was the very real lack of kindergarten 
capacity. Acknowledging this obstacle, the Slovak Republic’s 2015 National Program of 
Reforms20 placed specific emphasis on state efforts to scale up the capacities of kindergartens 
in locations with higher representation of children from marginalized Roma communities, 
with associated costs covered by a combination of public and European Union funds.

The current Government Manifesto for 2016–2020 also reflects a vision of improved access 
to early childhood education.21 In line with the National Program of Reforms of the Slovak 
Republic objectives for 2016, the capacities of kindergartens will continue to be scaled up 
in 2016 through the use of European Union Structural and Investment Funds (these 
measures are examined in Chapter 2). Updated in 2015, the Strategy for Roma Integration 
until 2020 plans to create and offer flexible programs of early care for children from 
marginalized Roma communities. This goal should be achieved between 2016 and 2018, 
and looks likely given the more than 11.5 million euros earmarked for it (see Balážová 2016). 

A report by the European Commission (2016) acknowledges that a certain level of 
progress can be observed in Slovakia with regard to scaling up the capacities of 
early childhood education establishments that improve access to early education for 
children older than 3 years of age. No changes, however, have been made regarding 
systematic care for younger children. The report criticizes Slovakia for no progress in 
creating a legislative framework for supporting services of early childhood care. Indeed, 
European and international organizations have repeatedly criticized Slovakia for its 
inability to design and implement effective policies for Roma integration.22 According to 
European Commission assessments, the integration policies adopted in Slovakia over 
the past decades lack a goal-oriented approach, do not include ongoing assessment or 
evaluation of achieved goals, and do not provide financial coverage, resulting in weak 
implementation.23 

18 www.minv.sk/?romske-komunity-uvod&subor=160529 

19 http://www.minv.sk/swift_data/source/mvsr/romsky_splnomocnenec/Romska_reforma_vzdelavanie.pdf   

20 http://ec.europa.eu/europe2020/pdf/csr2015/nrp2015_slovakia_en.pdf 

21 http://www.vlada.gov.sk/programove-vyhlasenie-vlady-sr-na-roky-2016-2020/?pg=2 

22 The European Commission, for example, highlighted this concern when assessing Slovakia’s strategy 

implementation in 2012, 2014, and 2015; Open Society Foundations (2012) highlighted similar concerns in a 

review of National Roma Integration Strategies submitted by Bulgaria, the Czech Republic, Hungary, Romania, 

and Slovakia. 

23 European Commission assessments of Slovakia’s national strategy for Roma integration for 2012, 2014, and 2015 

are available at http://ec.europa.eu/justice/discrimination/roma-integration/slovakia/national-strategy/national_

en.htm  
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Jarmila Lajčáková (2014) points out that “Since 1992, Slovakia has adopted several strategies 
citing Roma integration among its objectives. Often the adoption of such a policy document
—including the National Roma Integration Strategy in Slovakia—has been the result of 
international pressure rather than an expression of national political willingness to address 
Roma exclusion” (p. 9). Her analysis is supported by an evaluation of the National Strategy 
for Roma Integration of the Slovak Republic until 2020 (prepared by representatives of 
the Slovak Governance Institute, Association Orava, and Wide Open School Foundation), 
which found that the strategic document was not really accepted by the previous 
government and most of the quantified goals are not on track to be achieved. 

Even the most recent reform measures aimed at “improving access to high quality and 
inclusive preschool and school education for marginalized communities, including Roma,” 
such as the already launched European Union-funded national projects and calls for the 
extension of kindergarten capacity,24 provide information on measurable inputs rather than 
specific targets on how many new places in kindergartens will be created for Roma children.

1.6 Key challenges to the development of ECEC policies relevant to Roma needs 

1.6.1 Lack of comprehensive ECEC services 

 “The concept of early childhood education is much broader in many other countries 
than the one that is embedded in Slovakia. In other countries, it is not only about early 
education, but it also covers social care, health care—not only when it comes to a 
child—but to a whole community. Especially in the case of Roma communities, school 
readiness is not only about children but about the whole social environment.” 

—A co-author of the State Educational Program)

UNESCO recommends that ECEC programs for children from a poor environment focus on 
a whole range of issues, from planned parenthood to preparation for school (see Table 5).

Table 5: A developmental agenda for young Roma children

Developmental Stage Issues to Address

Conception to birth Ensuring quality pre- and post-natal health care for mothers and infants 
within the communities, through visiting health services and the 
use of Roma bridging personnel. Reasonable family living standards. 
Counselling for self-care during pregnancy, preparing for delivery, 
parenting skills and family planning. Parent education and support. 

Birth to age 3 Birth registration. Communication and counselling for health 
care, nutrition and feeding, with an emphasis on infant-caregiver 
interaction; attention to play, social development and language 
development of toddlers through providing a responsive, rich and 
stimulating learning environment.

3 to 6 years Access to quality early-learning opportunities in public kindergartens; 
a safe and stimulating environment; qualified providers; and a quality 
curriculum that is developmentally appropriate, interactive, and 
culturally and linguistically sensitive. A centre climate that encourages 
active parental participation and continuous assessment by educators 
of program quality and child development outcomes.

6 to 8 years A focus on developmental school readiness; getting schools ready 
for children; eliminating all forms of segregation, special schools 
and classrooms; and aiming to encourage families to support their 
children’s learning.

 Source: UNESCO and the Council of Europe 2014

24 http://ec.europa.eu/europe2020/pdf/csr2015/nrp2015_slovakia_en.pdf 
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Despite this knowledge, the available evidence indicates that not enough attention is 
being paid to early care for Roma children from 0 to 3 years of age. If the question of 
early childhood care is discussed, it is mostly in connection with the challenges these 
children face and which need to be addressed by educational institutions. 

“Thus, the development of early education in Slovakia is not perceived as a compre-
hensive priority but as a tool for the better preparation of Roma children for enrolment 
into elementary school.” 

—A co-author of National Program for Development 
of Care and Education – Learning Slovakia

The analysis of national strategies and policies shows that the existing, rather marginal 
discourse on ECEC in Slovakia has been focused mostly on pre-school education. Other 
early intervention programs are not being considered in conceptual ways or in connection 
with the needs of Roma children from poor family backgrounds. 

“We need to create a comprehensive and coordinated ECEC policy. I am not saying 
that this topic should be a priority, but such conditions must be established so that we 
can talk about it in a meaningful and comprehensive way at the central level.” 

—A co-author of the State Educational Program)

In keeping with international best practice and learned experience, creating 
comprehensive, effective programs of early childhood education and care requires 
the involvement and cooperation of various sectors and actors, and the thoughtful 
coordination of their activities. World Bank (2016, xx) observes: “Improving the availability 
and affordability of quality (cross-sectoral) services in the first 1,000 days of life could go 
a long way in enhancing opportunities for Roma children well into adulthood.”

1.6.2 Lack of cross-sectoral cooperation

“We do not have mechanisms that would address comprehensive challenges and 
issues that go beyond one sector in Slovakia. Teaching various sectors to look for 
common solutions beyond their existing competencies is a big challenge for the civil 
servants, a challenge they are not ready for. However, cross-sectoral cooperation is 
the first necessary step if we are serious about finding solutions to issues related to 
underdeveloped early childhood education and care.”

—A co-author of the State Educational Program

Early childhood education for 3 to 6-year-olds is on the agenda of the Ministry of 
Education in Slovakia. Yet early care is on the agenda of the Ministry of Labour, Social 
Affairs and Family. The question of the early education of Roma children has also 
become part of the agenda of the Ministry of Interior, under which the Office of the 
Plenipotentiary for Roma Communities has been established.

Separated systems of ECEC can lead to the development of quality, and well-targeted 
ECEC programs—but effective cross-sectoral cooperation and coordination is essential. 
The available evidence suggests that such cooperation and coordination seems to be 
rather poor in Slovakia. Early childhood care and education tend to be understood as two 
separate issues that do not require a common approach. In relation to the needs of Roma 
children, this is a major problem. Fragmentation and lack of communication, coordination, 
and cooperation can lead to diverse conceptual solutions and approaches. For example, 
the Ministry of Education uses data on the number of Roma children from official 
statistical sources, rather than data based on attributed ethnicity. An accurate picture of 



39

c h a p t e r  1

what’s happening on the ground is further challenged because the increased participation 
of Roma children in pre-school education is considered a responsibility of the Office of 
the Plenipotentiary for Roma Communities:

“The strategy for increased involvement of Roma children from marginalized Roma 
communities into pre-school preparation programs is under the auspices of the Office 
of the Plenipotentiary for Roma Communities; of course, also in cooperation with the 
Ministry of Education. For specific answers, only a representative of this office can 
provide you with those answers. 

—An employee of the Ministry of Education, 
Section of Regional Schools and Department of Elementary Schools 

1.6.3 Lack of alternative and more flexible forms of pre-school education

Governmental measures to increase participation in pre-school education generally 
promote formal education offered in kindergartens. Other innovative alternative forms 
have not yet been supported at the national level in Slovakia. 

“We do have a very narrow understanding of how to provide early education, having 
a model of only one institution that follows a detailed educational program. Then it is 
difficult to adapt pre-school education to the specific needs of different communities. 
... If we don’t abandon this narrow understanding of pre-school education, where the 
only way of how to do it is through kindergartens, we will not get far.” 

 —A co-author of State Educational Program

The current draft of the new national strategy for education, National Program of 
Development for Care and Education – Learning Slovakia25 reflects on the need to 
introduce greater variety in early education provision. However, at this point it is not clear 
how this measure will be implemented, as it has not been finalised and endorsed. 

Alternative and more flexible services (such as community-based early learning centres 
and half-day pre-schools) could increase opportunities for involving Roma children into 
early pre-school educational programs. The revised Strategy of the Slovak Republic for 
Roma Integration (still in draft form) also states the need to “secure participation of all 
marginalized Roma communities/people from socially disadvantaged environments in 
variable programs of early childhood care and education,” though there is no further 
elaboration of what are understood to be “variable programs.” 
 
UNICEF (2012) recommends that as countries with a limited number of kindergarten 
places start to develop and expand alternative arrangements for early education there is 
a common understanding and application of quality concepts to ensure that resources 
invested will lead to appropriate outcomes, and that young children are protected from 
potentially harmful practices. When developing a more flexible early childhood education 
system, it is important to ensure that the services are based on a thorough survey of the 
real needs of vulnerable groups of children. 

25 https://www.minedu.sk/data/att/10448.pdf 
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According to a 2014 European Commission/Eurydice/Eurostat report (p. 60), several 
European countries have started to encourage the creation of alternative structures 
or diversification of provision:

• Germany is trying to expand and improve family day care (Tagespflege).

• France has been trying to diversify ECEC by promoting home-based 
childminders and private sector subsidies (especially to small settings, 
“mini-crèches”).

• Latvia passed a regulation establishing subsidised home-based ECEC.

• The Hungarian National Reform Program 2014–2020 promotes the 
establishment of home-based ECEC. 

1.6.4  The need to expand free and legally entitled pre-school education

Affordability and availability are key factors in ensuring that all children have access 
to ECEC, but they are especially important for the most disadvantaged children. In 
approximately half of European education systems, the entire period of ISCED 0 (centre-
based educational programs for children over 3 years of age) is provided free of charge 
and placement is typically a legal entitlement, but only the last year of pre-primary 
education is free in Slovakia. Founders of kindergartens have a statutory duty to secure a 
place for all children aged 5 within the catchment district, if parents require it. 

In recent years, the possibility of making pre-school education compulsory has been 
discussed, primarily in relation to securing the participation of Roma children. The draft 
National Program of Development for Education and Care – Learning Slovakia includes 
a goal to guarantee pre-school education for children from the age of 3.26 Pre-school 
education will be compulsory at age 5. The draft was put out for public debate and will 
subsequently be presented for political discussion and parliamentary endorsement. 

“The National Program suggests that all 5-year-olds participate in a compulsory 
educational program in the so-called ‘prep-year,’ under the leadership of qualified 
teachers and other experts. This would enhance the development of their potential 
before being enrolled to the first grade of the elementary school. We also suggest 
that the notion ‘compulsory school attendance’ is replaced by ‘compulsory education.’ 
This would imply that what matters is participation in an educational program, not only 
in school. Thus, it will not be relevant if a child participates in a respective educational 
program in the last year of kindergarten or in the environment of an elementary school.” 

—A co-author of National Program of Development 
for Care and Education – Learning Slovakia

To ensure universal participation, numerous European countries made pre-school 
education both free of charge and compulsory for either one year (Austria, Bulgaria, 
Latvia, and Poland) or two years (Cyprus, Luxembourg, and Switzerland) before 
primary education (European Commission/Eurydice/Eurostat 2014, 40). In Hungary, 
the 2011 Act on National Public Education stipulates free ECEC for all children aged 
3 to 6. The Czech Republic will introduce compulsory pre-school education from the 
age of 5 in September 2017 (European Commission 2016). Belgium, Malta, France, 
Spain, and the United Kingdom guarantee children a free ECEC place from an even 
earlier age (2 or 3) (European Commission/Eurydice/Eurostat 2014, 40). 

26 The full draft of the National Program for Development of Education and Care – Learning Slovakia (Národný 

program rozvoja výchovy a vzdelávania) document is available at: www.minedu.sk/data/fi les/6987_uciace_sa_

slovensko.pdf  
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While legal entitlement would be an important measure to improve access and increase 
the participation of Roma children in pre-school education, it is not yet clear whether the 
proposed measure, currently open for public debate, will be endorsed. The draft National 
Program does not elaborate on when or how the proposed goals will be introduced, 
nor is access to free pre-school education addressed (ECEC affordability will be further 
examined in Chapter 2). Slovak education experts point to several problems related to the 
introduction of a compulsory last year of pre-school education: 

•  The Roma Educational and Documentation Centre in Prešov’s research shows 
that school enrolment and attendance of children from socially disadvantaged 
environments did not improve under the threat of sanctions. Many therefore argue 
that regulation alone will not suffice; it is important to systematically work with 
families. 

•  Many believe one year of compulsory pre-school is insufficient for Roma children. 
“National mandatory enrolment for the last year of kindergarten would, on the one 
hand, formally secure equality in the institutional preparedness for elementary school 
of all children, but on the other hand, if it is only for one year, it will not be sufficient 
to secure equal attainment outcomes” (Zimenová and Havrilová 2011, 25). Indeed, 
many kindergarten head teachers also claim that one year is not enough for Roma 
children and that only those who attend kindergarten for three years enrol at age 
6 in elementary school at levels comparable with their non-Roma peers (Huttová, 
Gyárfášová, and Sekulová 2012, 45). The findings of this report further demonstrate 
that it is important to start with targeted measures in earlier years.

• Some experts (e.g. Zimenová and Havrilová 2011) affirm that pre-school education 
needs to be complemented with holistic early childhood interventions. These experts 
express concern that, given the underfunded system of education in Slovakia, 
all public funds allocated to pre-primary education will go toward the proposed 
introduction of a compulsory pre-school year, severely limiting support to any other 
activities focused on preparing more diverse educational and social services aimed at 
the critical development of 0 to 6-year-olds and their parents. 

1.6.5  A legislative framework insufficient to prevent, stop, or undo segregation

In 2015, the European Commission launched infringement proceedings against the 
Slovak Republic for unequal access of Roma children to education, citing evidence 
that Roma children were systematically segregated in the Slovak school system.27 In 
response, the Slovak Parliament amended the School Act (Act No. 245/2008) in June 
2015. The amendment explicitly prohibits not integrating into mainstream schools and 
classrooms children whose special educational needs stem exclusively from the fact that 
they come from “a socially disadvantaged environment.”28 The socially disadvantaged 
position of these children can no longer be a reason for their placement into a special 
kindergarten or special classroom within a kindergarten or school. 

However, according to the Amnesty International and European Roma Rights Centre 
(2017), this recent legislative change was not accompanied by the necessary human and 
financial resources to make it realizable, and has thus shown little positive impact (p. 9). 
Harvard FXB (2015) shows that desegregation is a concept that requires strong political 
and legislative will and support, as well as access to robust, expert advice. Despite 
commitments made by the government since 2011, legislation in Slovakia does not 

27 www.webnoviny.sk/slovensko/clanok/947716-europska-komisia-dviha-prst-slovensko-diskriminuje-romov/ 

28 www.minedu.sk/zmeny-v-skolskom-zakone-zlepsia-vzdelavanie-ziakov-zo-socialne-znevyhodneneho-prostredia/ 
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clearly define segregation in schools or provide for specific desegregation measures 
(Open Society Foundations 2011), so minimal change in practice is an unsurprising outcome. 

Despite the articulated principle of inclusion in the School Act, the legislation includes 
mixed messaging regarding separate education for classified groups of children, including 
those with special educational needs, in special schools or special classrooms in 
mainstream schools (see Kaščák and Pupala 2013). As explained by one of the authors of 
the revised State Educational Program, the content of the Act in a way thus hampers the 
development of a pro-inclusive curriculum:

“The Act requires any program to contain a chapter on work with children with special 
needs. We needed to work very hard to focus this chapter mostly on how inclusive 
education should look like. We have outlined the principles of inclusive education 
there. It is not so much about how to work with children with special needs but about 
creating an inclusive environment. In this aspect, this program is different than the 
previous ones. These principles should be considered when creating school curricula 
for kindergartens but the state continues to live its segregated story, since it nurtures 
separate educational programs for these children.” 

—A co-author of the State Educational Program

1.6.6  The harmful practices of “school readiness” testing and “zero classes”

In Slovakia, age 6 is the legal time for the start of compulsory education and enrolment 
into elementary school. However, according to the law (Act No. 408/2002, § 34 Paragraph 
1), a head teacher of a kindergarten or elementary school may defer entry if a child has 
not reached “school readiness,” whether in the domains of cognition, emotion, physical 
development, and/or social maturity, based on a test or assessment. Such a decision 
can only be confirmed with the recommendation of a paediatrician and the respective 
counselling centre, and always require the consent of the child's legal guardian.

School readiness testing, especially in relation to children from socially disadvantaged 
backgrounds and Roma children, is a concept and practice that has been repeatedly 
criticized. The results of the most recent UNDP household survey (UNDP, 2012) indicate 
that children can fail such testing because of the language used, rather than reasons of 
mental disability or insufficient general foundations or skills. The UNDP data documented 
that an increased number of children from segregated communities use Romani as a 
mother tongue, and many already have command of a second language, though it is 
not usually Slovak. UNDP (2012) recommends that the language of daily household use 
should be carefully considered in decisions about how to administer primary school 
entrance testing and placement decisions. 

Without adequate safeguards, the practice of school readiness testing allows for class 
and ethnic discrimination (as detailed in Chapter 2) and the illegal segregation of Roma 
children (Amnesty International and European Roma Rights Centre 2017). CVEK (2012) 
reports that their lack of pre-school experience frequently results in Roma children failing 
school readiness assessments. While the most frequent solution for non-Roma children 
assessed as not being “school-ready” is school admittance deferral, the recommendation 
for Roma children is usually enrolment in a zero-grade class and/or special education in 
one form of another (Gallová Kriglerová and Gažovičová 2012); both of the latter paths 
significantly limit subsequent opportunities in education and employment.

Roma Education Fund (2014) and Amnesty International and European Roma Rights 
Centre (2017) have also confirmed this pattern, criticized the diagnostic tools for “school 
readiness” tests as culturally-biased, and pointed to anti-Roma prejudice among 
psychological and pedagogical experts. The concept of school readiness testing itself
—let alone the related discriminatory outcomes in Slovakia—is in serious tension with 
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the professional status and duties of qualified teachers and the concept of inclusive 
educational practice.

In comparison, according to the 2014 European Commission/Eurydice/Eurostat key 
data report (p. 129), in approximately 20 education systems in Europe, age is the 
sole condition for the admission of pupils to the first year of compulsory primary 
education. In several countries (Ireland, Greece, France, Italy, Lithuania, the United 
Kingdom, Norway, etc.) deferment is not permitted. A comparatively small number 
of European countries (Bulgaria, Cyprus, Germany, Hungary, Switzerland) continue 
to use readiness/maturity as one criterion for entry to primary education.

As early as 2012, the Roma Education Fund was proposing that “All children should 
be considered ready for school, even if some children might need increased levels of 
support to develop their academic and social skills once they are enrolled in school.” 
Rather than measuring school readiness, Encyclopedia on Early Childhood Development 
(2017) identifies several key factors that support school readiness:

• Attention needs to be focused on optimizing children’s readiness from early years; 

• Appropriate nutrition, accessible health care, parents as children’s first teachers, and 
the availability of quality pre-school and early education programs are critical conditions;

• For the positive benefits of early childhood programs to be long-lasting, programs 
must be of high quality, encouraging play-oriented and discovery-learning activities 
in a language-rich and emotionally-supportive environment. The most successful 
programs also include a family component; 

• It is also desirable to focus on the school transition period to improve children’s as 
well as schools’ readiness (UNICEF 2012). Pre-school and school-age services that are 
integrated and coordinated maximize success as children enter school. Such practice, 
which likely results in greater public support and higher quality programs, is currently 
in place in Sweden, New Zealand, Spain, Scotland, and the UK.

Recently, two positive developments have been identified in Slovakia around the 
issue of determining school readiness: 

1. The Research Institute for Child Psychology and Pathopsychology designed 
a test of school readiness that should be culturally sensitive and respect the 
social background of children from socially disadvantaged environments. It has 
been distributed to Pedagogical and Psychological Counselling Centres and the 
counsellors are trained in how to use it for diagnostic purposes.29 

2. The draft National Program of Development for Care and Education – Learning 
Slovakia considers refraining from testing for school readiness before the first 
grade, a measure that follows up with the plan to introduce a compulsory pre-
school preparatory year.30 

“I do believe that if all children go through a preparatory educational program and will 
go through the hands of experienced teachers and, in the case of identified special 
needs also specialist teachers, they can automatically go to the first class that will 
smoothly follow up on fulfilling their individual educational needs.” 

—A co-author of the National Program of Development 
for Care and Education – Learning Slovakia

29 E. Farkašová. 2016. “Vzdelávame deti férovo?” Paper presented at an international conference, Bratislava, Nov 9.

30 https://www.minedu.sk/data/fi les/6987_uciace_sa_slovensko.pdf 
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Given the shortage of kindergartens in Slovakia, zero classes are often preferred as 
a compensatory tool for Roma children who have not had the benefit of pre-school 
education and or it was insufficient, too short, or ineffective. Zero grades were piloted in 
the 1990s and legislatively introduced in 2002 for children from a socially disadvantaged 
environment that reach age 6 by September 1 of a given year but are not considered 
school-ready. Parents have the final say in agreeing that their child is placed in a zero 
grade class—but grade zero is free of charge and part of elementary schools. While 
less than 1 percent (approximately 3,300 total children) of age 6 children attend zero 
grade classes, most are Roma (Klein, Rusnáková, and Šilonová 2012). The number of 
zero classes increased steadily from 76 in 2002 to 260 in 2014.31 The concentration of 
zero classes in the regions of Central-Southern and Eastern Slovakia indicate that they 
have become the main compensatory policy tool for Roma children from the poorest 
segregated Roma communities (Klein, Rusnáková, and Šilonová 2012).

Civil society actors (e.g. CVEK, 2012) and international organizations (e.g. Roma 
Education Fund 2012; Amnesty International and European Roma Rights Centre 
2017) have consistently criticized zero classes, pointing out that, although supposedly 
established to facilitate the entry and integration of Roma children into mainstream 
education, zero classes have very little impact on standards of attainment or integration. 
According to Klein, Rusnáková, and Šilonová (2012), zero classes support success in the 
first year by distributing the first year's curricular content over two years and developing 
the basics of the Slovak language. While the zero year does seem to help create the 
conditions for a more successful start of the school educational career of a Roma pupil 
from a socially disadvantaged environment, there is no evidence on any positive impact 
on school results, motivation, or attendance of these pupils in higher grades (Klein, 
Rusnáková, and Šilonová 2012). Furthermore, Lajčáková32 points out that zero years have 
detrimental effects on how Roma children imagine themselves—as less worthy or even 
backward. 

There has never been a systemic evaluation of the effects of zero classes on the school 
success of children. Zero classes have, however, been found in many instances to 
reinforce existing and lasting segregation, including the channelling of Roma children 
into special education (Amnesty International and the European Roma Rights Centre 
2017). Experts also point out the fact that primary teachers in zero classes have no 
preparation for pre-primary education and are not prepared to address the cultural, 
linguistic, social, and cognitive learning needs of their Roma students. The most recent 
evidence recommends that the existence of zero grade classes in Slovakia be seriously 
reconsidered (Roma Education Fund 2012, 9).

1.6.7 Segregated communities and ethnically homogenous schooling

A joint report by Amnesty International and European Roma Rights Centre (2017) 
documents how the continuous segregation of Roma children often begins before 
elementary school. Segregation in the educational system happens in many forms, 
including the creation of ethnically homogenous, so-called “Roma classrooms” or Roma 
schools, separate floors, separate school buildings, school play yards, and out-of-school 
activities. 

Indeed, the establishment of an ethnically homogenous kindergarten or school can 
occur when Roma children are illegally rejected by the majority population. Majority 
population parents who oppose the idea of their children attending a kindergarten with 

31 http://www.uips.sk/prehlady-skol/statisticka-rocenka---zakladne-skoly 

32 https://aktualne.atlas.sk/nulte-rocniky-mozu-romske-deti-aj-brzdit/slovensko/skolstvo/ 
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Roma children can initiate a “non-ethnic solution,” the establishment of an additional 
kindergarten or school on the outskirts of the town or municipality. 

Another potential explanation for the ethnic homogeneity in Slovakian kindergartens may 
be de facto residential segregation. Localities with concentrations of Roma inhabitants 
may have old or new kindergartens that are, by default, attended only or mainly by 
children from the nearby Roma community. In some such cases, this may be viewed 
as questionable and potentially discriminatory educational planning, in that it frequently 
results in segregated provision. It is thus important, when planning the location of new 
kindergarten provision, to ensure that catchment area boundaries are designed to create 
multi-ethnic kindergarten and school communities, whenever feasibly possible. 

However, efforts to build kindergartens close to Roma settlements cannot always be 
interpreted as racial discrimination. Such an endeavour can be a genuine attempt to 
establish a school closer to the children. This principle led to the 1997 opening of a 
kindergarten at a well-known Roma housing estate, Luník IX, in Košice.33 Day care is 
available in eight classrooms, for 111 pupils. The kindergarten involves the community 
through outreach related to parental care and education, thereby operating as a 
community centre that is open to all. Such examples of good practice can also be found 
abroad. In some countries there are “mobile kindergartens” that follow or visit nomadic 
Roma families (sometimes described as Gypsies and Travellers) and provide ECEC 
services. Ethnic homogeneity can never be the only criterion to identify discrimination. 
It is important to consider the circumstances under which an ethnically-segregated 
kindergarten or school was established, and make sense of whether classroom 
instruction follows the principles of inclusive education. 

World Bank (2012) survey findings indicate, however, that the high number of “Roma 
kindergartens” in Slovakia is not only a result of establishing kindergartens directly in 
Roma settlements; only 11 percent of Roma children surveyed attended kindergarten 
located in their settlement. The report outlined additional causes of segregated practices, 
such as the “white-flight” phenomenon in ethnically-mixed areas. Since parents are free 
to choose the educational institution for their child/ren, non-Roma parents frequently 
either withdraw their child or refuse to enrol their child into an institution with Roma 
children. Their decisions are often based on concerns that the presence of Roma children 
will have negative effects on hygiene routines, behaviour, and the overall quality of 
education. Such thinking reflects the existing ethnic prejudices against Roma that are so 
prevalent among the Slovak majority population.34 

Segregation related to hidden professional prejudice is another dangerous phenomenon. 
Roma children may be excluded from ethnically heterogeneous classrooms or pupil 
groups on account of the negative attitudes of many headteachers and teachers against 
Roma children. CVEK research shows that teachers give Roma children negative 
collective attributes that actually create a wall between them and their class peers 
(Gallová Kriglerová and Gažovičová 2012, 28–31). Numerous studies emphasize the 
development of cultural competencies in teachers´ training since these will enable 
the teachers to work with people of other cultures and create a positive and cohesive 
social climate for learning (UNESCO and the Council of Europe 2014; World Bank 2015; 
Amnesty International and European Roma Rights Centre 2017).

33 Luník IX is frequently covered by the media and is perhaps the best-known of the devastating housing estates in 

the urban area. Capacity is 2,400 persons. In reality, about 6,300 people live there, about 2,200 are children. 

34 A research team from St. Cyril and Methodius University found that up to two-thirds of a sample of Slovak 

caregivers felt antagonism and repulsion towards Roma (Miškolci 2015). 
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1.6.8 Lack of ethnic data and monitoring

The European Union Agency for Fundamental Rights report (2016) recognizes that 
identifying explicit or hidden forms of segregation in Slovakia is difficult and problematic. 
Firstly, as explained in the previous section, the definition of segregation in kindergartens 
and schools is still vague. Secondly, despite repeated calls by the European Commission, 
European Union Agency for Fundamental Rights, and United Nations, among other 
organizations, Slovakia collects no reliable ethnic data that would help disclose unethical 
practices (European Union Agency for Fundamental Rights 2016, 11). 

The current practice of monitoring ethnic discrimination is not satisfactory. The absence 
of ethnic data impacts the work of school inspection and limits its possibilities to identify 
and point to segregated practices: 

“The main problem in monitoring segregation in Slovak schools is missing ethnic data 
that would provide information on the number of Roma pupils in individual schools.” 

—A chief school inspector

The identification of segregated practices and discrimination in the system of early 
childhood education is even more complicated, as the phenomenon is not monitored by 
the School State Inspection service in kindergartens. 

Data on ethnicity are also crucially important for drafting public policies, and play a key 
role in the assessment and evaluation process (Škobla, Leončikas, and Štěpánová 2008). 
However, it is important to ensure that the collection and use of ethnic background data is 
for the purposes of comparative ethnic disaggregation, and that all such data is anonymous 
and secure. Given Slovakia’s history of Roma genocide and systemic discrimination 
against Roma, a careful approach must be applied. Strong anti-discrimination measures 
need to be put in place and data protection requirements should be fully applied. Ongoing 
communication with and active participation of Roma in these processes is essential to 
avoid any possible misuse and reduce inevitable and legitimate concerns.
 

1.7 Legislation and funding for ECEC 

OECD (2016) analysis shows that Slovakia invests very little into education. In 2014, 
Slovakia’s expenditure on education overall represented 3.8 percent of gross domestic 
product (GDP), whereas the OECD average was 5.2 percent. Total expenditures on early 
childhood education institutions in 2013 represented 0.5 percent of GDP in Slovakia, in 
contrast to the OECD and European Union average of 0.8 percent of GDP (OECD 2016). 
Slovakia invests just over $3,100 into early childhood education per child, compared to the 
OECD average of $5,260 per child; OECD (2006) concluded that quality ECEC services 
require a minimum investment of 1 percent of GDP. 

1.7.1 Policies for children aged 0 to 3

Political opinion shaped in the 1980s, which is still prevalent in Slovak society today, has 
been that children under 3 years of age benefit most from personal care by their parents; 
this perspective was manifest and translated into a relatively generous scheme of family 
benefits (Kusá 2013). In practice, until a child turns 3 years of age, one of her/his parents 
receives a state parental benefit, currently (2017) €213,2035 if s/he does not declare any 

35 The amount of the parental contribution is determined annually by a measure issued by the Ministry of Labor, 

Social Affairs and Family of the Slovak Republic and published in the Collection of Laws of the Slovak Republic no 

later than 31 December:  www.employment.gov.sk/sk/rodina-socialna-pomoc/podpora-rodinam-detmi/penazna-

pomoc/rodicovsky-prispevok/vyska-prispevku.html 
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costs for childcare. A mother (or father) who stays with a child at home for three years 
is granted this social benefit. If the parent decides to start working (or continue her/
his studies) and the child is enrolled into a day care or nursery, the benefit increases to 
€280.36 However, this amount often covers only part of the costs of a nursery or day care 
centre, which range from €300 to €500 a month. Many poor Roma families cannot afford 
to use this option.

This approach is based on the recognition of the evidence-based importance of parent–
child attachment, especially during a child’s first years of life (Hašto 2005). The problem, 
however, is that there are no other government funded programs of early childhood care 
being developed that would provide appropriately for the stimulation and development of 
children living with their parents in unsuitable and impoverished conditions. Due to the 
state parental benefit policy being based on the idea that a child should stay in a parent’s 
personal care up to age 3, investments into programs of institutional early childhood care 
and development (and a limited network of nurseries for children aged 6 months to 3 
years) remain minimal. 

1.7.2 Policies for children aged 3 to 6

Kindergartens are financed through a combination of central and local funding. While 
the Ministry of Education covers operational costs (staff salaries), local/municipal 
authorities as the main ECEC providers and founders of kindergartens are responsible 
for infrastructure and other costs. Supplementary funding for children with additional 
educational needs comes from the Ministry of Education. Pre-schools are partly 
subsidized and partly paid by parents. As previously described, the final year of pre-school 
prior to compulsory primary enrolment is free for all children, regardless of family income. 

Support for kindergarten access by children from socially disadvantaged backgrounds 
has only become more systemic in the last decade or so. Since 2004 and 2006, 
respectively, meals and education aids in kindergartens have become free of charge for 
children of all ages coming from families with income below the subsistence minimum.37 
Supplementary family allowances are also offered to families with children with special 
educational needs, but only for the final year of ECEC. 

The School Act (Act No. 245/2008) made pre-school education free to children from the 
poorest families for the duration of schooling. Eligibility for social benefits (free meals and 
free aids) is based on household income. The social benefits program targets families 
receiving a material need allowance, or with income under the subsistence minimum 
level in the most recent half-year.38 In 2006, the share of pupils from minimum income 
families in each school also became a factor; all children are entitled to the benefit 
program if at least 50 percent of pupils in the pre-school or school come from low-income 
households. 
 
The significant financial requirement connected with these policy initiatives was, 
unsurprisingly, a major obstacle to implementation even before the international 
economic crisis of 2007/08. Lack of finances was the main reason Slovakia diverted 
from its original intention to improve access to early childhood education for the most 

36 www.employment.gov.sk/sk/rodina-socialna-pomoc/podpora-rodinam-detmi/penazna-pomoc/prispevok-

starostlivost-dieta/ 

37 In 2015 the wage minimum was €380 per month; it is annually adjusted. Allowance in material need depends on 

number of persons in the household with income below the minimum wage. In 2014/15 the allowance was €198 

per month for a single person and €90 per month for a child younger than 18 years of age; a couple with four 

children younger than 18 years of age received €697 per month. 

38 Provided by the Offi ces of Labour, Social Affairs and Family based on Act No. 544/2010, as amended.
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disadvantaged children (Kusá 2013). An alternative solution, “zero grades,” was instead 
implemented to compensate for challenges resulting from social disadvantages and 
prepare these pupils for their eventual enrolment to the first year of elementary school. 
Zero grades became very popular because of the financial benefit for the school: financial 
support per student in such a class is approximately 200 percent higher than the amount 
allocated for a child in a mainstream class. Paradoxically, this form of compensatory 
provision turned out to be much costlier than expected (Farenzenová, Kubánová, and 
Salner 2012, 72). Shifting course, the government is now striving to enlarge kindergarten 
capacity—mostly with European Union structural and investment funds, but with some 
state funds, as well. No evidence is yet available regarding the long-term planned 
increase in public investment to reshape and improve the quality of early childhood 
education in Slovakia. 
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CHAPTER 2.
Availability and affordability: Barriers to pre-school accessibility 
for Roma children at the local level 

As stipulated in Act No. 416/2001 on the Transfer of Certain Authorities from State 
Administration Bodies, municipalities, cities, and higher self-governing regions are the 
founding authorities of local kindergartens. These public authorities also establish the 
amount of funding dedicated to the establishment and operation of kindergartens, 
as well as other details related to the financing of such settings.39 The ability of local 
authorities to establish kindergartens or to extend their capacity is in direct proportion 
to their economic situation and, in the end, also to the economic strength of the whole 
country. Figure 4 outlines the key roles and responsibilities of those involved in the public 
administration of kindergartens.

39 See Act No. 596/2003 on State Administration in Education and School Self-governing, and changes and 

amendments to certain other laws (§ 5 Section 11, Letter c).  
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Figure 4: Roles and responsibilities of actors involved in the public administration of 
kindergartens in Slovakia

Ministry of Education, Science, Research and Sport SR

• highest level of competences and central decision making body

• manages the network of kindergartens and schools

• responsible for developing national concept of development of care 
and education

• establishes Methodological Pedagogical Centre (MPC)

• issues legislative directives ans organizational regulations

State School 
Inspection

• Evaluation and inspection 
of kindergartens and 
schools (normative 
provisions, management 
and educational quality)

District Authority

Establishes kindergartens for 
children with special education 

needs

Municipality

• Establishes and closes kindergartens

• Funds kindergartens and decides on 
financial allocations

• Responsible for kindergarten 
maintenance

• Advising and consulting kindergarten 
management

• Controls use of allocated financial 
resources and invetment funds

• Controls compliance with legislation

Kindergarten Headteacher

• appointed by the founder for a 5-year term

• decides on admission of a child

• decides on adaptive or diagnostic stay

• decides on termination of child’a participation

• responsible for complying with the State Educational Program

• oversees development and adhering to the School Educational Program

• oversees development and inplementation of the annual plan for the further professional development of 
pedagogical staff

2.1 Factors preventing Roma children from attending kindergartens 

2.1.1 Insufficient capacity of kindergartens

The tradition of kindergartens in Slovakia is very strong, but the availability of places 
is determined by demographic developments as much as the intake capacity and 
accessibility of kindergartens. Changes brought about by the Velvet Revolution in 198940 
had an impact on population trends. Between 2000 and 2005, a decline of the population 

40 The Velvet Revolution of 1989 is an important milestone in the recent history of the Slovak Republic. The 

totalitarian regime fell and was replaced with democratic rule.
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of children in the pre-school age cohort led to a corresponding and dramatic decrease in 
the number of children enrolled in kindergartens. After 2006, though, the population of 3 
to 6-year-olds began to grow significantly. 

Despite the growing number of pre-school age children in the past decade, the number 
of kindergartens actually decreased (see Table 6); Slovakia had 3,482 kindergartens in 
1993, but only 2,870 in 2013 (a decrease of 17.58 percent). Since 2013, the number of 
kindergartens has been increasing slowly, reaching 2,935 in 2016, though provision 
continues to lag far behind demand, especially in rural areas.

Table 6: Number of kindergartens in Slovakia, 1993–2016

Year State Private Church Total

No. % No. % No. %

1993 3,481 100.0 1 0.03 — — 3,482

1998 3,307 99.4 14 0.42 6 0.18 3,327

2003 3,180 99.1 11 0.34 19 0.59 3,210

2008 2,773 96.6 56 1.95 42 1.46 2,871

2013 2,716 94.6 89 3.10 65 2.26 2,870

2016 2,734 93.1 127 4.33 74 2.52 2,935

 Source: Internal Ministry of Education report 2014 (“Analysis of Situation in Kindergartens 
—Insufficient Capacity” [Analýza situácie v materských školách – kapacitná 
nedostatočnost]).and author’s own calculations using data extracted from the Statistical 
Yearbook: http://www.cvtisr.sk/cvti-sr-vedecka-kniznica/informacie-o-skolstve/statistiky/
statisticka-rocenka-publikacia/statisticka-rocenka-materske-skoly.html?page_id=9602

Table 7 highlights how a sharp decrease in kindergarten accessibility during a time of 
population growth increased demand in the past decade—and simultaneously increased 
the number of rejected applications in the past decade, which rose by a factor of nearly 
12 (from 1,074 to 12,486) between 2006 and 2016. 

Table 7: Rejected kindergarten applications, 2006–2016

2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016

Children in 
kindergar-
tens

140,014 139,374 138,186 138,496 139,239 144,130 149,511 153,059 156,402 157,956 159,081

Rejected 
applications 1,074 1,764 3,010 5,151 6,042 7,061 8,144 9,682 11, 444 13, 482 12, 486

 Source: Internal Ministry of Education report 2014 (“Analysis of Situation in Kindergartens 
—Insufficient Capacity” [Analýza situácie v materských školách – kapacitná 
nedostatočnost]) and author’s own calculations using data extracted from the Statistical 
Yearbook: http://www.cvtisr.sk/cvti-sr-vedecka-kniznica/informacie-o-skolstve/statistiky/
statisticka-rocenka-publikacia/statisticka-rocenka-materske-skoly.html?page_id=9602

Another contributing factor to the current under-capacity of kindergarten places is a 
prevalent trend to defer enrolment into elementary schools. A growing group of children 
have reached the school age of 6 years but stay in kindergartens for an additional year 
(in 2014 there were 4,050 cases of deferred enrolment; in 2015 there were 5,470). 
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Figure 5: Number of children in kindergartens in Slovakia
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 Source: Internal Ministry of Education report 2014 (“Analysis of Situation in Kindergartens 
—Insufficient Capacity” [Analýza situácie v materských školách – kapacitná 
nedostatočnost])

According to an internal analysis of Slovakia’s Ministry of Education in 2014,41 around 
24,500 new places in kindergartens are needed. Within this policy context, improving 
accessibility of kindergartens for Roma children requires even more concerted efforts. 
So far, there is no mapping of actual or needed capacity of kindergartens in the localities 
home to 804 concentrated Roma communities. According to Mušinka et al. (2014), in 
2013 there were 1,456 kindergartens attended by 24,627 children, of who 9,164 were 
Roma, including 6,523 Roma children from socially excluded communities. 

Although estimates of the number of kindergarten places needed for Roma children 
are not always accurate, such estimates do confirm significant discrepancies between 
capacity of kindergartens and number of pre-school age Roma children. Insufficient 
capacity of kindergartens for Roma children was repeatedly confirmed during the 
fieldwork research for this study, as well.

“Not all children have the possibility to attend a kindergarten because of insufficient 
capacity; at the moment, only 11 out of the total number of 50 can actually attend the 
kindergarten.” 

—A representative of a municipality

“Spaces are insufficient since we operate in a building rented from the local parish 
office. The capacity is very low, only 11 children, which is greatly exceeded by the 
number of applications that we received [30]. Naturally, there are many more [eligible] 
children, but the kindergarten does not keep an exact record of children of kindergarten-
eligible age.” 

—A kindergarten head teacher

2.1.2 Measures to increase kindergarten capacity

Since 2015, the government has made a concentrated effort to increase gross enrolment 
of children in kindergartens, adopting several measures to expand the capacity of 
kindergartens by providing subsidies for the reconstruction of existing facilities and the 

41 Analysis of Situation in Kindergartens—Insuffi cient Capacity (Analýza situácie v materských školách – kapacitná 

nedostatočnost). 
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construction of new buildings (see Table 7). Investments to improve access to pre-school 
education have become part of education and social inclusion strategies within the 
new European Union-funded program period (2014–2020). Two European Social Fund 
programs have become key resources for kindergarten access improvements: 

1. The Integrated Regional Operational Program aims to increase the infrastructure 
capacity of kindergartens, determined in accordance with territorial jurisdiction based 
on the analysis of Integrated Regional Strategies.42

2. Operational Program Human Resources calls for the expansion of kindergarten 
capacity by reconstructing existing facilities or building new facilities in towns and 
municipalities with a Roma population. The main objective is to eliminate segregation, 
promote inclusive education, and enable more equal conditions by, among other 
measures, overcoming the barrier of geographic distance of pre-school provision from 
Roma homes.43

Table 8: State and European Union funds allocated to increase kindergarten capacity

Year Allocated 
budget 

Funded 
from

Managing 
entity

Type 
of call

Eligible 
applicants

2015 – 
2 calls

14.5 million 
Euros

State 
budget

Ministry of 
Education, 
Sciences, 
Research 
and Sport

Open Municipalities and 
other founders of 
kindergartens (private, 
NGO, etc.) in any region 
of Slovakia

2016 –
ongoing 
 

58 million 
Euros 

Operational 
Program 
Human 
Resources 

Ministry 
of Interior

Targeted 
—social 
inclusion

Call – 150 municipalities 
with a high under-
development index, 
involved in the national 
project, Take Away
Call – municipalities 
with marginalized Roma 
communities∗

2016 – 
ongoing 

80 million 
euros

The 
Integrated 
Regional 
Operational 
Program 

Ministry of 
Agriculture 
and Rural 
Develop-
ment

Open—
based on 
Integrated 
Regional 
Strategies

Municipalities and 
other founders of 
kindergartens (private, 
NGO, etc.) in less 
developed regions of 
Slovakia
Municipalities and 
other founders of 
kindergartens (private, 
NGO, etc.) in more 
developed regions of 
Slovakia

 Source: Information obtained from designated websites of the ministries in the “managing 
entity” column.

  * The remaining 894 towns and municipalities with a Roma population listed in the 
Operational Program Human  Resources, as well as municipalities and towns with a high 
under-development index from the Trnava, Trenčín, Nitra, Žilina, Banská Bystrica, Prešov, 
and Košice regions—but not from the Bratislava region. 

c h a p t e r  2

42 http://www.mpsr.sk/index.php?navID=1125&navID2=1125&sID=67&id=10748

43 The Ministry of Interior of the Slovak Republic is the Intermediary Body for the Operational Programme Human 

Resources in the programming period 2014-2020. As a part of its priorities, the Ministry focuses on the 

integration of marginalised Roma communities and the provision of infrastructure in municipalities with presence 

of marginalised Roma communities. For more information see http://www.minv.sk/?operational-programme-

human-resources
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Evaluation of the two calls of the Ministry of Education from 2015 show that about 250 
classes were either built or enlarged, enabling the admission of an estimated 5,000 
new children. As for the European Union funds, it is not possible to assess how many 
kindergartens places will be created; no specific targets were set. The first calls from the 
Operational Program Human Resources and The Integrated Regional Operational Program 
closed recently, and the available data do not suggest estimates of how many new 
kindergarten places will be created. Findings from the field research for this study point 
out that some municipalities would need assistance to apply for the subsidies from the 
European Union-funded calls: 

“Our municipality is included among the 150 municipalities that should be the preferential 
beneficiaries of assistance by the Office of the Government Plenipotentiary for Roma 
Communities. However, there has been no assistance provided until this day. Even 
though we do realize the insufficient capacity of the kindergarten, the municipality is 
not able to cover the costs of construction of a kindergarten from its own funds only. If 
we obtain funding, we will build a new kindergarten with a higher capacity. The steps 
we take will depend on the announced calls for project proposals, in which we will 
attempt to participate.” 

—A representative of a municipality

2.1.3 Geographic inaccessibility of kindergartens

Geographic inaccessibility of kindergartens is, as mentioned, another serious issue 
that continues to be directly linked to (un)equal access for Roma communities. The 
Atlas of Roma Communities 2013 (Mušinka et al. 2014) estimated that 18 percent of 
municipalities with Roma inhabitants do not have kindergarten facilities in their vicinity; 
in the region of Banská Bystrica, this situation existed in one-third (32.7 percent) of the 
examined municipalities. The average distance of kindergartens from Roma dwellings/
settlements is 6 kilometers (Mušinka et al. 2014, 95). It is obvious that a significant 
number of Roma parents do not have the opportunity to enrol their child/ren into 
kindergartens in the vicinity of their dwelling; a long and expensive journey would be 
necessary to access such educational services. The juxtaposition of Roma families and 
pre-school provision is illustrated in Map 2.

Map 2: Kindergartens in localities with a Roma population 

Municipalities with Roma communities in which 
          there is no kindergarten
          there is at least one kindergarten
Distance from the community to the closest 
kindergarten,” in kilometres
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 10
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40,000–100,000
100,001+

Towns by number of inhabitants 
(Statistical Offi ce of Slovak Republic 2011)

 Source: Mušinka et al. 2014
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Of the Roma parents interviewed by World Bank (2012) researchers, 16 percent said 
distance was the reason they had not enrolled their child/ren in kindergarten (p. 82). 
Distance is only one barrier; many parents also have to deal with the reality that there is 
no safe road to the kindergarten and/or dangerous stretches with no pavements. Such 
challenging journeys frequently stifle the idea, particularly for mothers who have other, 
smaller children that would be accompanying them repeatedly on the same threatening 
journey (Farenzenová, Kubánová, and Salner 2012, 30). 

A further issue influencing access and availability of kindergarten capacity is the 
availability of appropriate land, and the location of a kindergarten is another complicating 
factor.

“The self-governing region is deciding about placing a kindergarten in the municipality. 
One of the factors influencing the decision is also the location of a free plot of land. If 
there is no free plot of land then we look for other parcels of land.” 

—A representative of the Office of the Government Plenipotentiary 
for Roma Communities

In response to this acknowledged difficulty, some municipalities decide to build 
kindergartens within Roma settlements, or in their vicinity. An employee of the regional 
office of the Government Plenipotentiary for Roma Communities suggested that new 
“branches” of existing kindergartens could potentially be opened in such locations, 
subject to the availability of suitable land. 

“Sometimes these plots of land are directly neighbouring the Roma community. The 
most important thing is the quality of education, which is not directly conditioned by 
placing the building in the centre of the municipality. By extension of the kindergarten, 
we mean extension of the main building or extension in such a way that creates a 
relocated workplace where the process is identical to construction of a new building.” 

—A representative of the Office of the Government Plenipotentiary 
for Roma Communities

However, such measures are likely to result in highly negative effects on social cohesion 
and should be considered only as a last resort. Despite the municipality’s possible 
reassurance that the quality of the education provided would be maintained at the 
same level as exists in kindergartens outside the Roma settlement, this solution still 
potentially represents de facto discriminatory exclusion and would be likely to ossify 
racial segregation. Such decisions would thereby be in direct conflict with international 
standards and conventions to ensure children’s rights, eliminate racial discrimination, and 
provide equal opportunities in education for all citizens. 

The most recent analysis of educational discrimination in Slovakia strongly advocates 
against separatist provision: “In line with the positive obligations under Article 2.3 and 2.4 
of the Anti-Discrimination Act, measures should be adopted to tackle racial discrimination 
and segregation in schools. These measures should include the provision of free 
transport for children (including pre-school children with suitable escort) to local mixed 
schools” (Amnesty International and European Roma Rights Centre 2017, 52).

2.1.4 Problems with the existing system of kindergarten financing 

The main portion of standard kindergarten costs is covered by the state, which provides 
the municipalities with funds from the proportionate tax revenue depending on the total 
number of children in kindergartens in the municipality.44 According to this principle and 
formula of financing, larger towns are treated preferentially compared to smaller ones 

c h a p t e r  2
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in terms of extending the capacity of kindergartens. Larger towns also obviously have a 
larger income from proportionate tax revenues, which makes it comparatively easier for 
larger towns to invest in pre-school facilities (compared to smaller municipalities). Larger 
towns have the means to build kindergarten places from their own budgets. 

“The whole construction was funded by the town. We outpaced the calls for project 
proposals from the Office of the Government Plenipotentiary for Roma Communities; 
we financed kindergartens and their reconstruction from the town budget. 

—An Education Department head in a medium-sized municipality

 Field research confirmed that investments to increase kindergarten capacity in small 
local municipalities are possible only with the additional funds from the state and 
European Union funding calls. 

“Although we do realize the insufficient capacity of our kindergarten, the municipality 
is not able to cover the cost of construction of a kindergarten from its own funds. If 
we obtain funds, we will build a new kindergarten with a larger capacity. From our 
perspective, the process depends on the announced calls for project proposals, in 
which we will attempt to participate.” 

—The mayor of a small municipality

Field research findings from this study highlighted a different problem with the 
current system of capital funding allocation: the possible misappropriation of funds for 
kindergartens, which may be “re-directed” at the local level.

“The vision and the desire of many Slovak kindergartens is to be managed via 
transferred competence. The existing means of funding gives the municipalities the 
right to decide on how the funds will be allocated and applied. There are situations, 
although not frequent, when these funds are allocated for reconstruction of municipal 
pavements or street lighting.” 

—A kindergarten head teacher)

The current system of financing has recently been under criticism from the head teachers 
of kindergartens, as well as guardians of the Association of Towns and Municipalities 
of Slovakia. Zdenko Krajčír, head teacher of the Departmental Activities Section in the 
Association of Towns and Municipalities, mentioned at the council meeting in September 
2016 that the system of financing should be “subject to a comprehensive modification so 
that kindergartens are financed just like elementary schools.”45 According to this proposal, 
the capital financing of kindergartens should only be a delegated duty with earmarked 
funding from central government, rather than an autonomous statutory responsibility of 
municipalities and towns. The proposed change in the financing of kindergartens would 
result in an identical amount of capital norm-based financing per child everywhere across 
Slovakia. This would also tackle the issue of (non)purpose-based binding of funds. The 
transfer of capital funding competencies for kindergartens to the central government 
is endorsed by the OECD and the European Commission (2016). Revenue costs could 
remain the prerogative of the local authority/municipality.
 

44 Details are determined by Government Decree No. 668/2004, as amended. 

45 http://www.ucn.sk/spravy/zmos-rokovalo-o-skolstve 
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2.1.5 Financial costs/burdens to families 

Currently, the kindergarten fee required of parents not in exempt categories is about €14 
per month. This is relatively significant; monthly costs are between €25 and €35. The 
amount of the subsidy represents €1 per lunch and €0.35 per other meal, per child, per 
day. The monthly state subsidy for school aids is €33.20, per child, per month.46 The state 
covers the fees for children from families in material need and for all children in the last 
year before reaching compulsory school age. 

However, despite these helpful benefits for poor families, the poorest Roma families 
frequently encounter hindrances of one kind or another, such as difficulty documenting 
the family’s “material need” situation. Another common pattern is the revocation of these 
entitlements for these families when they are removed from the register of “families 
in material need” as a result of having another child, for which the mother receives the 
previously described (separate) parental allowance. 

A specific case illustrating this situation arose with an official motion of the State School 
Inspection service submitted by the Office of the Government Plenipotentiary for Roma 
Communities against a kindergarten in the municipality of Krásny Brod. In the school year 
2015/16, the kindergarten was attended by six children from a socially disadvantaged and 
marginalized Roma community. 

“From September 2015 to February 2016, they were attending the kindergarten 
without any problems; however, after March 2016, the children stopped attending the 
kindergarten. The cause was the failure to provide the subsidy for meals for a child 
from a socially disadvantaged environment. The founding authority of the kindergarten 
ceased to provide this subsidy as the parents failed to provide evidence proving their 
eligibility for receiving the subsidy.” 

—A head of the State School Inspection

In cases like these, it is the finding of this study team that the situation should be 
assessed individually, and there should be some provision to enable children to continue 
their pre-school education.

Hidden costs (fees for soap, hygiene products, etc.) and voluntary fees for leisure and 
adventure activities represent yet another financial barrier that causes the notable and 
significant absence of Roma children in kindergartens, despite a range of available 
benefits (UNDP 2012, 112). These extra demands on family finances are a clear frustration 
to most parents. It was found that, contrary to public perception, even parents who 
suffer from material deficiency are still interested in their child/ren’s regular pre-school 
attendance. 

Another problem facing many Roma parents is the transport costs of commuting to 
kindergartens that may be some distance from home. Additionally, many Roma parents 
cannot afford to provide clothing and other necessities, such as footwear, that give a 
feeling of safety and dignity (Kusá 2013, 30). To illustrate financial burdens, Table 9 shows 
an example of family expenses related to the kindergarten participation of one child.

c h a p t e r  2

46 The subsidy application is submitted by the municipality or other founding authority (but not a district authority) 

and a civic association of parents.
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Table 9. An example of direct and indirect costs for the family of a kindergarten student

Age of 

the child

Family’s 

socio-

economic 

situation 

Direct school costs 

(fee/meals/contri-

bution to voluntary 

classroom fund) 

Other monthly expenses related to 

kindergarten attendance (direct and 

indirect: transportation, school supplies, 

contributions for extra-curricular activities)

3 to 5 Family in 
material need 

0 € / 0 € / 0 € 0€ + 

Family not in 
material need

Fee – 14€ per month

Meals – 1.35€ per day

Voluntary Classroom 
Fund – 8€ per month

Around 49/50€ + 

5 to 6 
(last 
year of 
pre-
school)

Family in 
material need 

0 € / 0 € / 0 € 0€ +

Family not in 
material need

Fee – 0€ 

Meals – 1.35€ per day

Voluntary Classroom 
Fund – 8€ per month

Around 35€ + 

 Source: Adapted and updated from Salner 2012 

2.1.6 Administrative barriers to kindergarten access

Another barrier to Roma children’s access to kindergartens is related to administrative 
enrolment procedures. To enrol a child in kindergarten, a parent first needs to complete 
the pre-printed form (most often found on the website of the founding authority and/
or the kindergarten) or submit a hand-written application. This initial step can already 
represent a problem if the parents lack literacy and/or computer skills to complete this 
administrative requirement. 

“Most frequent problems in provision of services are related to these clients being 
80 percent (we can say) illiterate. They have elementary education that ended in 5th or 
6th grade, some are not able to read and write, so even if they receive some letter by 
post they simply don’t understand it. 

—A social worker

It is also important for parents not to miss the application deadline, which often falls in 
March or April. The evidence indicates that many Roma parents are not aware of this 
deadline and there are not many professionals (from kindergartens, local authorities, 
etc.) who provide assistance by informing them. In addition, the legal guardian (parent 
or caregiver) must also submit a medical statement from a paediatrician confirming the 
health status of the child. All of these requirements, which are a routine exercise for most 
non-Roma parents, can represent real obstacles for Roma parents. 

“I needed to decline enrolment to three children. They applied only in June when our 
capacity had been fully taken already. These people are pretty lousy [head infection], 
these Roma. I need a doctor’s report to be attached to the application, so they need to 
go to the town for it, and that costs money, so it did not work out.” 

—A kindergarten teacher

These administrative requirements, combined, in some cases, with the potentially 
negative attitudes of kindergarten staff, are key reasons why Roma parents do not 
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enrol their child/ren at the right time, or at all. Not only do significant numbers of Roma 
parents lack experience with such tasks, but many may also have limited “social capital” 
from which they can draw. If nobody within their community has the relevant skills and 
experience, they have no one to ask for assistance or basic information. The lack of 
these necessary competencies amongst Roma parents is often addressed by field social 
workers and community social workers. However, their activity in this sphere is often 
limited due to the many other duties they perform. 

2.1.7 Barriers to basic healthcare services 

Given the challenging living conditions associated with chronic poverty, and the 
impoverished environments that a majority of Roma children are forced to live in, 
unhindered access to effective health services is vital for these very young learners 
to stay healthy enough to access and capitalize on pre-school opportunities, according 
to the World Bank (2016, 17). The findings of this study are consistent with findings 
previously reported by Solovič et al.(2011): evidence of above average infant mortality 
rates, malnutrition and child under-development rooted in poverty, an increased rate of 
disability, a higher prevalence of infectious diseases, and the over-frequent hospitalization 
of Roma children.

Several reports on the state of the Roma population in Slovakia indicate that since 
1990 the overall health status of the Roma population has been deteriorating (UNDP 
2012, 16). A little over half of the Roma population in Slovakia have received some sort 
of vaccination, whereas the vaccination rate among the majority population is up to 
99 percent. Slovak Roma who have migrated to the United Kingdom since 2004 have 
been found to have high rates of Type 2 diabetes, cardiovascular disease, premature 
myocardial infarction, obesity, and asthma, and it is common for Roma to have a number 
of undiagnosed health conditions (Moore 2010). In the EU-MIDIS II 2016 Roma survey, 
34 percent of Slovak Roma reported “Long-term activity limitations” on account of 
serious long-term health problems (European Union Agency for Fundamental Rights 
2016, 30). The European Commission’s report on Roma health (European Commission 
2014) states that in Slovakia the biggest gap in life expectancy is present in segregated 
areas of Roma settlements with poor living conditions; it is estimated that mortality rates 
in such settlements are two to three times higher than the mortality rates of Roma living 
in more integrated communities. The health situation for Roma in Slovakia thus appears 
to be in conflict with the 2013 European Union Council Recommendations for effective 
measures to ensure equal access to universally available healthcare services for Roma 
(European Union Agency for Fundamental Rights 2016, 29).

One of the most frequent non-educational concerns raised by teachers and other 
professionals is the insufficient health care and hygiene in Roma households, which 
impacts negatively on Roma children’s enrolment and attendance in pre-schools (Cinová, 
Kosová, and Almáši Koreňová). Fundación Secretariado Gitano (2007) suggests that 
diseases such as hepatitis A, bacillary dysentery, and outbreaks of scabies and lice 
continue to be serious problems in some Roma communities. In the Prešov Region, 
and other locales, fieldwork research confirmed the prevalence of infectious diseases 
that may be linked to the contaminated environments in which most of the children are 
growing up. Geographic variability clearly exists, though, as Roma settlements in other 
regions did not seem to have equally severe health patterns. 

“Particularly in this municipality we mainly deal with pediculosis, scabies and then the 
usual children’s diseases, which are typical for pre-school age children, such as sheep 
pox, and if tuberculosis is spread in the location then also this diagnosis 

—A regional health awareness coordinator, Prešov Region

c h a p t e r  2
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“The most frequent diseases are airways infections, viral disease, middle ear infections, 
and respiratory diseases. We had very few cases of diarrhoea and recently we had no 
hepatitis at all.” 

—A paediatrician

Prevalent disease variability amongst the Roma in Slovakia depends very much on 
the standard of living in the specific settlement location. Some settlements have a 
catastrophic standard of living imposed on them by local authority (municipality) neglect, 
particularly in locations with a high concentration of Roma with a low level of health 
awareness. In some cases, poor health is caused by the fact that residents do not have 
a secure supply of safe drinking water; in these cases, the quality of water was not 
officially examined. In some settlements, access to drinking water is not ensured even 
where drinking water is piped in and available, due to the inability of families to afford the 
relatively high costs of water connection.47 

Operational Program Human Resources call to promote access to drinking water

Some improvements in the health situation should emanate from the December 
2016 call for the submission of applications for grants aimed at promoting access to 
safe drinking water in separated and segregated marginalized Roma communities. 
The grants will provide funding for the building of water pipes, wells, and surface 
water treatment plants. The call has an allocated budget of 16 million euros.48

The previously quoted physician and regional health awareness coordinator agreed that 
most Roma parents do not have the financial resources to maintain good medical and 
health standards, and that this in turn has an indirect negative impact on their child/ren’s 
education. When a parent must travel to see the doctor but has no funds to cover the travel 
costs, the parent cannot take their child to see the doctor at all, or not as frequently as 
required. The same applies when parents need to co-pay for medications in a pharmacy. 

As municipalities have a healthcare authority at the local level, they can create conditions 
to make health care available in marginalized Roma communities. Early health screening 
is important, to identify impairments that when undiagnosed can be a serious hindrance 
to learning. For example, many schools in the United Kingdom with Slovak Roma pupils 
have identified children with moderate to severe hearing loss. Cooperation between 
all relevant stakeholders, including the doctor or healthcare coordinator, the field social 
workers, and the municipalities, is vitally important. However, this research determined 
that there are still locations in Slovakia without any kind of medical facility or support. 

“First of all, it would be most helpful if a paediatrician was directly in the municipality, 
but in this municipality, there isn’t any. The healthcare centre is approximately 10 km 
from the municipality. If the parents need to take their child for a preventive check-up 
or a compulsory vaccination, or perhaps if the child is sick, they need to travel several 
kilometres, something that is financially impossible for most of them except for the 
period of the month when they receive their allowance.” 

—A health awareness coordinator

47 See http://www.vop.gov.sk/fi les/Pristup_k_vode.pdf

48 Call No OPLZ-PO6-SC611-2016-3 from the Ministry of Interior: http://www.minv.sk/swift_data/source/

mvsr_a_eu/oplz/vyzvy/december2016/Vyzvapercent20spercent20kodompercent20OPLZ-PO6-SC611-

2016-3percent20zameranapercent20napercent20pristupLZ-PO6-SC611-2016-3percent20zameranapercen-

t20napercent20pristuppercent20kpercent20pitnejpercent20vode.pdf
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The European Commission (2014, 10) also found evidence that, in addition to poverty 
obstructing access to health care services, fear of discrimination is also a factor. All of 
the factors outlined in this section strongly impact Roma children’ enrolment and regular 
attendance in kindergartens, according to Fundación Secretariado Gitano (2007).

2.2 Ignorance, prejudice, and discrimination

As referenced in Chapter 1, the European Commission, which is currently conducting 
legal proceedings against the Slovak Republic due to the segregation of Roma children in 
education, sent a letter to the Slovak government on 29 April 201549; page 14 states: 

The statements pointing to demographic or settlement structures and catchment 
areas of schools (which result in most children in a kindergarten or majority of pupils at 
school in a Roma neighbourhood being of Roma origin) cannot explain the widespread 
phenomenon of segregation of Roma pupils from non-Roma pupils at schools that are 
attended by both groups of the population. Even if the fact that a kindergarten or a 
school in a Roma neighbourhood is attended by a majority of Roma children and pupils 
could be eventually justified by the demographic aspects, such aspects clearly do not 
apply in mixed neighbourhoods, where Roma children are segregated from non-Roma 
children or pupils by placing them into different school buildings located in the vicinity 
or by placing them into separate classes within the same school.

During this research, specific barriers to equal Roma inclusion in mainstream education 
were frequently observed; these barriers cause and result in the exclusion or segregation 
of Roma children or their transfer to special classrooms. The redirecting of Roma children 
into kindergarten or elementary school special classes is, as previously mentioned, linked 
to the system of funding. Per capita funding for a child with special educational needs 
is higher than the per capita funding paid for a standard pupil. However, no additional 
funding is provided for socially disadvantaged children. If a child is labelled “mildly mentally 
disabled,” though, as often happens with premature diagnoses, the child is redirected to a 
special classroom and the school then receives a higher financial contribution. 

The UNDP study from 2010 identified that one of the most frequent reasons for Roma 
exclusion from pre-school opportunities is a strong conviction on the part of Roma 
parents that their children do not need to attend kindergarten (UNDP 2012, 111). 
However, this conviction may be caused, among other factors, by the justified distrust 
and fear of Roma parents towards the majority population based on their collective and 
individual experiences of prejudice, and the negative stereotypes held against them by 
much of the non-Roma ethnic majority population. 

Quite often, Roma parents encounter negative racist reactions and dissuasive attitudes 
when attempting to enrol their child/ren into kindergartens. It is a serious issue in the 
context of the overall anti-Roma feelings in Slovakia. As described in Chapter 1, such 
responses stem from the personal ethnic prejudices of head teachers and teachers, as 
well as from their fear that enrolling Roma children may cause a “white-flight” effect, 
with non-Roma parents withdrawing their own children from the school and placing them 
in a schooling environment with fewer or no Roma children. 

This way of thinking was encountered mainly in the localities in which the mutual 
coexistence of Roma and the non-Roma majority population is consistently problematic. 
A telling example of this dynamic is the field research team’s finding that the majority 
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49 In Brussels, SG-Greffe (2015) D/, STABLE REPRESENTATION OF THE SLOVAK REPUBLIC AT THE EUROPEAN 

UNION, Av. de Cortenberg, 79 1000, BRUXELLES, BELGIQUE.
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population filed two petitions against the construction of a kindergarten in the centre 
of one municipality because it would mainly be attended by Roma children, and Roma 
parents would thus also be seen in the immediate neighbourhood much more frequently.
 
“Another barrier is represented by the two petitions against the construction of the 
kindergarten filed by the non-Roma population of the municipality. The Municipal 
Office is obliged to deal with these petitions duly and properly.” 

—A representative of a municipality

In another field research site, the extension of kindergarten capacity was prevented 
by school authorities who did not want to establish a kindergarten that would include 
Roma children and use the vacant space belonging to the adjacent elementary school for 
children with special educational needs. Because the founding authority did not agree 
with this solution, the free space was instead “used” in a way that did not meet its 
originally designated purpose: 

“We had expected that we would gain the spaces, which belong to the elementary 
school for children with special educational needs, where we wanted to establish a 
preparatory class for kindergarten, but we were rejected. The special school turned 
these spaces into a gym that is not used by anyone until this day.” 

—A kindergarten head teacher)

Although such decisions should be routinely scrutinized by competent national, 
regional, and local authorities, including the State School Inspection service, there 
is no established systemic mechanism for identifying possible cases of illegal racial 
discrimination in Slovakia.

2.2.1 Measures to eliminate or to stop segregation 

The Office of the Government Plenipotentiary for Roma Communities has started to react 
appropriately to issues that cause or deepen the segregation and exclusion of Roma 
children in pre-school education. In its recent call for project proposals for kindergarten 
capacity extension (launched in January 2016), the founding authorities (as the main 
applicants) were directed to proceed in compliance with the principles of desegregation, 
de-ghettoization, and de-stigmatization.50 Applicants must: a) not implement the project 
in the environment of separated and/or segregated Roma settlements/communities; 
and b) provide the children from marginalized Roma communities with access to a 
pre-school facility to avoid the exacerbation of segregation. In the process of pre-school 
education, measures need to be adopted to provide for inclusive education, which 
requires applicants to c) supplement the project with other activities in meeting the 
said principles, such as the provision of a pre-school educational facility for children 
from marginalized Roma communities with the addition of the provision of school buses 
with escorts, building a safe new road infrastructure, and organizing activities aimed at 
increasing mutual understanding and awareness.51 

In cases where spatial segregation cannot be avoided due to objective factors, the 
project needs to be complemented by non-segregation measures and, in the long term, 
project implementation needs to contribute to desegregation.52 

50 See http://www.minv.sk/swift_data/source/mvsr_a_eu/oplz/vyzvy/august_2016/skolky/

P10percent20vyzvypercent20-percent20Podm.percent20suladupercent20projektupercent20spercent203D_

zmenapercent20c.2.pdf, attachments 9 and 10.

51 Ibid., 1.

52 Ibid., 2.
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It is apparent that the above rules for desegregation, which the Office of the Government 
Plenipotentiary for Roma Communities requires from the founding authorities, do not 
only concern spatial segregation of Roma children. They also attempt to tackle the wider 
context that needs to be considered in implementing the solution. The requirements 
are linked, for example, to building new road infrastructures or providing for the regular 
transportation of children with professional escorts. However, such measures require 
increasing the funding—which the call does not actually provide. 

Measures to eliminate or to stop the deepening of segregation, such as the above-
mentioned initiative of the Office of the Government Plenipotentiary for Roma 
Communities, are one step in a positive direction. However, these measures are not 
sustainable as they are mostly European Union funded and not yet incorporated into 
national educational policies. Only systemic and sustainable changes that combine 
inclusive mainstream policies with targeted measures will lead to the radical modification 
of day-to-day practices in pre-school education in Slovakia.

2.3 Barriers to pre-school enrolment at the level of Roma parents

As examined in this and the previous chapters, there are many factors at national 
and local levels influencing the very low participation of Roma children in pre-school 
education. This section further explores barriers and obstacles to enrolment at the level 
of Roma parents. In a survey by the World Bank (2012), 7 percent of interviewed parents 
were convinced that a child aged 3 to 6 should spend these early years in home care 
and 37 percent declared that their child did not need pre-school care because they take 
adequate care of the child at home (Brüggemann 2012). A large group of Roma parents 
also believe that 3-year-old children are too young to attend kindergarten. This suggests 
that some Roma parents do not attach importance to pre-school education and do not 
perceive the benefits that this level of education can bring to their child/ren’s future. 

“For instance, when a mother is at home with a younger child, it´s not all that important 
for her to place her child into kindergarten since she is at home anyway, it would be 
extra costs and there is nobody to leave her smaller child with at home. We try to 
explain to them why it is good for them and for the child. But they are concerned that 
their children will be viewed differently because they are from the settlement.” 

—A field social worker)

So, a significant issue for some Roma parents is clearly an overall low level of 
awareness about the benefits of early childhood education. However, contrary to this, 
the focus group of Roma participants in this study all indicated that they had enrolled 
their child/ren in kindergarten at the age of 3 to 4 years: 

“It is also better for the children. The teachers know what to do with them, how to teach 
them, how to prepare them…. When I say at home ´come, let’s go learn something’ 
they want to do many other things. But in the kindergarten, they go and learn and don’t 
have time to think about other things.” 

—A Roma mother

Many Roma participants said that they hoped their children will have a better education 
than they did themselves. They regretted that they had not studied harder when they had 
been at elementary school and that they do not have an apprenticeship certificate, which 
now limits their opportunities in the labour market. As a field social worker said, “it is 
quite difficult for these women to get education at an older age, often due to the lack of 
money and the unwillingness of their spouses to allow them to study.”

c h a p t e r  2
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In contrast to the grandparent generation, many Roma parents also lack any personal 
experience of kindergarten education. When they were infants, most of them were 
raised in their homes until the beginning of compulsory elementary school. A further 
obstacle is linked to a lack of advanced and informed parenting skills of some Roma 
parents, as well as their poor social capital and limited networking strategies (Rusnáková 
and Rochovská 2014). These weaknesses may hinder community relationships that allow 
for mutual support between families and the sharing of information and intelligence about 
local educational opportunities.

Parents’ decisions whether to enrol their child/ren into a kindergarten also depend on 
their previous experience with the kindergarten, which reflects on their relations in 
the wider community. World Bank (2016, 62) findings indicate that 50 percent of Roma 
parents said they would place their child/ren in kindergartens if there was a Roma 
teaching assistant on staff. This is a proven policy development that enhances institutional 
trust and provides a great degree of reassurance to Roma parents. Without this support, 
some Roma parents are reported to believe that their children would be humiliated 
or cast down at school, and this is a reason they do not send them to kindergarten 
(Bad’uriková et al. 2006, 10).

Finally, Roma parents’ attitudes to the enrolment of their children in kindergartens and 
schools are heavily influenced by their impoverished living conditions. Extensive research 
evidence indicates that this attitude pattern is a direct result of the damaging impacts 
of poverty, gross social exclusion, and discrimination. Poor Roma families live in a state 
of permanent deprivation and their priority is just day-to-day survival. Discrimination in 
the labour market is experienced also by educated Roma, a reality that indirectly further 
reinforces the conviction held by many Roma that education is not a pathway to success 
or a better life (Machlica, Žúdel, and Hidas 2014). 
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CHAPTER 3.
Provision of quality early childhood education and care for Roma 
children 

This chapter maps the expected quality of early childhood education for Roma children. 
The authors focus on identifying the main barriers and obstacles to the provision of 
quality early childhood education for Roma children, with consideration of their specific 
educational needs in pre-school preparation from the perspective of head teachers, 
kindergarten teachers, and regional school policies. 

International studies have repeatedly confirmed that ECEC programs can have a positive 
effect on children’s developmental outcomes if the level of quality of the service is high 
(Burchinal et al. 2010; OECD 2001 and 2006). Children in high-quality ECEC programs 
perform better in literacy and mathematics (Dearing, McCartney, and Taylor 2009), and 
these positive effects are strongest for poor children and for children whose parents have 
little education (OECD 2006). 

However, ECEC needs to be of sufficient quality to achieve beneficial child outcomes and 
yield longer-term social and economic effects. Research shows that poor quality ECEC 
provision can have lasting detrimental effects on children’s development, and children are 
more likely to have language, social, and developmental problems in low-quality provision 
(OECD 2001 and 2006). 

Although there is no international agreement about the concept of quality in ECEC 
services, international research suggests that a series of criteria (inter-related indicators) 
for structural quality need to be fulfilled to support quality provision (OECD 2006 and 
2012; Bennett 2008; European Commission 1996; Children in Europe 2008). In 2014, 
international efforts, led by the European Commission, resulted in the proposal of a 
Quality Framework for Early Childhood Education and Care, which identifies five key 
principles and ten statement actions that are strengthening quality of ECEC provision 
(see Table 10). 

c h a p t e r  3
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Table 10. Quality framework for ECEC

Key Principles Key Actions 

Access to ECEC Provision that is available and affordable to all families and their children.

Provision that encourages participation, strengthens social inclusion, and 
embraces diversity.

The ECEC 
workforce

Well-qualified staff whose initial and continuing training enables them to 
fulfil their professional role.

Supportive working conditions, including professional leadership, which 
creates opportunities for observation, reflection, planning, teamwork, and 
cooperation with parents.

Curriculum A curriculum based on pedagogic goals, values, and approaches that 
enable children to reach their full potential in a holistic way.

A curriculum that requires staff to collaborate with children, colleagues, 
and parents, and to reflect on their own practice.

Monitoring and 
evaluation

Monitoring and evaluating produces information at the relevant local, 
regional, and/or national level to support continuing improvements in the 
quality of policy and practice.

Monitoring and evaluation that is in the best interest of the child.

Governance Stakeholders in the ECEC system have a clear and shared understanding 
of their role and responsibilities, and know that they are expected to 
collaborate with partner organizations.

Legislation, regulation, and/or funding supports progress towards a 
universal legal entitlement to publicly subsidized or funded ECEC, and 
progress is regularly reported to all stakeholders.

3 Cross-Cutting Themes

1.  A clear image and voice of the child and childhood should be valued.

2.  Parents are the most important partners and their participation is essential.

3.  A shared understanding of quality.

 Source: European Commission Thematic Working Group on ECEC 2014

OECD (2012) also identified five policy tools that support the quality of ECEC and can 
positively impact the learning process of children in early childhood: 

1. Setting out quality goals and regulations. 

2. Designing and implementing curriculum and standards. 

3. Improving workforce conditions, qualifications, and training. 

4. Engaging families and communities. 

5. Advancing data collection, research, and monitoring. 

The following sections in this chapter examine policies and practices related to quality 
ECEC provision for Roma children in Slovakia, particularly regarding the introduction of 
a new pro-inclusive curriculum and improving the skills and competencies of the ECEC 
workforce.
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3.1 Pro-inclusive curriculum 

The school system in Slovakia has undergone several significant changes that have 
addressed issues of quality of ECEC over the last 20 years. As the Education Act (Act No. 
245/2008) introduced the two-level system of education, it also mandated that education 
in schools and kindergartens be conducted according to the State Educational Program 
(Štátny vzdelávací program) and the School Educational Program (Školský vzdelávací 
program). 

The State Educational Program defines the compulsory content of education in schools 
and delineates the general objectives and key competencies for education in Slovakia. 
It provides a framework for teaching plans and the corresponding teaching standards 
at all school levels. The School Educational Program is a curricular document adapted 
for individual schools that describes how schools may attain the general objectives 
and content standards required by the State Educational Program, considering 
specific regional and school conditions. It builds on the goals and focus of a particular 
kindergarten. Each kindergarten has one School Educational Program, regardless of the 
number of classrooms or annexes. The head teacher is responsible for designing and 
fulfilling a School Education Plan that must respect the existing legal framework. The 
head teacher also needs to submit the School Educational Program to the establishing 
entity and School Board for review and approval. If the establishing entity raises any 
doubts about its quality, it can request a review by the School State Inspection service 
(or respective School Inspection Centre), to determine whether the School Educational 
Program is in line with the State Educational Program and framework outlined by the 
School Act. The head teacher publishes the School Educational Program after it is 
reviewed and approved by the pedagogical council and School Board, usually for a three-
year period (the minimum is one year).53

One consequence of the 2008 legislative reform was that these universally prescribed 
methods and forms of education limited autonomy of pre-school institutions to design 
their own special or individualised approach to children’s learning. The recently revised 
State Educational Program ISCED 0 Pre-Primary Education, which became effective in 
September 2016, aims to correct this and has all the attributes of an inclusive curriculum. 
Its underlying concept is that all children are educable, so goals, performance, and content 
standards are thus universal. The new curriculum is inclusive of the key elements of 
child development rather than lesson plans and a traditional subject-based curriculum. 
Performance standards are not age-specific. The curriculum thus does not create pressure 
to achieve goals within a certain time period, giving room to achieve them during the 
entire time the child is in attendance at the kindergarten. The new educational program 
links the curriculum to future aspects of education, creating a better foundation for more 
effective inclusion of children into higher levels of education. This has led to the creation 
of much better and more transparent conditions for enrolling children from socially 
disadvantaged environments and the elimination of many formal barriers in the transition 
from one educational level to another.54 The revised State Educational Program ISCED 0 
Pre-Primary Education also includes components that can assist teachers in diagnosing 
children’s needs or special needs, and should improve the quality of pupil assessment. 

The revised State Educational Program also requires that the teacher adjust the 
educational content to tie it to or reflect current events and situations in the community 
the children come from, choosing topics that are relevant for the community and 

53 http://www.statpedu.sk/sites/default/fi les/nove_dokumenty/pilotna-faza-zavadzania-inovovaneho-svp-pre-ms/

osobitosti_tvorby_skvp_2015.pdf, 1. 

54 http://www.npmrk2.sk/sites/default/fi les/IMV.pdf
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leaving out topics that are unfamiliar and do not fall within the cultural awareness and 
understanding of the community. A crucial aspect in designing targeted interventions is 
the teacher’s ability to identify pupils’ specific developmental challenges and to structure 
activities and learning so it helps to diminish and compensate for any negative social and/
or environmental circumstances.55 

Despite these recent curricular measures in the interests of enabling kindergartens to 
implement a more inclusive approach, evidence related to the pace of change has been 
judged to be disappointing. According to the Methodological and Pedagogical Centre’s 
2013 analysis of the School Educational Programs of kindergartens with children from 
socially excluded communities,56 up to 53.57 percent of such programs did not have 
defined objectives with respect to the specific needs of children from marginalized Roma 
communities. Approximately 25 percent of programs had hardly any relevant criteria; in 
some programs, such specific needs and related objectives were not defined at all. Up to 
75 percent of School Educational Programs indicated that teachers’ professional training 
has had no focus on children from marginalized Roma communities. This evidence 
strongly suggests that the teaching staff in many kindergartens do not have the specific 
skills and competencies necessary for work with children from these backgrounds within 
an inclusive professional context. Throughout school year 2015/16, the State School 
Inspection paid close attention to the School Educational Programs in 178 kindergartens, 
and the extent to which they complied with the framework of the State Educational 
Program.57

3.2 Barriers to quality ECEC provision

3.2.1 Teacher education and training is inadequate preparation for implementing the new State 
Educational Program 

This research shows that, for multiple reasons, kindergartens struggle in their 
implementation of the pro-inclusive principles of the State Educational Program, and 
in their efforts to develop quality School Educational Programs. The first problem is 
insufficient teacher training opportunities. This reality was most evident when the 
State Educational Program was introduced. Teachers pointed out that they would have 
welcomed the opportunity for high-quality and detailed training before the new curricular 
requirements of the State Educational Program were introduced at the beginning of 
September 2016. 

Although kindergartens can use the services of the regional Methodological and 
Pedagogical Centres (MPCs), in-service trainings are offered in the kindergarten only 
if a sufficient number of teachers sign up. Otherwise, teachers need to participate 
in a regional training course at a date set by the MPC. Due to limited and frequently 
overstretched human resources in the kindergartens, head teachers do not often allow 
teachers to participate in training outside their own institution. Many teachers are thus 
forced to look for counselling and training through their own networks (among their 
colleagues) or internet forums such as the Romani Early Years Network (REYN).58 

55 Ibid.

56 Ibid.

57 State School Inspection:  http://www.ssiba.sk/admin/fckeditor/editor/userfi les/fi le/Dokumenty/SPRAVY/2016/

SkVP_MS_15_16.pdf 

58 The Romani Early Years Network (REYN) was established by Open Society Foundations Early Childhood Program 

and the International Step by Step Association in 2012 as an online supportive community of professional and 

para-professionals working in early-years educational settings with Roma children and families.
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The second problem is that even MPCs lack training capacities and sufficient funds. In 
addition to courses provided by the MPC, in-service teacher training opportunities are 
organized within European Union-funded national projects, and training courses are 
covered from the Slovak state budget. However, there is higher demand for continuous 
professional development than supply. According to the MPC, since the new State 
Educational Program was rolled out in September 2016, early childhood care and 
education training is in high demand. The State School Inspection’s findings confirm 
that teachers looked for guidance in the development of their School Educational 
Programs, as well as help making sense of new methodological guidelines, manuals, 
and practical samples of targeted education activities.59 The State School Inspection has 
recommended that the MPC focus their continuous professional training of teachers on 
the practical implementation of the educational standards in the individual curricula areas 
of the State Educational Program.60

The field researchers for this study found that MPC trainers have different, often 
ambiguous, ways of interpreting the reform’s main ideas, overall meaning, and practical 
implementation:
 
“The problem is that every single methodologist has understood the forms and 
methods of the educational program in a different way, thus their explanation is very 
unclear.” 

—A kindergarten teacher, Trnava Region)

Due to the lack of an implementation plan for the introduction of the revised State 
Educational Program, methodological guidance, or adequate resources for sufficient 
teacher training opportunities and pro-inclusive curricular reform, the new program is in 
danger of remaining mostly on paper. 

3.2.2 Teachers lack the skills and competencies to ensure quality and inclusive education 

Based on the research findings, the most pressing problem in early childhood education 
(at the kindergarten level) in Slovakia is the dominant role of the teacher’s position in 
teaching and learning, which is typically in stark contrast to the individual developmental 
goals of a child. According to OECD, the key attributes of quality ECEC staff are the ability 
to: a) purposefully involve children, b) stimulate their communication and interaction 
with the teacher and interaction among themselves, and c) use different strategies of 
educational support (scaffolding) such as leadership, modelling behaviours and learning, 
and non-rhetorical open questioning (Taguma, Litjens, and Makowiecki 2012, 12–35). 

Teachers lack the skills and competencies to work with children on an individual level, 
and to plan and implement a curriculum in a classroom (teaching plans) in ways that 
differentiate learning needs and respond sensitively to the potential of every individual 
child, irrespective of those children’s diverse needs, languages, and backgrounds. The 
prevailing teaching practice tends to prefer stricter daily routines that lack flexibility. Rigid 
observance of curricula creates ongoing obstacles to the free choices and activities of 
children, and their focused and exploratory concentration (Cinová, Kosová, and Almáši 
Koreňová 2013; Kosová 2015).61 

59 State School Inspection: http://www.ssiba.sk/admin/fckeditor/editor/userfi les/fi le/Dokumenty/SPRAVY/2016/

SkVP_MS_15_16.pdf, 3

60 Ibid., 6 

61 For more information on teaching styles and pedagogies that are more consistent with the goals of inclusive, 

child-centred education, see http://montessori.blog.sme.sk/c/384598/zazrak-sustredenej-prace.html and http://

www.smsmontessori.sk/montessori-pedagogika/montessori-kurikulum/. 
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The State School Inspection’s findings from situational monitoring of early childhood 
education in the school year 2015/16 in 53 kindergartens provide much interesting 
information. The monitoring involved 285 teachers in the kindergartens that piloted 
the introduction of Slovakia’s revised State School Program.62 The inspectors point out 
multiple negative findings, such as the excessive dominance of the teacher in both 
care and education roles.63 In proposed measures to eliminate identified shortcomings, 
the State School Inspection published 93 recommendations, mainly to encourage and 
improve a more differentiated approach; recommendations for head teachers emphasize 
systematic monitoring of how the teachers respect the existing needs of children, their 
performance, and their developmental potential. Teachers are also recommended to 
allow the children to talk about their teacher’s assessment of their work and their own 
self-assessment; to specify positive outputs of a child in some activity; and to motivate 
children who are less successful or have not completed a particular task.64

When attempting to shift current practice in intercultural education or another inclusive 
approach in education, there are two main problems when it comes to the lack of 
teachers’ skills: First, how to design a curriculum in such a way that it adequately 
facilitates and communicates information about other cultures and differences to all 
children (i.e. information about cultural diversity in the nearby community, the district, and 
the region). Second, how to use such methods, strategies, and procedures in interactions 
with children in ways that will prevent their exclusion from the group and at the same 
time will satisfy their individual needs and empower them to express their own identity. 

Curricula are not carved into stone; they are designed to provide guidance and can be 
adjusted and amended. Curricula should be designed so that they do not limit teachers 
but give them freedom to adjust content to suit the individual educational needs of their 
pupils, according to the State Institute of Pedagogy.65 Despite this stated principle, this 
study’s research findings clearly show that teachers, when creating School Educational 
Programs, are manoeuvring only within the written word of the state curriculum. 

3.2.3 Teachers are not prepared for the specific needs of Roma children

Teachers’ qualifications, undergraduate training, and in-service training all contribute to 
improving pedagogical skills and qualities that, in the end, are closely related to better 
outcomes for all children. The key feature of high-quality teaching personnel, including 
teaching assistants, is their ability to work closely and intuitively with children, including 
Roma children, using diverse teaching strategies that stimulate mutual interaction with 
pupils and also promote positive interactions among the children. 

European Union-funded national projects gave rise to new accredited programs, though 
no programs have been created explicitly for kindergartens. 

62 State School Inspection: http://www.ssiba.sk/admin/fckeditor/editor/userfi les/fi le/Dokumenty/

SPRAVY/2016/112_TI_MS_SR_15_16.pdf, 1.

63 State School Inspection: http://www.ssiba.sk/admin/fckeditor/editor/userfi les/fi le/Dokumenty/

SPRAVY/2016/112_TI_MS_SR_15_16.pdf, 3.

64 State School Inspection: http://www.ssiba.sk/admin/fckeditor/editor/userfi les/fi le/Dokumenty/

SPRAVY/2016/112_TI_MS_SR_15_16.pdf, 5.

65 http://www.statpedu.sk/sites/default/fi les/nove_dokumenty/pilotna-faza-zavadzania-inovovaneho-svp-pre-ms/

osobitosti_tvorby_skvp_2015.pdf, 6.
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National projects aimed at inclusion of Roma funded through the European Social 
Fund during programming period 2007–2013:

• Training of pedagogical employees towards the inclusion of marginalized Roma 
communities (MRC1) (2011–2015) 

• Inclusive model of early childhood education (MRC2) (2013–2015)

• Project of Inclusive Education (PRINED) (2014–2015)

In the programming period 2014–2020, two new national projects funded from the 
Operational Program Human Resources have been launched so far:

• School Open to All (under the managing authority of the Ministry of Education, 
Science, Research and Sport) 

• Take Away (under the managing authority of the Ministry of Labour, Social Affairs 
and Family)

The State School Inspection’s 2015 findings from the Presov Region (which has a high 
representation of children from marginalized Roma communities) note the perceived 
need for collaborative teaching. Head teachers underlined the importance of experience 
sharing and small group meetings with teachers who work directly with Roma children; 
they suggested convening expert meetings that would focus on specifying the content 
of their education.66 

MPC representatives also realize the need to create targeted education programs that 
would equip teachers with knowledge and better understanding of Roma culture, history, 
and language. New training courses should be designed to help kindergarten teachers 
imagine and identify possible opportunities for reflecting pupils’ diverse backgrounds in 
the school curriculum, and how to better understand the cultural, linguistic, and religious 
backgrounds of parents and the wider community beyond their school. 

Teachers point out that diversity has been given very limited attention in the new 
State Educational Program. In their words, the previous State Educational Program did 
not pay specific attention to children from different cultural or ethnic backgrounds. In 
consequence, teachers did not feel that they needed to pay attention to these aspects. 
In a similar vein, they also say that the new State Educational Program pays only marginal 
attention to intercultural education. However, many wrongly consider intercultural 
education to be beneficial only if there is a larger representation of Roma children in a 
class; such an attitude betrays a lack of understanding of intercultural education.

“My work with Roma children now will not be any different from my work with non-
Roma children because this reform of the education program does not specifically 
target this issue. I think it is a different situation when half of the children in the class 
are of Roma origin or if there are only two or three of them. Then it makes no sense to 
point to diversity.”

—A kindergarten head teacher

Although the principles of the School Educational Program recommend that teachers 
involve parents in their children’s pre-school education, teachers and MPC methodologists 
say the innovative State Educational Program does not prioritize this area. 
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66 http://www.ssiba.sk/admin/fckeditor/editor/userfi les/fi le/Dokumenty/SPRAVY/2016/SkVP_MS_15_16.pdf, 3.
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“When it comes to working with Roma children from marginalized Roma communities, 
the practice shows how important it is to work with the family—but the State 
Educational Program does not see it as a priority.” 

—A MPC methodologist

Research findings lead the authors of this study to the conclusion that, overall, current 
methodical and pedagogical practice in Slovakia does not differentiate Roma children 
based on their cultural and language needs, or take into consideration the richness and 
diversity of Roma’s children’s family and social backgrounds. Interestingly enough, all 
national projects that have been implemented with support from the European Union and 
coordinated by MPC explicitly talk about approaches to meeting the specific needs of 
“children from marginalized Roma communities” in their titles. However, the accredited 
programs that are outputs of these national projects are not designed to equip teachers 
to work effectively with Roma children from disadvantaged and excluded communities. 
Rather, the programs are based on early childhood education approaches that treat 
all children uniformly, in a kind of colour-blind way that does not compensate those 
particular children for their disadvantages or address their individual educational needs. In 
the end, teachers’ lack of advanced professional skills to work with children from diverse 
and specifically disadvantaged backgrounds frequently results in a situation where the 
problem “lies with the child” (Huttová, Gyárfášová, and Sekulová 2012). 

The findings of this research study identify a specific gap in teacher and teaching 
assistant practice that stems from a lack of peer mentoring and collaboration, routine 
supportive supervision, and advisory support by head teachers.

3.3 Barriers to developing the language skills of Roma children

After 1989, and again after 1991, when the Slovak government acknowledged Roma as 
a national minority (Resolution No. 153/1991) and adopted the requested terminology 
Roma, the State guaranteed the overall cultural and ethnic development of this group. 
There was an upsurge of Roma literature in both the Slovak and Romani languages, 
though the latter did not have its rules stipulated. A Coordination Council for Romani 
Language and Literature at the Faculty of Roma Culture at the University of Constantine 
the Philosopher in Nitra (established by the Office of the Plenipotentiary for Roma 
Communities in 1999), with participation of other experts, prepared the re-codification of 
the Romani language based on the Romani dialect used in Eastern Slovakia. That was a 
positive step towards the standardization of the language.

Pursuant to government Resolution No. 153/1991, Roma are not only a national minority 
but also a linguistic minority. The Slovak Constitution thus guarantees them the right 
to education in their mother tongue. This right is also reflected in the School Act. In 
2016, the State Institute of Pedagogy prepared a limited edition of several publications 
in the Romani language (within a project entitled “Innovative Education for Pedagogical 
Employees of Elementary Schools”), with the aim to increase intercultural awareness 
and competencies appropriate for educating Roma pupils.67 However, these educational 
materials and verification of the education standards are not adjusted to the educational 
needs of Roma children in kindergartens. 

67 Texts included: Rozprávky v slovenskom a rómskom jazyku (fairy tales in Slovak and Romani); Rómsko – slovenská 

čítanka (Romani–Slovak reading book); Rómsko – slovenská čítanka – pracovný zošit (Romani – Slovak reading 

workbook); Amari Romaňi Čhib/Naša rómčina (Our Romani); Amari Romaňi Čhib/Naša rómčina – pracovný zošit 

(Our Romani – workbook); Dejepisná čítanka (pátrame po minulosti Rómov) (history reading); and Rómsko-

slovenský – Slovakia-rómsky slovník (Romani–Slovak / Slovak–Romani dictionary). For more, see http://www.

statpedu.sk/clanky/projekty-eea-grants-hlavne-aktivity/publikacie
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The Government Manifesto from 2016 addresses the issue of developing and 
supporting the language skills of members of national minorities. In the words of the 
Deputy Minister at the Ministry of Education, the ambition set forth in the Government 
Manifesto is that national minorities may freely speak their mother tongue, but, at the 
same time, they should be equally skilled in the command of the state language because 
poor language skills in the Slovak language limit their search for better jobs when they 
leave school. Despite this assurance, children with Romani mother tongue do not have 
the opportunity to be educated in their first language in kindergartens or in schools, 
and teacher assistants are not required to speak Romani. The Deputy Minister at the 
Ministry of Education explained this by citing the lack of qualified people speaking and 
writing Romani: “The Romani language is now instructed at several private schools. 
Like with Ruthenian, we lack qualified pedagogical staff for the introduction of the 
Romani language into schools. Therefore, these efforts must be clearly defined. It won’t 
work without a sufficient number of qualified teachers.”68 However, specific plans and 
measures to improve the situation are missing.

In the face of practical problems opening classes with Romani as a language of 
instruction, children should still get a chance to stay in touch with their mother tongue. 
Romani should not be perceived only as a tool of instruction but also as a tool for building 
positive Roma identity and pride. Linguistic diversity is beneficial for all children.

“Children in Denmark, for instance, are led to mastering the state language but at the 
same time they are encouraged to learn their own language at least two hours a day. 
And that’s the sensitive approach we are entitled to.” 

—A co-author of the State Educational Program

Contrary to Denmark’s approach, the Centre for Research of Ethnicity and Culture 
(Gažovižová 2012) found that some teachers even try to squeeze Romani out of the 
school by discouraging or forbidding the use of Romani by Roma children. It is said that 
these teachers do not like it when pupils use Romani. They feel threatened because they 
do not know what the children are talking about. The status of the language is not solid 
in the education system. “Romani is very closely associated with poverty and social 
exclusion and this is used as an argument to further marginalize the language.”69 

Slovakia also lacks a well-elaborated system of instruction for the Slovak language that 
would assist teachers to develop Slovak language competencies for Roma children 
whose mother tongue may be different. In general, teachers lack the skills of teaching 
Slovakian as a second or additional language to children who come to kindergartens or 
schools with a different first language. One can see examples of good practice in the 
United Kingdom, where there are three modules for English instruction.

One of the most effective compensatory measures for Roma children from socially 
disadvantaged environments to catch up with their peers and develop their skills, 
knowledge, and understanding is support related to inclusive second or additional 
language for children at the pre-school age (Clarke 2011). 
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68  See “Ministerstvo chce zachovat‘ málotriedky. Majú pomôct‘ s jazykom”: http://aktualne.atlapg.sk/slovensko/

skolstvo/chcu-pomoct-narodnostnemu-skolstvu-ktore-bolo-zanedbavane.html

69 Ibid. 522.
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3.4 Lack of teacher assistants and support teams 

Support teams, also crucial, are based on a teacher’s cooperation with professionals such 
as special pedagogues, school psychologists, and speech therapists. Teacher assistants 
play an indispensable role in this practice and process, especially if teachers are not 
trained to work in intercultural and multi-ethnic environments, particularly with Roma 
children. Working in partnership with the teacher, the teacher assistant can become a 
liaison for Roma children, providing a distinctly positive example. S/he helps familiarize 
Roma parents with pre-school opportunities, routines, and expectations, and facilitates 
communication between kindergarten teachers and parents.

A Good Start: A European Union-funded Roma Education Fund Pilot Project in 

Slovakia, Hungary, Macedonia, and Romania70 

Salner’s (2012) evaluation of the project documented how teacher assistants, together 
with other support staff (health and field social care workers) help children overcome 
language barriers, improve communication and cooperation between teachers and 
parents, and facilitate children’s inclusion. Teacher assistants acted as role models 
for the rest of the community, and conducted home visits, organized community 
events, and communicated with different institutions and local authorities, including 
social, welfare and health services. Together with mediators, teacher assistants also 
reportedly played an important role in ensuring that children regularly attended pre-
school classes.

Through an amendment to Act No. 408/2002 (1631/2002-sekr.), the Ministry of Education 
legislatively introduced the position of teacher’s assistant in 2002, and set up explicit 
criteria to determine whether a school is allowed to employ a teacher’s assistant. 
However, the decision to employ a Roma mediator/assistant is, in most cases, left 
to local authorities that fund the position from their own budgets. Unlike elementary 
schools, local authorities that establish kindergartens cannot ask the Ministry of 
Education for funds for teacher assistants.
 
“Our kindergarten does not have money for employing a teacher’s assistant. There are 
such children in kindergartens that need to be integrated so it would be good if there 
was such staff … full-time.”

—A kindergarten head teacher

Given the funding obstacle, only a very small number of teacher assistants have been 
employed in kindergartens. The situation improved slightly during implementation of the 
European Union-funded national projects. In the 2014/15 school year, more than 50 were 
employed by kindergartens participating in the MRKII project, increasing the total number 
from 110 to 162. According to the Project of Inclusive Education (PRINED) evaluation, 
teachers had the benefit of assistants in only in 17.85 percent of kindergartens involved in 
the project.71

However, with the end of the projects, the kindergartens were not able to sustain these 
positions. In 2015/16, kindergartens employed only 116 teacher’s assistants (85 in state 
kindergartens, 27 in private kindergartens, and 4 in church kindergartens).72 It seems that 

70 www.romaeducationfund.hu/dissemination-conference-good-start-project

71 http://www.npmrk2.sk/sites/default/fi les/IMV.pdf

72 http://www.cvtisr.sk/cvti-sr-vedecka-kniznica/informacie-o-skolstve/statistiky/statisticka-rocenka-publikacia/

statisticka-rocenka-materske-skoly.html?page_id=9602  
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the employment of teacher assistants will continue to be funded primarily from European 
Union funds, through the new national project, School Open to All, which launched in 
October 2016. However, it is clear that unless systemic changes are introduced, the 
number of teacher assistants in kindergartens will remain low. 

School Open for All 

In October 2016, the Ministry of Education launched a new national project73 with 
funding from the Operational Program Human Resources. School Open for All will 
support a model of inclusive education in kindergartens and elementary schools. In 
promoting the right of every child to quality education, it emphasizes the need to 
demolish barriers preventing equal access to education. The main component of the 
project is the involvement of teacher assistants and professional support teams of 
pedagogues and professional specialists in psychology, special pedagogy, or social 
pedagogy. The project plans to employ more than 500 new teaching and specialist 
staff in kindergartens and elementary schools. 

 

3.4.1 Many teacher-assistants lack Romani language skills 

Evidence from other countries shows that where kindergartens and schools see 
themselves as a part of community life, teacher assistants come directly from within the 
communities. Thanks to their knowledge of the culture and language of the children, they 
can bridge the realms of kindergarten/school and family. 

Quality bilingual education requires close cooperation between teacher assistants who 
speak the children’s first language and teachers who realize the importance of the use of 
one’s mother tongue for learning and children’s positive identity formation, together with 
the richness that flows from linguistic diversity. Quality bilingual education also requires 
stronger involvement of assistants and parents in the instruction/learning processes. 
Various national and international projects have trained numerous teacher assistants in 
Slovakia to participate competently in bilingual education. However, sufficient financial 
incentives have not been created to retain them in kindergartens after projects end.

In general, the evidence reveals that the important role of Roma teacher assistants in 
Slovakia is underestimated and, in the case of early childhood preparation, very limited. 
A significant number of teacher assistants are non-Roma and they often do not speak 
the Romani language, though in many situations having a Romani speaker on staff is 
indispensable for the sake of helping with a child’s learning and/or relationships with 
peers. Many teachers and teacher assistants lack necessary knowledge related to the 
social and emotional development of children from a poor environment and different 
culture, and these professionals sometimes also lack communication skills based on 
respectful care. 
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73 www.minedu.sk/vyzvanie-pre-narodny-projekt-skola-otvorena-vsetkym/
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CHAPTER 4. 
Involving the broader community in early childhood education and care 

The aims of this chapter are to document the importance of family and community 
involvement in early childhood education and care, to identify gaps and barriers in 
involving the broader community, to describe how family and community support 
is enhanced through policies and practice, and to map best practices of family and 
community support. 

4.1 Involving family and community 

“A strong community can work as a social network supporting parents, lowering stress 
and keeping positive emotions, and for providing tools to enable parents in the difficult 
task of raising their child/ren’s attainment and/or behaviour. If the relationship between 
schools and communities is strong, children can more easily develop the skills needed 
for their social, economic, physical and academic success.” 

—OECD 2012

Involving the community in any effective and purposeful developmental process initially 
requires that individuals, families, and other groups are willing to participate. There is 
much talk about involving the broader school community in education, but in the Slovak 
educational context, the notion of “involvement” is not specified. The involvement of the 
family in young children’s education is, however, recognized as a fundamental right and 
obligation (OECD 2012, 2).
 
Comprehensive models of early childhood intervention situate family and community 
support as key elements, along with healthcare and nutrition, early intervention, and 
learning (UNESCO and the Council of Europe 2014, 20). Contrary to the traditional school 
model in which instruction is solely a matter for the teacher, the contemporary inclusive 
approach sees parents as “children’s first educators and that the professionals have much 
to learn from them” (Ashdown 2010, 92). “Parents are seen as the expert on their child, 
whereas teachers are the experts on the curriculum, personalized learning, resources 
and general approaches to teaching” (Ashdown 2010, 91–92). In an inclusive model, 
the parent–school relationship is changing into a broader concept of a purposeful and 
mutually rewarding relationship. The home–school relationship may also include various 
important caregivers, in addition to, or instead of, parents (e.g. family members, siblings, 
friends, and professionals from various support centres/services) depending on the 

c h a p t e r  4
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specific needs of a child and her/his parents. A school seeking a progressive relationship 
with a family must “know about and have good contacts with a range of supporting 
professionals and organizations, locally and nationally, who have the capacity to provide 
the support that is needed at home” (Ashdown 2010, 89). 

Because most children now spend a large part of their early childhoods in some form 
of childcare, the importance of family and community involvement in early childhood 
preparation for formal educational settings has increased. The family influence in the 
child’s first five years of life is critical for the development of important academic and 
social outcomes. Effective formal and informal connections between schools, family, 
and other actors of the wider community encourages the active participation of parents 
in their child/ren’s learning, ultimately improving “children’s later achievements and 
adaptation to society,” according to researcher Hans Cohen de Lara.74 OECD (2012) 
presents findings that confirm the importance of support for building the self-confidence 
associated with “more appropriate parenting.”

Stimulating children’s learning in the home environment supports the concept of 
intergenerational learning, generally “highly valued as a strategy for resolving social and 
societal problems” (Rabušicová, Kamanová, and Pevná 2011). Since 2000, UNESCO 
has considered intergenerational programs “vehicles for the purposeful and ongoing 
exchange of resources and learning among older and younger generations” (Hatton-Yeo 
and Ohsako 2000, 3). Many European projects75 and research studies76 describe the 
benefits of intergenerational learning at the individual, community, and societal levels. 
Educational systems that remain fragmented by age and by other divisions should take 
full advantage of the current paradigm of intergenerational learning as a key life-long 
learning strategy, according to Pinto (2011, 9). 

4.2 Legislative regulations, policies, and measures regarding school–community 
elationships

Relationships between the school and “community” are not regulated in Slovak 
legislation, however, the rights and obligations of pupils and their legal guardians are 
governed by the Education Act (No. 245/2008), and specified in more detail, for instance, 
in Section 153 on School Rules. The Act on Care and Education stipulates that: 
“If approved by a headteacher, pre-school education in kindergartens can also be 
organized with direct participation of the legal guardians in care and education” (Section 
28, Paragraph 15). 

Support to early enrolment of children from socially disadvantaged environments in 
kindergartens is governed by a 2004 methodological guidance document of the Ministry 
of Education; Article 2 reads as follows: “Opening preparatory classes in combination 
with the direct involvement of mothers in care and education in kindergartens, while 
observing basic pedagogical, hygiene and safety standards, is encouraged. Care and 
education in a kindergarten can be organized in combination with home pre-school care 
in cooperation with parents” (Lipnická 2014 and 2015). However, this approach was not 
transferred to the subsequent Act on Care and Education or the Decree on Kindergartens 
(Act No. 306/2008).

74 http://www.sardes.nl/uploads/Sardes/publicaties_bestanden/Parentalinvolvement-factsheetOECD.pdf, 1. 

75 Examples include ENIL (European Network for Intergenerational Learning), EMIL (European Map of 

Intergenerational Learning), EAGLE (European Approaches to Inter-Generational Lifelong Learning), ECIL 

(European Certifi cate of Intergenerational Learning), and GWT (Generations Working Together – Learning through 

Intergenerational Practice).

76 See Fisher 2008, 6; Pinto 2011, 6-7; Rabušicová, Kamanová, and Pevná 2011, 59-60; Baschiera 2015, 17.
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Act No. 596/2003 on State Administration in Education and School Administration allows 
for the establishment of a self-governing body in schools, namely a School Board. 
Members “represent and promote public interests and those of the pupils/children, 
parents, teachers and other staff in the overall learning process.” Parents can also interact 
with the school through a Parents’ Association, a legal entity cooperating with the 
school’s management, participating in structuring and organizing extra-curricular activities, 
and guiding the home–school relationship.77 

The home–school relationship is also governed by the State Educational Program. Under 
the new State Educational Program,78 kindergartens must provide serious support and 
cooperation with parents of children with special educational needs, though the form of 
support and cooperation is not specified. 

If parents are not engaged in school–community partnerships, relations (including local 
policies) between a school and its community are often a matter of routines established 
by the head teacher of a kindergarten. Institutions of early childhood education and care 
(kindergartens, nurseries, etc.) enter relationships mainly with the local self-government, 
which provides various community services. A concept of field community services for 
marginalized people, such as field social work, community work, health care assistance, 
and teaching assistance, was introduced in 2007 through European Union funds focused 
on social inclusion. These projects have supported building basic infrastructure and the 
professional standardization of such services. 

Generally, local-level interventions to support family and community are funded through 
European Union social projects. One project type focuses on establishing services 
of social and community work: field social work (2007–2013), community centres 
(2014–2015; continued in 2016) and healthy communities (2014–2015). The second type 
of interventions focus on elements of a comprehensive approach to ECEC through the 
European Union-funded national projects on inclusive education (see Chapter 3). 

In spite of accumulated knowledge from implemented national projects, there is no 
significant progress at the ECEC public policy level when it comes to the introduction 
of systemic measures aimed at improving cooperation with the family and community. 
European Union-funded national projects are all limited by the specific project period, 
so they are not a sustainable solution. To sustain the necessary support to families from 
marginalized communities, systemic change and long-term funding is needed from the 
state budget for holistic support and specialized workers. There are no quick and one-off 
solutions to long-term problems such as the deep tension between Roma and non-Roma 
in Slovakia.79 Good practice examples developed in previous national projects are useful 
resources that can be used more systematically. 

4.3 School–family–community relationships 

The empirical research aspect of this study mostly examined formal relations between 
the school and the broader school community. Formal links between school and 
community have multiple shortcomings, when it comes to supporting ECEC in the Slovak 
context; for example, there is no monitoring and evaluation of individual, family, and 
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77 Slovak Council of Parents Association: www.srrz.sk/index.php?poc=no&subor=statut 

78 www.minedu.sk/data/fi les/6317_svp_materske_skoly_2016-17780_27322_1-10a0_6jul2016.pdf 

79 Mušinka (2012) concludes that poor relations between Roma and the majority population are a result of long-term 

processes going back at least a few decades, often linked to bad solutions being implemented on the basis of 

inaccurate ideas and misunderstandings of the very substance of the situation and its causes (p. 9).
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community needs, nor quality preparation for delivering such a service. However, there 
is convincing evidence that it is the informal relations and the encouragement of informal 
education in a family that supports a favourable welfare and learning environment for 
children, parents, and family members alike.80

The field research implemented within the framework of this project focused on 
identifying obstacles to broader community involvement into early childhood education 
and care, as well as examples of good practice. The evidence indicates that kindergartens 
do not generally have well-established direct cooperation with the families of enrolled 
children. Furthermore, there is no sound system of training or support programs 
for enhancing parental skills or family participation in educational activities. Most 
kindergartens do not organize training for parents, but if they do organize an event or 
activities and invite families, “they wait for being asked, but once asked, they do things 
willingly, i.e. assemble a table, get involved, etc.” (a kindergarten head teacher). 

Inviting and involving parents in kindergarten events is important, as it strengthens the 
kindergarten’s external communications with the family and community. This rather 
narrow focus of engagement with parents does not strengthen so-called “inward” 
communication, though, and does not reflect the opinions, needs, or wishes of the child’s 
family unit. Mutually beneficial relationships between a kindergarten/school and the 
parent community require strategies for active engagement between the two, based on 
trust and mutual respect. Such developments need to be initiated from the kindergarten 
and formulated as part of the institution’s standard policies.

4.4 Community centres: One size does not fi t all 

The field research confirmed that most existing communication and cooperation with 
Roma families is organized through support from the European Union-funded national 
projects related to field social work and community centres. Among the national projects 
that focus on community help, field client-centred social work seems to be the most 
common approach.81 

According to Rosinský, Matulayová, and Rusnáková (2015), in their review of the 
Community Centres national project, educational activities (tutorial classes, preventive 
programs, leisure time activities, etc.) designed for children and youth are among the 
most frequently offered (p. 63), and the centres’ employees consider the educational 
outputs of children to be the most important outcomes (p. 45). Evaluation of that national 
project did not include the monitoring of community needs or reflect clients’ feedback or 
opinions.

The field research evidence strongly suggests how important it is that services for 
Roma families related to basic health, infrastructure, and hygiene correspond with the 
real needs of the beneficiaries. The sample municipality features a centre of personal 
hygiene in the community centre, which was built mainly because local Roma do not 
have access to water in their settlement. However, the planning and consultation 
approach used for this provision was suspect; no Roma person had used the hygiene 

80 See Strawn, 2003 in Jelenc Krašovec, S. 2012. “Intergenerational Learning in the Family.“ In: International 

Perspectives on Education, edited by Nikolay Popov et al. Sofi a, Bulgaria: Investpress.

81 According to the evaluation of fi eld social work, implemented projects in this area had a direct impact on 

progress with various life situations and problems people faced at local level. In certain ways, the fi eld social 

work program was a bridge connecting the macro level (big European Union money) with the micro level (the 

needs of marginalized groups). Evaluators observed clear and positive impacts in many locations, including better 

school attendance, etc. 
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centre prior to our research (fee per use is €0.50), even though it had opened at the time 
of a pediculosis infection—but it was built at the other side of the municipality, far away 
from the settlement. When the decision-makers bought several sewing machines for 
the centre and opened sewing courses, not a single person signed up, Roma or non-
Roma. Community centre workers had carried out monitoring of activities that had been 
requested, and had tried to identify the needs of the local people and tailor their services 
and timetable to meet the expectations of various target groups. However, people from 
the Roma settlement, including children and youth, very rarely come to the community 
centre; it is impractically far from their settlement. 

Informed consultation, including a survey and analysis of the needs of families from 
the target beneficiary group/s, can lead to better tailored services that meet real needs. 
National projects addressing community issues in a uniform way are not always the 
best solution for community problems. Mušinka (2012, 8–9) confirms that there are no 
universal solutions to the problems faced by Roma communities and that it is necessary 
to create various localized functional models, not a national model. The evaluation of the 
Community Centres national project discusses legislative change that would allow the 
centres to respond more flexibly to the specific needs of the communities they aim to 
serve. 

One encouraging development is the number of partnerships between NGOs and 
municipalities. However, it is also important to support or involve local Roma NGOs 
(including the small local ones) in work with Roma families, children, and youth, and in 
addressing their individual needs. The Roma Institute, an NGO that collects information, 
conducts research, and advocates for Roma rights, reports that sustainability is an issue 
for some smaller Roma NGOs, especially in rural areas. The Roma Institute estimated 
in 2014 that there were approximately 10 to 20 larger NGOs working with Roma 
communities, and that 30 community centres have been established for Roma by NGOs 
or municipalities. 

4.5 Need for improving competencies of social, community, and health workers 

The Community Centres national project employed 654 new workers (Roma and non-
Roma), and provided employment oportunities for those with elementary education and/
or who were previously unemployed. According to the project evaluation (Rosinský, 
Matulayová, and Rusnáková 2015), only 38.06 percent of community workers had 
previous experience with community work, 54.3 percent did not work in social field 
before the project, and only 77.2 percent of community workers lived directly in the 
locality in which they worked. 

Together with community workers, field social workers play an important role as 
intermediaries between kindergartens and Roma families with children from the 
settlements, and between Roma and non-Roma parents: 

“We know what is out there, we always visit families before enrolment, we cooperate 
with kindergarten and elementary school teachers, we go through the lists of children 
with them. We also explain the family history of the children to them so that the 
teachers know what kind of environment the children are coming from. We always 
explain to the parents what they need for enrolment.” 

—A field social worker

However, it is important that social services are well targeted, monitor clients’ (family) 
needs, and offer quality support. Based on the evaluation of the Community Centres 

c h a p t e r  4



82

r o m a  e a r l y  c h i l d h o o d  i n c l u s i o n +  –  s l o v a k  r e p u b l i c  r e p o r t

national project and field social work, there has not been sufficient training and 
supervision needed for increasing the professionalism of field social work (Rosinský, 
Matulayová, and Rusnáková 2015, 41). There seems to be widespread agreement that 
this pattern is one of the weakest aspects of the field social work program (see Škobla, 
Grill, and Hurle 2015, 6):

“We started working without any guidance how to work. We were learning by doing, 
acquiring knowledge by self-studying. I graduated from social work while working. … 
We study laws by ourselves, when we do not know something, we must check it out 
ourselves.” 

—A field social worker

Social field workers, community workers, and other professionals working with Roma 
families need ongoing professional development, including anti-bias training, to better 
understand historical, linguistic, cultural, and social backgrounds of Roma communities. 
The lack of understanding and communication between the Roma and the non-Roma 
living in one municipality with different cultural and social environments often leads 
to stereotypical beliefs about why Roma families do not participate in municipal or 
community activities and services. The opinion of one community worker regarding the 
importance of education supports this conclusion: 

“They don’t think it is important. Sometimes they do not even want to place their 
children into the community centre, not even when the workers came to their home 
to pick them up. They were giving excuses. ... It depends on their mood if they place 
their child into the community centre … the mothers are not convinced that education 
makes sense.” 

—A non-Roma community worker

Evaluation of the field social work shows that often the field social workers are also 
patronizing and attempt to discipline their clients. In some municipalities, field social 
workers and their assistants have represented a form of extension of the mayor’s 
oversight (Rosinský, Matulayová, and Rusnáková 2015, 41) ... “the punishing hand of the 
state.”

4.6 Interpersonal and inter-group relations

Interpersonal relations represent a strong barrier to community services for Roma 
families aiming to improve the home–school relationship. One municipality that was 
a subject of this research seems to be without major interpersonal and community 
problems, and most of the Roma families appear to be well integrated, but the opinions 
of the authorities still underscore a power relationship rather than an equal partnership, 
which might explain why there has been very, very limited progress building progressive 
community relations.

“The children need it [to attend kindergarten] if they want to get integrated. They simply 
must do what the majority does. That is the only obstacle.” 

—The mayor of this municipality

Certainly, relationships between Roma and the majority population do have an impact 
on relations among the children in schools and kindergartens, and on the overall social 
atmosphere in the municipality and its educational institutions. To highlight a variety of 
genuine opinions, this section features statements from respondents with no valuation or 
interpretation:



83

“The children are integrated, they are together in the classrooms; we do not segregate 
them. There are children with health disabilities that entitle them to go to a mainstream 
school or Roma children. We do not segregate at all, we are a small school … when 
there are events for children, there is no segregation whatsoever, it is for children and 
it does not matter if they are Roma or non-Roma from the majority. 

—A mayor of a municipality

“The Roma are scattered throughout the municipality, in different locations. They have 
the support of the municipality, but we also involve the Roma parents in our school. 
But it is not like we would want to do activities only for Roma parents. We don’t do 
that. We do things for everybody so that they do not think they are special or watched. 
I think it is better when they join the group, rather than doing something only for the 
Roma separately.” 

—A kindergarten teacher

“I see a big problem there; there is a big barrier between them. There are problems and 
we see them first-hand. After all those years, we see things also from the other side and 
we try to explain these to non-Roma. But they do not always want to understand. It’s 
OK if they have a different opinion. But if the other side just keeps on saying something 
and does not want to listen, that’s a problem. As if the Roma were in kind of a cocoon, 
I think they don’t want to stand up for themselves, saying, “in the end, everybody is 
going to say we are Gypsies.” They are somehow submissive.” 

—A field social worker

When asked if they see informal segregation among children, respondents answered:
 
“It is sad, but yes. It’s not the idea of the kids themselves, but they observe their 
parents’ behaviour. Sometimes they show off, not in a nice way, that ‘I am from a 
better off family, and you are from a settlement.’ But this also happens among Roma; 
‘I am integrated, you are from the settlement, I am not going to hold your hand.’ We 
organized all kinds of activities, we talked there, intentionally we mixed them up, all the 
children were holding each other’s hands so that the barriers disappear.” 

—A field social worker
 
“There is incredible hatred against Roma, especially in the older generation. For 
instance, older visitors to the community centre bring their own glasses to our activities 
because ‘they would never drink from a glass after a Roma’… it is about people.” 

—A community worker

“It’s not all that bad in this village; we do not feel that they would repudiate us, the 
mayor is also nice; even the previous one was good. Yeah, only the neighbours ... when 
they see that we have our coffee while on public works for five minutes, they call the 
municipality immediately that we are lingering around.” 

—A Roma mother involved in activation work82

82 Activation work is organized by the municipality and takes the form of small public works or volunteering in public 

activities as a mean of keeping, assigning, deepening, or increasing knowledge and skills necessary to succeed in 

the labour market. Activation work aims to support job seeking persons and/or long-term unemployed persons; to 

each member of a shared home facility (domácnos ), a fi nancial contribution of 63.07 Euros is allocated as per Act 

No. 417/2013. 
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4.7 Examples of good practice: Home-based support and parenting and adult literacy 
programs

International research (Oakes and Lipton 2007; Epstein 1995 in OECD 2012, 1) identify 
effective strategies of family and community involvement as including communicating, 
volunteering, and collaborating with the community. For poor and disadvantaged 
communities, the most pursued strategies involve activities to help families establish 
home environments to support children as learners (parenting). Stimulating development 
at home and including parents/communities in centre decisions (decision-making) seem 
to receive less attention and support. These are particularly important for families with 
children younger than pre-school age. Several projects in Slovakia focused on these 
aspects of family and community support, and findings suggest that there is rationale for 
including such initiatives within national pre-school policies and practice.

The Roma Parenting with Confidence program (2013–2015), developed by the International 
Step by Step Association and implemented by the Wide Open School Foundation, operated 
in three locations. Its goal was to improve the home learning environment of Roma 
families and increase children’s participation in education in kindergarten settings. Trainings 
organized within the program focused on enhancing the parenting skills of Roma mothers 
and fathers. Also, there were so-called “Roma family teachers” working with the families in 
their home environment. The trainers were qualified lecturers in adult learning, certified in 
the Step by Step methodology and the organization’s Education for Social Justice Program. 
As a result, according to Tankersley (2015), the conditions in participating households are 
now healthier, safer, and of a higher hygienic standard, and the purposeful interaction 
between parents and their children has increased. Parents are more active, too, in their 
interactions with the kindergarten and the number of children enrolled in, and attending, 
kindergarten increased; this improvement has been maintained. Parents have more trust in 
their own parenting skills, and now see themselves as the first teachers of their children. 
The performance of children improved:

 “Before the project, 50 percent of Roma children enrolled into first grade of 
elementary school needed to repeat it or were streamed to a special school [from 
areas where the program was implemented]. Now, the children (or their parents) 
participating in our project are much more successful. In the academic year 2014/15, 
only one child from Location 1 (out of a total of 21) and two children (out of a total 
of 16) from Location 3 needed to repeat first grade; and not a single child from the 
4 children in Location 2. This is mainly due to the success of their parents, who are 
better prepared to teach and raise their children.” 

 —A project coordinator cited in Tankersley 2015, 14

Literacy to the Third (Gramotnost’ na tretiu) was a project focused on Roma families 
that was implemented from 2013 to 2015 through an international consortium led by the 
Orava Association for Democracy in Education. The project developed effective policies 
supporting family literacy in Roma communities with a goal to improve the academic 
performance of Roma children and the literacy of Roma adults. The project review 
concludes that: “There is convincing evidence that by influencing home experience with 
learning, the initiatives of home literacy can compensate for many negative impacts 
related with low social and economic status and the low level of parents’ education” 
(Carpentieri, Litster, and Mallows 2015, 68). Children involved in the project improved 
their attitude towards reading, specifically reading for fun in a social context; the findings 
also illustrate that if learning becomes fun for adults, too, they can contribute to the 
development of their children even if they have insufficient education themselves.83

83 As described in the summary of the program evaluation: www.lit3-project.eu/wp-content/uploads/2014/05/

Literacy-Cubed-Evaluation-summary-report_FINAL_June_2015.pdf 
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Another program that builds on intergenerational learning is the Aflatoun program 
of social and financial education in kindergartens,84 implemented by the Open 
Society Foundation in Slovakia and piloted in six kindergartens in locations with high 
representation of Roma children. The pilot evaluation shows that parents see the 
activities as beneficial, mostly with a view to the future education of their children: “the 
future education of children has a bigger value for the parents than the education they 
originally achieved” (Ďuríková and Vaněk 2016, 32–33). The reviewers also noticed positive 
impacts on learning for the participating children, as well as on their parents. 

Supporting family, parenting, and parental skills to improve early childhood educational 
outcomes has been a specific goal of several international and national projects in 
Slovakia. A Good Start85 focused on access to quality early childhood educational services 
for disadvantaged Roma children. A Good Start II aimed to improve relations among 
mothers, children, and teachers, and also to support the development of parental skills 
and the self-confidence of pupils and mothers. Progress86 used literacy as a tool to 
empower families through the reading of children’s books. These three projects were all 
co-funded by the Roma Education Fund. 

Despite the strong and consistent evidence from these successful and effective 
initiatives implemented in Slovakia over the past years, best practices have not been 
institutionalised in a sustainable way in terms of being mainstreamed into the education 
system, social structure, or even community work. Moreover, national education, social, 
and health policies reflect on and attempt to engage these issues, approaches, and goals 
only marginally. 

84 See http://www.afl atoun.org/ 

85 See Roma Education Fund 2014, 33–34.

86 See Roma Education Fund 2014, 16.
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CHAPTER 5. 
Conclusions and Recommendations

5.1 Conclusions 

• Roma children and Roma cultural heritage are valuable: both need more attention 
and concerted effort. In a rapidly aging Slovak population, almost every fifth child at 
pre-school age is Roma. Roma children will be extremely valuable assets if they can 
be protected, educated, and brought into the skilled work force at increasingly higher 
levels. To improve their future, the existing barriers to their access to quality ECEC 
must be torn down. Slovakia is among the countries where low ECEC participation 
has the greatest impact on future educational outcomes (OECD 2013).

• The Slovak Government has allocated more than 150 million Euros from European 
Union funds to improve access to pre-school education for Roma children, mainly 
though increasing the capacity of kindergartens. This is a positive step, and 
unprecedented among other countries in Central and Eastern Europe. The significant 
European Union funds that Slovakia has allocated to Roma inclusion will be more 
effective if linked closely with national early childhood policies that will benefit all 
children, but particularly those from the most disadvantaged backgrounds. Increased 
state investments into ECEC are necessary, as the general level of ECEC funding in 
Slovakia is low in comparison with other OECD countries in the region (OECD 2013 
and 2016).87

• With the age-based split system of ECEC services in Slovakia, policies for early 
intervention (age 0 to 3) and pre-school education (age 3 to 6) are disconnected. 
Responsibilities related to ECEC governance, regulation, and funding are divided 
between different authorities. So far, ministries continue to pursue their traditional 
sectoral approach without communicating or coordinating with each other, other 
key stakeholders, or NGOs working in the field. Systemic structural coordination 
and action at the government level—including the relevant ministries responsible 
for education, health, labour, family and social affairs, regional development, etc.—is 
needed to strengthen early care and ensure stimulating systems for the youngest 
children in the most deprived and isolated settlements.

 

87 Other OECD countries with below average investment in ECEC are Czech Republic, Italy, Estonia, Finland, and the 

United Kingdom.



88

r o m a  e a r l y  c h i l d h o o d  i n c l u s i o n +  –  s l o v a k  r e p u b l i c  r e p o r t

• A prevailing narrow conception of early childhood services in Slovakia sees early 
development services as beginning only at the kindergarten stage. As a result, there 
is a lack of effective health and education services outreach to Roma settlements 
during children’s early years in the family environment. This report’s findings strongly 
suggest that a multi-dimensional, comprehensive concept of early childhood services 
is much needed. The situation of Roma families is such that focusing on building new 
kindergartens is not enough. It seems evident that Roma children from very deprived 
backgrounds are coming into kindergartens and schools either totally unprepared or 
too late. 

• Before getting Roma children into kindergarten/school, early intervention 
programming is urgently needed to ensure their developmental readiness. A 
holistic and comprehensive intervention model needs to be developed that brings 
coordinated health services, care, and education to where the families and children 
are, that is, into their communities. In consequence, early childhood interventions for 
those aged 0 to 3 should be designed primarily to support parenting efforts. 

• There are marked disparities and inequalities between quality ECEC for Roma 
and non-Roma children. Participation of Roma children in kindergartens is a 
disproportionately low 18 percent, compared to 72 percent for the non-Roma 
population.88 In addition, participation of Roma children in kindergartens reflects an 
intergenerational downward trend. Proportionally, fewer Roma children now access 
pre-school education than did their parents’ and grandparents’ generations.

 
• It is necessary to remove the complex systemic, structural, and practical barriers 

preventing the access of Roma children to early childhood quality kindergarten 
services. These barriers are thoroughly detailed this report. Most can be addressed 
from the national level; some arise at the local level. 

• One of the most fundamental system-level limitations is the lack of ethnic data 
collection. As a result, it is not possible to objectively determine the actual status of 
the participation of Roma children in pre-school education and care programs and 
services. Anonymous and secure ethnic data are crucial for evaluating and monitoring 
the impact of national ECEC policies and measures aimed at improved access, 
participation, and educational outcomes for Roma children. The lack of ethnic data 
ultimately limits the possibilities of the State School Inspection service and other 
relevant players to monitor cases of discrimination and segregation practices in 
kindergarten and other school environments. 

• Among the significant systemic barriers preventing participation of Roma children in 
ECEC is the marked under-capacity of kindergarten pupil places, often combined with 
inaccessibility of kindergartens due to their geographic locations. 

• Another problem is linked to the uneven distribution of available funds, underfunding, 
and the decentralised funding and competencies for ECEC provision being 
transferred to municipalities that are often unable (or unwilling) to guarantee early 
years’ education and care entitlements for all children, especially Roma children. 
Central funding allocations for pre-school education are not earmarked, and smaller 
municipalities cannot often guarantee from their tax revenue-based funding the 
fundamental right to accessible, quality kindergarten education for Roma children.

88 The World Bank (2012) found that only 18 percent of surveyed Roma children attended kindergarten in 2011, 

compared to an overall 72 percent average for all Slovak children in this age cohort. During the reported period, 

four out of fi ve Roma children did not attend any type of pre-school, and likelihood of kindergarten attendance 

was even lower among Roma girls.
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• Some barriers indirectly influence access to care support structures, access to 
kindergartens, and regular attendance at kindergartens. A very substantial percentage 
of Roma families live in abject poverty due to high levels of unemployment that are 
partly rooted in poor educational qualifications and partly due to endemic ethnic 
prejudice within the Slovakian labour market. Poverty, combined with the tangible 
force of social exclusion, leaves many Roma families living in sub-standard housing in 
isolated and marginalized settlements that suffer gross deficiencies of essential basic 
infrastructure such as safe water, sewage disposal, electricity, roads, pavements, 
and safe play spaces. It is clear that social welfare workers and health assistants 
alone cannot abate the unfavourable situation in Roma communities, though these 
professionals are a welcome and needed presence that mitigates some of the 
adverse conditions encountered by most Roma families. The dire circumstances 
young Roma children grow up in seriously restrict their access to quality ECEC and 
subsequent schooling.

 
• The research found that many poor parents could not sustain the hidden costs and 

charges associated with kindergarten. The rules and regulations for state assistance 
with kindergarten costs are not clear to many parents. Systematic support work 
and collaboration with Roma families is generally missing. Parents are not usually 
sufficiently informed about the administrative demands of enrolment procedures, 
which are often inflexible and potentially confusing. Roma parents often have 
legitimate concerns about prejudice and racial stereotyping by school head teachers, 
teachers, members of local government, and non-Roma parents. This dynamic also 
makes the entry of Roma children into the unfamiliar environments of kindergartens 
more difficult and threatening. Roma children’s pre-school attendance is also affected 
by high rates of sickness and the lack of health assistants and care facilities in their 
communities. 

• Although the Education Act prohibits discrimination and segregation, the Act is not 
sufficiently specific and robust to prevent or reverse such practices. The de-facto 
segregation of Roma children in the education system in Slovakia is systemic and 
often starts at pre-school age. It manifests in different ways, most often through 
the creation of ethnically homogeneous, so-called “Roma classes” or even Roma 
schools, or separate floors or school buildings, play yards, free-time activities, and 
so on.89 Ethnically homogeneous kindergartens also occur as a result of residential 
segregation and “white flight” (the withdrawal of non-Roma children by their parents 
from schools attended by Roma children). As documented in the qualitative research, 
the negative attitudes of the majority ethnic population towards the Roma are 
sometimes reflected by pre-school teachers who attach negative attributes to Roma 
as a group and to individual Roma children, thus creating literal and/or experiential 
walls between Roma children and their non-Roma class peers.

• The Education Act is also not sufficiently specific or robust to prevent the 
overrepresentation of Roma children in special schools and classes. The decision 
to place a child into special education often happens during the assessment of 
“school readiness.” School readiness testing, especially for children from socially 
disadvantaged backgrounds and Roma children, has been repeatedly criticised as 
culturally biased. Evidence from qualitative studies shows that without adequate 
safeguards in place, the process allows for discriminatory practices such as 
segregation and channelling Roma children into special education or “zero classes.”

89 According to the World Bank (2012), pre-school education in Slovakia is more segregated than in neighbouring 

countries; World Bank research shows that 48 percent of Roma children in Slovakia attend “only Roma” or 

“almost only Roma” kindergartens.
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• Although the revised national curriculum of the State Educational Program of 2008 
recommends the introduction of inclusive approaches to children, evidence from 
secondary sources and qualitative research consistently confirm that teachers 
generally lack the skills to apply inclusive approaches in their daily teaching practice. 
The evidence also confirms that teacher education and in-service training courses do 
not adequately prepare teachers to work with children from diverse socio-cultural, 
ethnic, religious, and linguistic backgrounds. Teachers lack the skills and knowledge 
needed to teach intercultural education for all children without discrimination. The 
prescriptive, didactic and directive approach is still prevalent in the teaching practice 
of most kindergarten and school teachers in Slovakia. In addition, staffing levels of 
specialists and teaching assistants with Romani language skills in kindergartens are 
decidedly insufficient. 

• An important factor that positively affects the participation and achievement of 
children in kindergartens is cooperation with parents and the wider community. 
Roma parents, however, are not seen as equal partners in the life and work of the 
kindergarten, and are not actively involved in the broader educational processes and 
learning experiences of their children. Prevalent approaches to parental involvement 
are top-down, information-type approaches, rather than the active engagement of 
parents with approaches that respect and utilize their cultural and social capital. 
Support services offered through European Union-funded projects are not often 
tailored to the specific needs of individual Roma communities. Comprehensive 
intervention strategies and programs for Roma families that are rights-based; 
combine education, social care, health and community services; and ensure the 
direct involvement and empowerment of Roma communities are generally missing.

• To sum up, despite some encouraging national plans for Roma integration, and 
state and European Union investments to expand the capacity of kindergartens, 
the authors of this report have serious concerns that these measures are not 
sufficient, and another generation of Roma children will experience poor educational 
opportunities as a result. With long-term reform planning under way, it is now the 
right time for the Slovak government to take decisive action to fundamentally reshape 
ECEC services. Comprehensive early childhood services for all children—starting with 
the prenatal period and extending through the early years of primary education—need 
to be promoted, with an explicit priority focus on those groups most disadvantaged 
and marginalized, such as the Roma, so inclusive education can be a reality for this 
generation of young Roma children and beyond. The following recommendations have 
been prepared to describe how this could be achieved. 

5.2 Recommendations

For actors at the national/government level: 

• Increase investment in ECEC to a level of provision comparable with other European 
Union member states and the OECD average (0.5 percent of overall gross domestic 
product).

• When designing new national ECEC policies and measures, draw on evaluation 
and lessons from projects already implemented and international examples of best 
practice. Create and support the implementation of innovative alternative and flexible 
programs aimed at effective parenting and child welfare, and home-based programs, 
especially for children aged 0 to 3.



91

• Establish a national and local coordination structure for the development of a 
comprehensive ECEC strategy to facilitate purposeful cross-sectoral coordination 
among relevant ministries, the Office of the Plenipotentiary for Roma Communities, 
local/municipal authorities, and other key civil society players.

• Initiate comprehensive data collection on the representation of Roma children aged 
0 to 6 in formal and non-formal education and health services and other ECEC 
programs, and the impact of different kinds of services on children and their families.

• Create a system of comprehensive professional programs for early childhood 
education and care, with emphasis on supportive provision to families and 
preventative measures to ensure adequate levels of pre- and post-natal care, 
nutrition, infant health screening for developmental delays and disabilities, and 
unhindered early child development. 

• Legislate that all calls for increasing capacity of kindergartens include criteria to 
 ensure ethnically and socially mixed kindergartens to every extent practically possible.

• Initiate appropriate actions to promote social cohesion and harmonious ethnic 
relations in Slovak society. It is important that a partnership—rather than a power 
position, top-down—approach be taken with Roma communities. 

• Act to address issues of community health, housing, and utility infrastructure in 
marginalized Roma settlements. Poverty and the dire environmental circumstances 
in which most young Roma children grow up seriously restrict their access to quality 
ECEC.

For the Ministry of Education:

• The introduction of a compulsory last year of pre-school education as planned in the 
draft National Program for Development of Care and Education – Learning Slovakia 
should be included in this broader national integrated ECEC strategy for all children.

• Before the introduction of a mandatory pre-school year, prepare the necessary 
conditions for successful implementation, including increasing the capacity of 
kindergartens to provide for children from marginalized communities, ensuring quality 
of services, and improving geographic accessibility.

• Segregated provision should be avoided at all costs. Stipulate that all calls for 
increasing capacity of kindergartens include criteria to ensure ethnically and socially 
mixed kindergartens.

• Expand free, legally entitled and accessible pre-school education for at least 
two years before the start of compulsory education, especially for children from 
disadvantaged backgrounds. 

• In line with the draft National Program for Development of Care and Education – 
Learning Slovakia, revise policies of “school readiness” testing/assessment and 
develop an urgent plan on how to stop this practice. 

• Conduct an urgent assessment of the impact of zero and preparatory classes on 
educational outcomes and integration on children from diverse backgrounds. Ensure 
that a child can only spend one school year in an existing zero class before being fully 
integrated into regular inclusive classes. Further establishment of zero classes should 
be strongly discouraged. 

c h a p t e r  5
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• Develop a methodology to sensitively collect anonymous and secure ethnically 
disaggregated data and establish a system of regular ethnic data monitoring in ECEC 
and the educational system overall, to develop targeted educational policies aimed 
at specific groups of children, including Roma children, and to identify discriminatory 
practices.

• Revise existing systems of ECEC financing and ensure state funding to increase the 
number of teacher assistants, particularly those who speak the Romani language, 
as well as other professionals appropriate for the development of inclusion support 
teams in pre-school establishments (special pedagogical staff, psychologists, speech/
hearing/vision therapists, and field social workers for family support and home–
kindergarten liaison activities).

• Devise policy strategies to attract more Roma to the teaching profession, for 
example, by allowing alternative training possibilities and providing resources for 
social stipends.

• In active partnership with local authorities, non-governmental organizations (NGOs), 
Roma community representatives, and other relevant actors, develop a national 
desegregation strategy and ensure methodological and financial support for the 
development of such strategies at the local level. Provision of quality early care and 
education programs for Roma children should be considered an important part of this 
desegregation strategy. 

• National projects on inclusion of Roma children should include a range of ECEC 
programs with the active involvement of parents. These measures should follow-up 
and build on previous successful projects in Slovakia and elsewhere, such as the 
European Union’s pilot project, A Good Start. Participation and involvement of Roma 
communities in developing local strategies should become a requirement and part of 
eligibility criteria for European Union funding.

• Increase state funding of Methodological Pedagogical Centers to provide free and 
accessible teacher training and professional development support for all kindergarten 
teachers to better implement the State Educational Program and inclusive 
approaches.

• Develop standards and guidelines for teacher professional development. The 
International Step by Step Association has developed two useful reference 
frameworks: Competent Educators of the 21st Century – Principles of Quality 
Pedagogy90 and Standards for Competence in Diverse Contexts.91  

• Many successful and proven pre-school programs for Roma children have been 
piloted and implemented over the years. Targeted financial support to local NGOS, 
including Roma NGOs, should be included in European Union-funded national 
projects. Access to state funding and accreditation should be available for these 
examples of good practice. 

• Improve professional and institutional competencies of subsidiary bodies involved 
in the professional development of teachers (the State Pedagogical Institute and 
Methodological and Pedagogical Centre) to raise the quality of teacher training 
programs. Initiate the development of professional competence frameworks for 
kindergarten and school teachers.

90 http://www.issa.nl/content/issa-quality-principles 

91 http://www.issa.nl/sites/default/fi les/Diversity-and-Social-Inclusion_0.pdf
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For the State School Inspection:

• Improve inspection methodologies to include monitoring of the quality of services 
for all children, especially for children from disadvantaged backgrounds (including the 
quality of interactions between staff and children, and the quality of child outcomes), 
in addition to monitoring compliance with regulations. Monitoring efforts should 
highlight good practice.

• Routinely inspect and assess inclusive practice in kindergartens; key components 
include: teaching that is focused on individually differentiated learning; multi-cultural 
curriculum; ethnic analysis of the institution’s pupils and staff; Slovak as an additional 
language; pupil behaviour (e.g. prejudiced bullying and other problematic relationships 
between Roma and non-Roma children); and organization of classes (segregation). 

 The results of such monitoring should be used to appropriately refine national policies.

For the State Pedagogical Institute and Methodological Pedagogical Centre:

• Initiate a national review and revision of all teacher education programs to 
enhance professional expertise, ethics, and the personal dimension of teachers’ 
competencies. Ensure that teacher education programs include courses that promote 
an understanding of inclusive practices such as Slovak as a second or additional 
language, intercultural education, effective communication with parents, and team 
building. OECD provides a full list of recommended courses for such developments 
(Taguma, Litjens, and Makowiecki 2012, 65).

• Increase and improve continuous professional development opportunities that will 
ensure and enhance the institutional skills and capacities of head teachers, teachers, 
and assistants to implement inclusive practice in kindergartens and schools. 

For the Ministry of Health:

• As part of the proposed inter-sectoral collaborative structure, develop and implement 
a plan of emergency help and family-centred support in cases of increased incidences 
(epidemics) of ill health among young children from marginalized Roma communities, 
to ensure the good health and development of young children, circumventing social 
stigma and ensuring regular kindergarten and school attendance.

• Prioritize the development of strategies focused on the promotion of good health and 
preventive health care for young children, supporting families in parenting for optimal 
health, development, and wellbeing.

• Ensure easy availability of affordable medicines and basic products that treat diseases 
prevalent in segregated communities. 

For local/municipal authorities: 

• Prioritize the placement of Roma children in mixed and internally unsegregated 
kindergartens, in the interests of integration and social cohesion, and the avoidance 
of de facto racial segregation. 

• In situations where Roma settlements are some distance from kindergarten settings, 
the construction of new kindergartens within or near the settlement(s) may be an 
option. It is important, however, to ensure that the best interests of Roma children 
are the primary concern in such decisions.

c h a p t e r  5
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• Ensure the provision of free transport with appropriate adult escorts to the nearest 
kindergarten(s), where access to pre-school education cannot be guaranteed for all 
Roma children in their own neighbourhoods. 

• At the municipality level, promote coordinated and comprehensive actions in relation 
to the delivery of services to marginalized Roma communities, including ECEC, 
health, housing, employment, and infrastructure.

• Remove administrative barriers to kindergarten enrolment for Roma parents from 
segregated communities by providing easy access to complete information on 
available financial aid and administrative requirements. Ensure that Roma families 
receive routine reminders and support throughout the process.

For kindergarten head teachers/leaders:

• Design School Educational Programs that are based on the principles of equal 
opportunities, social justice, differentiated learning, and child-centred and 
individualised education—in keeping with the inclusion requirements of the State 
Educational Program. 

• Ensure a positive and welcoming climate for Roma children and parents. Teaching 
practice should reflect on and accommodate all the differing needs of children from 
diverse backgrounds, including Roma children. The organization of classes should 
avoid institutionalized ethnic segregation.

• Establish multi-institutional partnerships that include local authorities, Roma 
community representatives, and parents, to improve home–kindergarten/school 
cooperation and support integrated extra-curricular activities aimed at children’s 
overall wellbeing and development. 

• Promote the continuous professional development of teachers and assistants by 
allowing participation in relevant in-service training to strengthen staff competencies 
in inclusive practice, intercultural education, and human rights, and grow their 
unbiased understanding of the historical, linguistic, and socio-cultural contexts of 
Roma children and their communities. 

• Before a child’s transition to elementary school, kindergartens should apply the 
principle of multi-disciplinary partnership by including parents to ensure that decisions 
are in the best interests of that child. The child’s voice always needs to be heard. 

To promote strong community partnerships related to ECEC: 

• Families should be recognised as key actors. ECEC policies and national projects 
should promote the active involvement of parents. Intergenerational learning should 
also be supported. 

• Innovative alternative and flexible programs aimed at effective parenting and child 
welfare, and home-based programs, especially for children aged 0 to 3, should be 
promoted and financed through state and/or European Union funds. It is important to 
draw on good practice from previously implemented projects and best practices from 
near and far.
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• Strengthen programs for family and community involvement within existing 
national projects. Allow greater flexibility to address the specific needs of individual 
communities; generic solutions to address the varied problems of diverse Roma 
communities do not exist.

• It is important to foster access to, and support for, the activities of community/ 
“mothers’” centres (including adult literacy and parenting programs), because such 
community resources have strong potential to further the goal of providing quality 
care for Roma children and their families.

c h a p t e r  5
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