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Early childhood education and care (ECEC)

Please note

In alighment with country-specific usage, the terms chosen in this report for the main form of
centre-based ECEC settings are nursery (detski yasli, 0-2/3) and kindergarten (detski gradini, 3—
6)®. Any additional forms of provision are described where appropriate.

Historical milestones in ECEC in Bulgaria

1882 First early childhood institution established

1934 Official integration of kindergartens into the education sector

1935 First day nurseries for under 3 year-olds established

1991 Pre-primary groups for 6 year-olds established during the Socialist era are continued.
1993 Modern programmes for preschool education developed: Educational Programme for

Children Aged 2-7 Years and Children’s Kindergarten Activities

2000 State Educational Requirements for early childhood education and preparation of chil-
dren for primary school were established by the content of Decree Ne 4, issued by the
Ministry of Education and Science, with further additions published in 2005.

2002 Pre-primary groups for 6 year-olds are made obligatory.

2010 Obligatory pre-primary education is extended to 5 year-olds.

2014 Standards for development and learning in early childhood: from birth to three years
published

2015 Early Education and Schools Act (Zakon za preduchilishtnoto i uchilishtnoto obra-

zovanie); comes into force 2016 (amendments 2017, 2020)

2016 National standards for early childhood education established through Decree Ne 5 for
Early Education (2016), issued by the Ministry of Education and Science.

2020 Legislative amendment: Pre-primary education in kindergartens is to be made compul-
sory for 4 to 6 year-olds (three years) by 2023/24.
2021 Parental fees for 4 to 6 year-olds are to be completely abolished

Sources: Atanasova-Trifonova et al. 2014; Engels-Kritidis 2012, 2018; Volen and de Laat 2021.

ECEC system type and auspices?

In Bulgaria, the system of early childhood education and care is organised in two separate sec-
tors, although there have been plans to work towards an integration of the two sectors for some
time. At the national level, the Ministry of Education and Science (Ministerstvo na obrazovanieto
i naukata) is responsible for kindergartens for 2/3 to 6/7 year-olds; it is also responsible for the
implementation of curricular frameworks and educational reforms. The Ministry of Health is re-
sponsible for nurseries for under 3 year-olds (European Commission/EACEA/Eurydice 2019,
168).

1 Editors’ note: International data sources use varying ways of presenting the age range of children en-
rolled in ECEC settings. We have chosen the following age-inclusive format for the SEEPRO-3 reports: 0-2
years for children up to 3 years of age and 3-5 years for 3, 4 and 5 year-olds in countries with a primary
school entry age of 6 years. In the case of Bulgaria, the relevant format is 0-2/3 years and 3-6/7 years,
since children usually start school when they are 7 years old.

2 The Eurydice country report on ECEC in Bulgaria provided orientation for data on legal and regulatory
aspects. All other sources are clearly indicated within the text and in the references section.
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At the regional level, 28 supervisory authorities are responsible for administration and manage-
ment. Regions and municipalities are responsible for buildings, maintenance and equipment, as
well as for compliance with health and safety regulations, catering and the transport of children.

General objectives and legislative framework

Basic overall principles of the Bulgarian education system are: (1) quality of education; (2) active
partnerships between all stakeholders (staff, parents, employers, unions, NGOs); (3) competi-
tiveness between settings in striving for quality; (4) system transparency and flexibility; (5) equal
access for all children, with an emphasis on integrating socially disadvantaged groups.

The overall goal of ECEC is to create the necessary conditions for children to be able to develop
their potential, to ease their transition into school and providing the chance for children from
disadvantaged backgrounds to develop a positive attitude towards learning. Improving the qual-
ity of education is also emphasised as well as achieving equality of access. The concept of lifelong
learning is given high priority.

In 2018, the Ministry of Education established an early education strategy, which aims, among
other things, to reform the care system for under 3 year-olds. This is to include certain standards
regarding health, education, interventions, support and training for professionals working with
0 to 6/7 year-olds, as well as piloting alternative forms of care. This strategy was adopted as part
of the new child protection strategy and is currently under discussion by the State Agency for
Child Protection (Bogdanov and Zahariev 2018).

Another national programme called “Successful Together” initiated by the Ministry of Education
(2019) aims to ensure the comprehensive development of children and to enable a good transi-
tion from family to kindergarten and from kindergarten to school.

In August 2016, the Early Education and Schools Act (Zakon za preduchilishtnoto i uchilishtnoto
obrazovanie) came into force (amendments in 2017 and 2020), the main objectives of which are
to promote inclusive education and to develop standards for the early education sector. In the
regulations implementing the Act, kindergartens are defined as pre-primary institutions that
provide care and education for children from (2)3 years of age until they start school. Framework
conditions for the education, care and upbringing of children under 3 years of age are laid down
in the Health Act of 2004, revised in 2016.

ECEC entitlement and compulsory attendance

As from 2023/24, attendance at kindergarten is compulsory for three years. This requirement
was laid down in an amendment to the Early Education and Schools Act in 2020. Kindergarten
will be mandatory for children turning 4 during any one school year and free of charge for par-
ents. State and municipalities have a duty to ensure that the conditions for this are in place by
2023/24 at the latest.

There is no legal entitlement to a place in an ECEC setting for children under 4 years of age.

As a rule, statutory schooling in primary schools starts at 7 years of age.
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Main types of provision

Nurseries (detski yasli) admit children from 3 months up to 3 years. These may be stand-alone
settings, or a unit attached to a full-day kindergarten. The Early Education and Schools Act de-
fines the appropriate age range as 10 months to 3 years. Staff in these settings have a recognised
nursing qualification; they are supported by staff with a non-medical qualification (NSI 2022b).

Kindergartens (detski gradini) are the core institutions of early childhood education and care for
3 to 6/7 year-olds. According to the Early Education and Schools Act, 2 year-olds can also be
admitted to kindergartens since 2015. Kindergartens are compulsory from the age of 4 until
primary schooling at 7, i.e. for three years. Although the former term "compulsory pre-primary
groups" (podgotvitelna grupa) remains in use, these do not exist as separate institutions; some
are located in schools. The total weekly number of pedagogical sessions for 5-6 year-olds is at
least 15, for 67 year-olds 17, with a duration of 20-30 minutes each.

A kindergarten consists of at least four groups; in large cities like Sofia, there may be ten or
more. Children are divided into same-age groups: from (2)3 to 4 years, 4 to 5 years, 5 to 6 years,
and 6 to 7 years. Occasionally (in smaller towns) there are mixed-age groups.

As a rule, children attend a full-day kindergarten (NSI 2023a), which is open from 7:00 to 19:00.
There are also some half-day kindergartens that close at noon (see Table 1). Free transportation
to the nearest facility is provided for children from remote areas.

There continues to be a considerable insufficiency of kindergarten places in Bulgaria, particularly
in the larger cities. It has been calculated that more than 60,000 additional places would be
needed to meet the demand (OSI 2020, 15). In 2018, only about 17% of kindergartens and nurse-
ries had available places (ibid, 88); long waiting lists are common, particularly in large cities.
Kindergartens with nursery groups are a less common form of provision, catering for children
aged 10 months up to 7 years.

Table 1
Bulgaria: Number of children in different kindergarten types (including preparatory groups at schools),
2022/23

Kindergarten type Number of places | Number of children
Full-day kindergarten 232,813 205,476
Half-day kindergarten 14,634 11,005
— of these, in private kindergartens 8,091 5,977

Total 247,447 216,481

Sources: NSI 2023a

Provider structures

Nursery services are offered by both public and private providers, as well as nursery groups that
are provided in some public and private kindergartens. Consolidated statistics for the number
of private nurseries and nursery groups are hard to find as official statistics from the Ministry of
Health only state the total number of nurseries and nursery groups which at the end of 2022
totalled 835 (NSI 2023b).

Most kindergartens are run by local authorities. However, during recent years the proportion of
privately-run settings rose slightly from 5.3% in 2017 to 6.5% in 2022/23. Most of these private
kindergartens are run on a for-profit basis and are generally too expensive for the greater ma-
jority of parents.
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Table 2

Bulgaria: Number of kindergartens according to provider, 2017-2022/23

Provider 2017/18| 2018/19| 2019/20| 2021/22| 2022/23
Public/municipal 1,736 1,733 1,734 1,700 1,698
Private (mostly for-profit) 98 101 106 117 119
Total 1,834 1,834 1,840 1,817 1,817
Share of private kindergartens, in %* 5.3 5.5 5.8 6.4 6.5

Source: NSI 2023d, *own calculations

Only 3.3% of all kindergarten places were provided in private facilities in 2022/23 (8,091 of
247,447). In the same year, 2.8% of children attended a private kindergarten, whereas the share

was only 0,5% in 2005 (see Table 3).

;le)g/:n?i,a: Number of children in kindergartens according to provider, 2005-2022/23
2005 2015 2022
Public kindergartens* 205,291 228,692 210,504
Private kindergartens 952 3,333 5,977
Total number of children 206,243 232,025 216,481

Source: NSI 2023a, *own calculations

Private kindergartens are characterised by a significantly lower average number of children than
municipal facilities: in 2022/23, there was an average of 50 children in a private kindergarten
compared to 124 children in a municipal kindergarten. Also, the private kindergartens have less
children in each group (roughly 15) compared with publicly-run kindergartens (approx. 23) (NSI

2023a, own calculations).

Participation rates in regulated provision

According to national statistics, at the end of 2022 there were 835 nurseries (stand-alone nurse-
ries and nursery groups in kindergartens) in Bulgaria, attended by 30,544 children, which corre-
sponds to an enrolment rate of approximately 17% of the under-threes (Eurostat 2023a). Most
of the children were 2 years old. Out of 33,193 places, 44.4% were in stand-alone nurseries

(14,743) (NSI 2023b).

Table 4
Bulgaria: Number of nurseries and number of children enrolled by age, end of 2022
2010 2015 2022
Nurseries (including groups in kindergartens) 731 812 835
Children enrolled 29,507 32,124 30,544
of these:
1 year-olds 6,059 5,621 5,394
2 year-olds 22,513 22,081 24,884

Source: NSI 2023b

Whereas in both 2010 and 2020/21, the majority of children under 3 years of age were not en-
rolled in an ECEC setting, the proportion of 3 to 6/7 year-olds in ECEC settings increased from
about half of the age group (54%) to 94.6% during this period. Despite the overall low enrolment
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rates, the proportion of children under 3 years of age in nurseries also more than doubled, from
7% to 17.4%.

Table 5
Bulgaria: Participation rates according to duration of attendance in centre-based settings by age, 2005-
2022

e e 3 years to minimum

Year Weekly hours of attendance in % compulsory school age,
in %

1to 29 1 4

2010 Over 30 6 50
No enrolment in ECEC 93 46

1to 29 0.5 33

2015 Over 30 8.4 68.2
No enrolment in ECEC 91.0 28.5

1to29 11.4 19.1

2022 Over 30 6.0 75.5
No enrolment in ECEC 82.6 5.4

Source: Eurostat 2023b

In 2022/23, according to national statistics, a total of 216,481 children attended kindergarten,
corresponding to an attendance rate of 87.3% of the 3-6/7 year-olds (NSI 2023a).

Table 6

Bulgaria: Children in kindergartens (including preparatory groups in schools) by age, 2022/23
Age Number of children
Under 3 years 8,438
3 year-olds 46,412
4 year-olds 50,350
5 year-olds 55,941
6 year-olds 54,666
7 year-olds 634
Over 7 years 40
Total 216,481

Source: NSI 2023a

Financing and costs for parents

Almost 87% of the Bulgarian education system is state funded. Public kindergartens, which are
mostly run by municipalities, are primarily funded through municipal budgets (Eurydice 2023).
Private kindergartens are not funded by the state or municipal budgets. However, they can re-
ceive state subsidies for educational activities if they are registered as an institution in the edu-
cation system.

Nurseries that are part of a kindergarten are financed from the budgets of the municipalities
and the Ministry of Education; stand-alone nurseries are financed by the municipalities and the
Ministry of Health.

A recent change in the Law for Regional Taxes and Fees means that from 1 April 2022 fees have
been abolished in all public kindergartens and nurseries while fees for private nurseries and kin-
dergartens can vary from 375 to 850€/month (Ilieva 2023).
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Staff to child ratios and group size

Childcare sector

Infant nursery groups comprise between 6 and 8 children aged between 3 and 10 months; the
same number applies to groups including children with disabilities. Regular nursery groups for
children between 3 months and 3 years comprise between 8 and 16 children.

Nursery groups in kindergartens can include between 8 and 18 children from the age of 10
months up to 3 years. Group size is reduced to between 6/8 and 11 children if children with
disabilities attend.

At least one qualified teacher must be employed for up to 60 children, and another teacher for
every 20 children. In each nursery group, the children are cared for by at least one qualified
member of staff, usually a nurse, and a non-qualified assistant in rotation.

In the study “Bulgaria grows with its children” (For Our Children Foundation 2020, 57), the staff
to child ratio was reported to be between 1:5 and 1:8.

Education sector (ISCED 02)

Half-day or full-day kindergarten groups are attended by 12 to 23 children. The children are
grouped into four age groups: 2/3 to 4 year-olds, 4 to 5 year-olds, 5 to 6 year-olds and 6 to 7
year-olds. For any one kindergarten group, at least two professionals are responsible, who over-
lap for one hour, and one assistant. The number of children per group can be increased by up to
two above the maximum of 23 children if there is a continuous shortage of kindergarten places
in the municipality, or may even reach a maximum size of 28 children per group in exceptional
circumstances.

The above-mentioned study reports that especially in major cities the maximum number of chil-
drenin a group is often exceeded and can be more than 30 children. Moreover, there should be
no more than three children with special educational needs in a group, for whom a resource
teacher must then be present (For Our Children Foundation 2020, 42, 81ff).

Table 7
Bulgaria: Maximum group size and number of children in kindergartens with nursery groups per staff
by age, 2021

Maximum number of Maximum number of Maximum number of
Age of children children children children
per group per staff member per teacher
3 -10 months 8 3 4
3 months — 3 years 20 7 20
3—4 years 28 14 23
4-5 years 28 14 23
5-6 years 28 14 23
6—7 years 28 14 23

Source: Eurydice 2023

Curricular frameworks

Childcare sector

The “Standards for development and learning in early childhood: from birth to three years” (At-
anasova-Trifonova et al. 2014) act as a guideline for the development of programmes for work-
ing with children up to 3 years of age. Additionally, several curricular programmes have been
published specifically for working with this age group, including “Impact through interaction:
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Programme for educational work with children up to 3 years of age” (Tatyozov 1995), “Little
Fairytale Trail” (Peneva and Mitkova 2018), as well as others.

Education sector (ISCED 02)

The first state educational guidelines for early childhood and pre-primary education (3 to 6
years) were issued by the Ministry of Education and Science in 2000. Since then, a number of
statutes and regulations have contributed to updating them, most recently Regulation No.
5/03.06.2016 for Early Childhood Education (Official Gazette 2016). The curricular framework is
mandatory (European Commission/EACEA/Eurydice 2019, 168).

Seven learning areas are defined: Bulgarian language and literature; mathematics; social envi-
ronment; art; music; construction and technology; and sport. General aims of early education
focus on the children’s intellectual, emotional, social, spiritual, moral and physical development
as well as age- and needs-appropriate support.

Since 2016, national educational standards set down in the Early Education and Schools Act have
applied to all age groups in kindergartens (Decision 5/2016, Official Gazette 46). These define
knowledge, skills and attitudes of children to be achieved at a certain age and for different learn-
ing areas.

Pedagogical units are defined by the kindergarten teacher and last approx. 15-20 minutes for 3
to 5 year-olds, or approx. 20-30 minutes for 5 to 7 year-olds. There should be at least 11 to 17
such sessions per week. During pedagogical sessions, Kindergarten Teachers follow the educa-
tional programme approved by the Ministry of Education. Teachers are free to choose between
alternative programmes, e.g. “Hand by Hand”, “Wonder World”, “Little Golden Key” and others
(Engels-Kritidis 2020 and personal communication, 14.07.2021). The rest of the day is spent in
free play, outdoor activities and learning a foreign language.

Digital education

The educational guidelines in Bulgaria emphasise the pedagogical benefits of digital technolo-
gies, especially to support learning processes. However, no specific digital skills are mentioned.
The recommended activities include, for example, reading e-books, exploring nature and science
with digital devices such as webcams or GPS, also experiencing digital forms of expression or
making computer games (European Commission/EACEA/Eurydice 2019, 100). However, digital
aspects are not explicitly addressed in the 'construction and technology' section of the early
education curriculum, except that the two older groups of children learn to recognise differ-
ences between information and communication tools and become familiar with their use
(Georgieva 2018).

However, in the context of contemporary Bulgarian pedagogy, digital education is seen as
strongly connected to media education, an area where research has notable traditions in a na-
tional scope, starting from preschool age (Angelov 2016; Danov 2020, Stoyanova 2022, and oth-
ers).

Monitoring — evaluation

A National Quality Framework for early childhood education and care has been created (includ-
ing four key principles, ten statements and 27 indicators) based on the European Quality Frame-
work and adapted to the Bulgarian context through a broad consultative process (Ministry of
Education and Science 2022).
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It is important to note that since 2014 there have been Bulgarian Standards for development
and learning in early childhood: from birth to three years (Atanasova-Trifonova et al. 2014). Ad-
ditionally, at the end of 2023, authors from the same team developed and published guidelines
for early screening assessment and developmental stimulation of 3 year-olds (Atanasova-Tri-
fonova, Peneva, and Stoyanova 2023).

Child-related assessment

How children develop in various areas of learning is continually assessed by the kindergarten
teachers through observations. Parents are informed regularly about their child’s progress. Self-
assessment procedures include the children’s views and encourages them to take an active part
in their own learning. For some learning areas, standardised tests are also carried out (European
Commission/EACEA/Eurydice 2019, 104).

Particular value is placed on an assessment at the beginning and end of the child’s time in kin-
dergarten. 14 days before the end of the final kindergarten year, the teacher assesses each
child’s “school readiness” in terms of their physical, cognitive, language, social and emotional
development. A certificate is prepared which also gives suggestions as to how the child can be
best motivated and supported. Parents are obliged to hand over this certificate to the class
teacher when their child starts school.

Centre-based internal evaluation

The kindergarten heads are responsible for ensuring that assessments and quality improvement
measures approved by the Educational Board are carried out. Internal evaluations should take
place at least once every five years. Kindergartens use their own assessment criteria for self-
evaluation measures. Parents can also be included in the internal self-assessments (European
Commission/EACEA/Eurydice 2019, 131).

External evaluation

External evaluations of kindergarten settings and staff are obligatory and are carried out both
at the national and regional levels.

At the national level, the Ministry of Education and Science is responsible, together with the
national education inspectorate within the Council of Ministers. At the regional level, 28 educa-
tion inspection authorities and also the municipalities carry out inspections.

According to the Act on the Inspection of Kindergartens and Schools (2016), an inspection sys-
tem has been put in place which focuses both on educational processes as well as compliance
with regulations (European Commission/EACEA/Eurydice 2019, 122).

Inclusion agenda

Children with special educational needs and disabilities

In 2003, the Education Act was amended to ensure that children and young people with special
needs or disabilities are integrated into mainstream institutions as far as possible. In 2017, reg-
ulations on inclusive education came into force which define the national education standards
for inclusive education. The regulations control the public relations of settings that offer inclu-
sive education and support children in the early education and school system in their personal
development. For children with special educational needs or disabilities, appropriate conditions
should be created so that they can attend regular institutions (materials, structural access, sup-
port staff). A team consisting of the centre head, support staff, psychologists or therapists makes
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an initial assessment and follows the child's development. An individual plan, which is closely
based on the curricular framework, focuses on the acquisition of skills and abilities so that the
child can live as independently and socially integrated as possible.

In general, the diagnosing of developmental delays as early as possible is emphasised so that
successful inclusion can take place. Psychologists and other support professionals work with reg-
ular professionals to adapt educational strategies for children with special needs.

At the end of 2022, there were four facilities for medico-social care for children with chronic
illnesses or social problems, attended by 368 children, 341 of them under 1 years of age (NSI
2023c).

Under the responsibility of three Ministries (Education and Science, Labour and Social Affairs,
Health), a national plan for children with special needs is revised annually. The ministries work
together with the Child Protection Agency, municipalities and non-profit organisations.

From 2019 to 2021, the Ministry of Education and Science (2020) launched the project "Active
inclusion in pre-primary education” which aims to facilitate access for children from disadvan-
taged environments and children living in poverty. The following measures in particular are used
for this purpose:

— Children with a home language other than Bulgarian receive additional language training so
that they can better integrate into their peer group. A specific method for this is being de-
veloped within the framework of the project; furthermore, it is being considered to hire
additional staff.

— Fees are to be adjusted to the economic possibilities of the parents.

— Parents will be motivated to actively cooperate with the kindergarten through two national
campaigns.

— Kindergarten staff will receive training in how to use screening tests to identify children with
learning difficulties at an early stage (European Commission 2020.).

Children with a migration background — children from Roma communities

In 2022, only 2% of the total population and only 0.3% of children under 5 had a non-Bulgarian
citizenship; the majority of these were from non-EU27 countries (76.2% of the total population
and 90.2% of children under 5 years) (Eurostat 2023d). Nevertheless, the most recent data from
the 2011 Census reported just under 5% Roma, who are the second largest ethnic minority in
Bulgaria after people from Turkey, and over 12% Roma children under the age of 10 (OSI 2020,
34), though most of these are believed to be of Bulgarian background.

The available data indicate that the share of Roma children in the age group from four to six
years who do not attend kindergarten is high (between 25% and 45% in different age cohorts)
(Eurochild 2021).

With regard to the integration of ethnic minority children, the National Strategy for Roma Inte-
gration (2012-2020) emphasises everyone’s right to education (NCCEIl 2021). The Strategy for
Educational Integration of Children and Pupils of Ethnic Minorities (2015-2020) tries to dissolve
Roma-only kindergartens and instead promote the development of integrated early education
institutions and schools. Especially in rural areas, there are facilities attended only by ethnic
minorities (OSI 2020, 93). Special education in Bulgarian is provided for children with a family
language other than Bulgarian. In the Bulgarian report on the inclusion of Roma children in early
education (RECI+ report, OSI 2020), measures recommended include family visits or incentives
to ensure that services are also used by Roma. In 2020, the Bulgarian Parliament passed amend-
ments to the law which — by abolishing or reducing parental fees in kindergarten — should make
it possible for children from ethnic minorities in particular to attend kindergarten (Volen and de
Laat 2021).
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However, data on the attendance of children from ethnic minorities at pre-school institutions
cannot be reported, as such data are not collected nationwide — but it can be assumed that their
attendance rate is much lower (OSI 2020, 106f).

Parental leave arrangements?

Maternity leave (otpusk poradi bremennost i razhdane) lasts 410 days in Bulgaria, 45 of which
must be taken before birth. The first 135 days are compulsory for mothers and are divided into
three parts: (1) 45 days before birth, (2) 42 days after birth and (3) 48 days until the 135th day.
Mothers who have previously worked at least 24 months with compulsory social insurance re-
ceive 90% of their gross salary during the 410 days, up to a maximum of BGN 3,400 (€1,738.42),
with a minimum of BGN 710 (€363.02) (as of end of 2022). After the child is 6 months old, the
entitlement for the remaining time can also be transferred to the father under the same condi-
tions.

Fathers have 15 obligatory days of Paternity leave (otpusk po bashtinstvo) which are paid-under
the same conditions as Maternity leave. Since August 2022, a further two months are available
under certain conditions.

After maternity leave, there is a (family) right to Parental leave (otpusk za otglegdane na dete
do 2 godishna vazrast) until the child is 2 years old. This can also be transferred to the father or
a grandparent. During Parental leave, a lump sum of 710 BGN (€363.02) is paid. A partial finan-
cial compensation of 355 BGN (€181.51) per month is paid after the 135th day if the mother
does not take the rest of the parental leave or does not take all of it.

In 2022, 22,039 fathers took paternity leave — this is equivalent from about one third of all chil-
dren born that year. The new two months paternity leave which was introduced in August 2022
was taken by 1,370 fathers. Of the 85,072 eligible persons who took parental leave in 2022, only
1% were fathers. 17.6% of those entitled returned to work early and received 50% of the com-
pensation.

Current challenges for the ECEC system in Bulgaria
Country expert assessment by Rozalina Engels-Kritidis

Currently, the biggest challenge for the ECEC system in Bulgaria is the process of prioritising
early childhood education for children aged 0 to 3 years. Significant effort has been put into
the goal of nurseries becoming a proper part of the educational system by bringing them under
the control of the Ministry of Education and Science rather than the Ministry of Health where
they currently placed. Related to this issue is the debate concerning the core professionals work-
ing in nurseries. On the one hand, this refers to looking at measures for expanding the opportu-
nities of Kindergarten Teachers to work in nurseries instead of medical Nurses. On the other
hand, an interdepartmental working group has been established, including experts from the
Ministry of Education and Science, the Ministry of Health, and the Ministry of Labour and Social
Policy. An important aim, as stated by the current Minister of Education, Prof. Galin Tsokov, is
to ensure that persons with a medical education have opportunities for acquiring additional

3 The information in this section is based on the country report for Bulgaria by Elitsa Dimitrova and col-
leagues in the International Review of Leave Policies and Research 2023 (see References).
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qualifications to become early childhood development specialists. In connection to this, a dis-
cussion has started with universities to create Bachelor and Master degree programmes focused
on early childhood development, which presents another challenge. According to the Minister,
it is very important to ensure strong pedagogical support for children, but also for them to have
access to specialists such as Speech Therapists and Psychologists. In parallel, there is work being
done on specific regulatory and legislative amendments that can ensure the integration of the
early childhood education and care cycle (Ministry of Education and Science 2023a).

Early childhood development is also a matter of priority in the 2021-2030 Strategic Framework
for the Development of Education, Training and Learning in Bulgaria (Ministry of Education and
Science 2023b).

Another system-related challenge is the ongoing shortage of places for children in kindergar-
tens, mostly in larger cities; this issue requires measures to be taken by the government in co-
operation with the municipalities to ensure adequate coverage.

An upcoming challenge for the university education system, in which future Kindergarten Teach-
ers are prepared, is related to the 2021-2024 Three-Year Plan for the Implementation of the
2021-2030 Strategy for Development of Higher Education in Bulgaria, in which there are plans
for the introduction of legislation that will include provisions for regular and remote-based ed-
ucation in Bachelor’s degrees with a total duration of three academic years instead of the cur-
rent four years, with opportunity for continuing to a state-sponsored 2-year Master’s degree
course in the same professional area. Relevant discussions between universities in Bulgaria are
currently underway.

Demographic data

Please note: For reasons of comparability, data on children are always reported up to 6 years of
age, even if compulsory schooling starts earlier or later in some countries.

Total population

In 2022, the population in Bulgaria totalled 6,838,937. Over the past 20 years the total popula-
tion has sunk significantly (2000: 8,198,876; 2010: 7,421,766; 2020: 6,951,482; Eurostat 2023a).

Total fertility rate

In 2021, the average total fertility rate in the EU27 (from 2020) was 1.53. The highest total fer-
tility rate in the 33 SEEPRO-3 countries was in France (1.84), the lowest in Malta (1.13). With
1.58, Bulgaria is slightly above the EU27 average (Eurostat 2023c¢)%.

4 Data for Ukraine and the UK (2021) are from Statista (https://www.statista.com/statistics/296567 /fertil-
ity-rate-in-ukraine/ and https://www.statista.com/statistics/284042/fertility-rate-in-the-united-kingdom-
uk/). Data for the Russian Federation (2021) are from WorldBankData (https://data.worldbank.org/indica-
tor/SP.DYN.TFRT.IN?locations=RU).
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Children under 6 years of age

Table 7
Bulgaria: Number of under 6 year-olds by age, 2022
Age Number of children
Up to 1 year 58,593
1 year-olds 59,518
2 year-olds 62,040
3 year-olds 63,103
4 year-olds 65,120
5 year-olds 66,127
0 to under 6 year-olds 374,501

Source: Eurostat 2023a

The share of children under 3 in the total population in 2022 was 2.6%, that of children under 6
5.5%. These proportions have been below the EU averages for 20 years.

Table 8

Bulgaria: Distribution of under 6 year-olds in population by age compared with EU averages, 2000 to

2022, in %*

Year Comparison Under 3 to under 0 to under
Bulgaria/EU 3 year- olds 6 year-olds 6 year-olds
Bulgaria 2.4 2.7 5.2
2000 & EU15° 3.2 3.2 6.4
Bulgaria 2.5 2.5 5.0
2005 J EU25 3.1 3.0 6.2
Bulgaria 2.8 2.9 5.7
2015 J EU28 3.0 3.2 6.2
Bulgaria 2.6 2.8 5.5
2022 JEU27 2.7 2.9 5.7

Source: Eurostat 2023a, * own calculations, deviations due to roundings

Single households with children under 6 years of age

In 2022, 41.5% of all households with children under the age of 6 years were couple households.
Households with single parents account for only 1.6% and are usually single mother households;
the proportion of single fathers is very low at 0.2%.

Table 9

Bulgaria: Households with children under 6 years old, 2022

Household type Number of households Households in per cent
Households total 388,900

Couple households 161,500 41.5
Other types of households 221,000 56.8
Single parent households, total 6,400 1.6

> The data for 2000 include the EU15-Linder at that time (AT, BE, DK, DE, IE, EL, ES, F, FI, IT, LU, NL, PT, SE,
UK). The 2005 data (EU25) include CY, CZ, EE, HU, LV, LT, MT, PL, S, SK. Data for 2015 include the additional
EU28 countries BG, RO und HR. Data for EU27 (from 2020) comprise the countries of the EU28 without
the UK.
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Household type

Number of households

Households in per cent

Single parent households,
women

5,600

14

0.2

Single parent households, men 800**

Source: Eurostat 2023k, *own calculation, **data computed

Employment rates of parents with children under 6 years of age

In Bulgaria, in 2022, the overall employment rate for men (15-64 years) was 77.3% and for
women 69.7% (Eurostat 2023j).

In 2022, 59.6% of women and 81.5% of men (18-64 years) with children under 6 were employed.
Among the 27 EU-countries (2020), the shares of employed fathers were among the lowest rates
in the EU (EU-average 87.2%); those of mothers were also well below the EU-average (63.6%)
(Eurostat 2023g, own calculations).

Table 10a

Bulgaria: Employment rates of parents with children under 6 compared with other EU countries, 2010
und 2022

2010
Mothers Fathers
in % in %
Bulgaria: 48.4 76.4
Highest rate of employment in 27 EU countries® Denmark: 82.7 Netherlands: 93.4
Lowest rate of employment in 27 EU countries Hungary: 31.7 Latvia: 72.7
2021
Mothers Fathers
in % in %
Bulgaria: 59.6 81.5
Highest rate of employment in 27 (2020) EU countries’ Luxembourg: 81.9 Sweden: 95.1
Lowest rate of employment in 27 (2020) EU countries Czech Rep. 42.5 Romania: 78.5

Source: Eurostat 2023g

For the SEEPRO-3 countries that were not part of the EU27(2020) in 2021/2022, data are dis-
played in Table 10b.

Table 10b
Employment rates in non-EU SEEPRO-3 countries, 2021/2022/2023
Parents with children Overall
. under 6 years employment rate
Countries
Mothers Fathers Women Men
in % in % in % in %
*Norway (2022) 82.9 94.3 75.4 80.1
***Russia (2021/2022) 67.1(2021) k.A. 55.6 (2022) 70.4 (2022)
*Serbia (2022) 64.4 78.3 57.9 71.0
_ 60.0 83.5
**Switzerland (2022/2023) 46.9 95.3
61.1 (2023) 84.2 (2023

® AT, BE, BG, CY, CZ, DK, DE, EE, EL, ES, F, I, IE, IT, HU, LV, LT, LU, MT, NL, PL, PT, RO, SE, SI, SK, UK
7 AT, BE, BG, CY, CZ, DK, DE, EE, EL, ES, F, FI, IE, IT, HR, HU, LV, LT, LU, MT, NL, PL, PT, RO, SE, SI, SK
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Parents with children Overall
. under 6 years employment rate
Countries
Mothers Fathers Women Men
in % in % in % in %
*Ukraine (2021) n.d. n.d. 60.7 69.9
+++ : :
U_nlted Kingdom (2.021/2023) 756 92.1 . .
with dependent children 724 93.1 723 79.2
with children under 2 years ' ' **72.1(2023) | **79.4 (2023)
. . 70.7 95.0
with children 3-4 years

*Eurostat 2023g, 2023j

**[BFS] Bundesamt fir Statistik. 2023. Erwerbsquoten in Vollzeitéquivalenten nach Geschlecht, National-
itdt, Altersgruppen, Familientyp [Full-time equivalent employment rates by gender, nationality, age
groups, family type]. https://www.bfs.admin.ch/asset/de/je-d-03.02.00.01.03

***Rosstat. 2022. Statistical annex SDG in Russia 2022. https://eng.rosstat.gov.ru/sdg/report/docu-
ment/70355;
BRICS. 2023. Joint Statistical Publication 2023. https://brics2023.gov.za/wp-content/up-
loads/2023/12/BRICS-2023-JSP_Final_Web.pdf

*[SSSU] State Statistics Service of Ukraine. 2022. Employed population in 2021, by age group, sex and
place of residence. https://ukrstat.gov.ua/operativ/operativ2017/rp/eans/eanse/Archznsmve.htm

**Statista. 2023. Employment rate in the United Kingdom from June 1971 to January 2023, by gender.
https://www.statista.com/statistics/280120/employment-rate-in-the-uk-by-gender/

***Office for National Statistics. 2023. Families and the labour market, UK: 2021.

https://www.ons.gov.uk/employmentandlabourmarket/peopleinwork/employmentandemploy-
eetypes/articles/familiesandthelabourmarketengland/2021

Children at risk of poverty or social exclusion®

In 2022, more than a third (35.7%) of children under 6 year of age were at risk of poverty or
social exclusion. This proportion was significantly above the EU27 average (23.3%) for this age
group. The share of all persons at risk of poverty or social exclusion in the total population was
32.2% (EU: 21.6%) (Eurostat 2023h). 8.6% of the total population and 16.7% of children under 6
years of age suffered from severe material deprivation in 2020 (EU averages 4.3% and 6.1% re-
spectively) (Eurostat 2023i).
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