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Early childhood education and care (ECEC)

Please note:

In alignment with country-specific usage, the terms chosen in this report for the main forms of
centre-based ECEC settings are: Children’s Group (détskd skupina, 6 months—5 years), nursery
(zafizeni pro péci o déti do 3 let, 0-21), kindergarten (matefskd $kola, 2/3-5) and preparatory
class (pripravnd trida, 5-6/7). Any additional forms of provision are described where appropri-
ate.

Historical milestones in ECEC in the Czech Republic

The first early childhood institutions are established in Prague with an upbringing, ed-
ucational and care mission. The Czech childcare institutions (so-called opatrovny) had
1832 an educational mission from the very beginning. In this aspect, these institutions dif-
fered from most of the time, because the triad of education, upbringing and care was
always present.

The organisational conditions and regulations for the establishment and operation of
day-care centres in the Czech lands were established. Until 1872, these settings fo-

1869 cused on reading, writing and arithmetic. They were abolished following the ministe-
rial decree of 1872 (see below).

1872 The Ministry of Education distinguishes systematically between educational institu-
tions (materska skola) for 4 to 6 year-olds and social care institutions (créches).

1948 Kindergartens are recognised as the first stage of the education system.

1948 The first compulsory curriculum documents for kindergartens are issued. In the 1950s

these had the character of a syllabus, describing the contents in detail.

Provision for under 3 year-olds comes under the auspices of the Ministry of Health
1960 and kindergartens for 3 to 6 year-olds under the responsibility of the Ministry of Edu-
cation. Both kindergartens and créches are integrated into the unified school system.

A unified curricular framework is issued both for creches and kindergartens. Only now
are specific goals for creches also defined. This document is obligatory for kindergar-
tens, for créches it is considered a recommendation and orientation with the aim of
1967 continuously implementing the pedagogical approach throughout the early years. In
the following curricular documents, the concept of the curriculum was taken up again
in the form of a syllabus which explained the work with children in créches and kin-
dergartens in great detail.

— The compulsory framework is no longer applicable; kindergartens start developing
their own curricular approaches, ones that respect humanist and democratic values
and principles. Both classical concepts (Montessori, Waldorf) and contemporary

Post-1989 programmes (Step by Step; health-promoting kindergartens, forest kindergartens)
find their way into kindergartens.

— Massive cuts lead to the closing of almost all créches and the dismantling or merg-
ing of many kindergartens.

— A National Curriculum is issued (the so-called White Book) which defines reforms
for all stages of the education system, including kindergartens.

2001

! 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 for
countries with a school starting age at 6 (as usually in the Czech Republic): 0-2 years for children up to 3
years of age and 3-5 years for 3, 4 and 5 year-olds. In the Czech Republic, school entry may in justified
and professionally assessed cases be deferred to 7 years of age.
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— A new national curricular framework for kindergartens is published (2001 (pilot),
2004, 2016, 2017, 2021).

— Preparatory classes were originally set up for children from socially disadvantaged
families at primary schools. Currently, they are intended for children whose admis-
sion to preparatory classes will balance their development. Priority is given to chil-
dren who have been deferred from school and to children who will reach the age
of 5 by the end of August of the current year.

All state-maintained kindergartens are required to develop their own ‘educational

2007 et . . .
plan’ in alignment with the national curricular framework.

Multi-age Children’s Groups (détskd skupina) are established for 1 to under 7 year-
2014 olds under the responsibility of the Ministry of Labour and Social Affairs (currently for
children from 6 months)

2015 Preparatory classes are opened up for all children with special support needs.

Establishment of so-called "mini créches" (mikrojesle) for children from 6 months to 4

2016
years under the responsibility of the Ministry of Labour and Social Affairs.

Since September 2017, kindergarten enrolment is obligatory for all children who turn
2017 5 at the end of August for four hours per day. A further option is individual teaching,
mostly in the child’s home.

Children from the age of 3 have a legal entitlement to a place in a municipal kinder-
garten.

2018

Compulsory language support in kindergartens for children with a non-Czech nation-

ality in the obligatory kindergarten year (amendment of the Education Act, amend-

2022 ment of the education framework programme for pre-primary education).

A more child-centred approach now focuses to better meet the interests and needs

of the children.

— Fundamental innovation of the curricular framework for early childhood education
towards a more open and child-centred pedagogy that protects the child from too

2023 much pressure in preparing for school; focus on promoting pre-literacy activities

and active learning and exploration.

— Amendment of the law on pedagogical staff.

Sources: Oberhuemer, Schreyer, and Neuman 2010; Loudova Stralczynska 2018; Opravilova und Uhlifova
2021; Eurydice 2023

ECEC system type and auspices?

The system of early childhood education and care in the Czech Republic is not a unitary system.
Multi-age facilities for children from 6 months to school entry come under the auspices of the
Ministry of Labour and Social Affairs (Ministerstvo prdce a socidlnich véci). For childcare facilities
exclusively for under 3 year-olds, the Ministry of Industry and Trade (Ministerstvo primyslu a
obchodu) is responsible; providers of such settings must comply with the provisions of the Trade
Licensing Act (e.g. qualifications and hygiene regulations).

Kindergartens (matefské skoly) that admit children aged 2—6 years since September 2016 (Edu-
cation Act 178/2016), and also preparatory classes for 5 to 7 year-olds, mostly deferred from
compulsory schooling, come under the jurisdiction of the Ministry of Education, Youth and
Sports (Ministerstvo skolstvi, mlddeZe a télovychovy). The Ministry of Education is also responsi-
ble for the curricular frameworks. Various expert groups (academics, experts and managers from
the field) are responsible for developing the content. A completely new curriculum is currently

2 The Eurydice country report on ECEC in the Czech Republic provided orientation for legal and regulatory
aspects. All other sources are indicated within the text and in the references section.
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being developed within the framework of this dialogue between practice and theory, coordi-
nated by the National Pedagogical Institute.

General objectives and legislative framework

Overarching government goals for early childhood education and care are to reconcile family
life and work and to improve women's labour market opportunities through more flexible pa-
rental leave arrangements and working time models. These goals were pursued, among others,
within the framework of a 2014-2020 government strategy for gender equality. Other important
documents are the "Strategy for Education Policy until 2020" and the "Long-term Plan for Edu-
cation and Development of the Education System in the period 2019 to 2023".

Goals for 2020-2023 include improving the quality of pre-primary education and integration of
more and more children, as well as transforming the content of education to a focus on key
competencies, teacher support and individual work with children.

The Ministry of Education, Youth and Sports prepares a long-term plan for education and devel-
opment of the education system in the Czech Republic. This implementation document of the
2030+ strategy will define the tasks and goals for the Czech education system between 2023 and
2027. The material will be submitted to the Czech government for approval and will influence
the development of long-term concepts in the regions. Regions could comment on the already
prepared document until 15 May 2023, before inter-ministerial and public comments took place
during the summer months (information on the website www.edu.cz). In October 2023, the
long-term plan was submitted to the government for approval. The 2030+ strategy is a key doc-
ument for the development of the Czech education system in the decade 2020-2030+ (MSMT
2020, 2022).

Overarching goals specifically for kindergartens for (2)3 to 5 year-olds are set out in the Educa-
tion Act (Zdkon o predskolnim, zdkladnim, stfednim, vyssim odborném a jiném vzdéldvani, 2004
with amendments 2016, 2020, 2022, 2023), which emphasises the learning process and lifelong
learning. The 2016 amendment focused mainly on strengthening inclusion, the 2020 amend-
ment on funding aspect, and the 2022 amendment on language support for 5 year-olds in com-
pulsory kindergarten. Among other things, the amendment anchored the obligation of kinder-
gartens to provide language support for children with a non-Czech nationality under this Act.
Previously, the children with special educational needs and insufficient language skills were en-
titled to support only within the framework of support measures of Decree 24/2016 Coll. How-
ever, this legal regulation only applies to 5 year-old children with a non-Czech citizenship and
not to all children with insufficient Czech language skills, which is rated poorly by experts and
NGOs. Nevertheless, this regulation remains in place for the time being.

The focus of the new Children's Groups established in 2014 for children aged 6 months up to
school entry is mainly on identifying children's needs, developing age-appropriate skills and hy-
giene education. Since November 2014, the Children's Groups Act (Zdkon o poskytovadni sluzby
péce o dité v détské skupiné a o zméné souvisejicich zdkond, 2014), the Decree No 350/2021
Coll., on the implementation of certain provisions of the Act on the provision of childcare ser-
vices in a children's group and the Decree No. 410/2005 Coll., on hygiene requirements for
premises and operations of establishments and services for the upbringing and education of
children and adolescents — for groups of more than 12 children have been the legal basis.
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ECEC entitlement and compulsory attendance

Children from 3 years are entitled to a place in a municipal kindergarten.

Since September 2017, attendance at a kindergarten for children who will be 5 years old by
September has been compulsory; for children who have been deferred from school attendance,
attendance is compulsory for two years. Participation in educational activities in the morning for
four hours per day (20 hours per week in total) is compulsory.

Primary school starts at the age of 6 (cut-off date is 31 August).

Main types of provision

Childcare sector

Multi-age Children’s Groups (détskd skupina) have existed since November 2014 for children
between 6 months and school entry. However, children from the age of 5 attend these only in
exceptional cases. If a child is 5 years old by 31 August, they may continue to attend a Children's
Group, but must also be officially enrolled in a kindergarten for "individual preschool education"
and come at least every three months for a so-called methodical consultation in which the child's
development is assessed. The Children's Groups are run by employers or non-profit providers
and are the responsibility of the Ministry of Labour and Social Affairs. These settings must offer
at least six hours of care per day, and parents can decide for themselves on the amount of care.
The organisation is usually agreed with the parents.

In total, there were more than 1,400 children's groups with almost 20,000 places at the end of
2022. However, no statistics are available on the use of these places (MPSV 2023).

Nurseries for under 3 year-olds (zafizeni pro péci o déti do 3 let) are mostly operated by private
individuals according to the Trade Regulation Act; however, there are also some public institu-
tions. Registration is carried out by the trade offices in the jurisdiction of the Ministry of Industry
and Trade.

Children's Groups have expanded greatly in recent years, offering care that is finally affordable
also for middle-income families. Private commercial settings are usually the last choice for par-
ents who are unable to care for their children. Such facilities, which are subject to trade law,
exist only in large cities, they are very expensive and pedagogical processes are not controlled.
Especially in big cities, individual care is an option for wealthy families during the summer holi-
days when kindergartens are closed (e.g. in August).

Also, since 2016, so-called mini-nurseries (mikrojesle) for children aged 6 months to 4 years have
been administered by the Ministry of Labour and Social Affairs, in which a maximum of four
children are cared for.

Education sector

Kindergartens (materské skoly) for 2 to under 6 year-olds are mostly run by the municipalities,
but legally they are part of the school education system. As a rule, primary school begins when
a child has turned 6 by the end of August. Children who turn 6 until after that date continue to
go to kindergarten, which explains the relatively high number of 6 year-olds in kindergartens.
For children over 3 years of age, municipalities have a duty to provide places. Although kinder-
gartens are part of the school system, the annual opening hours are designed in such a way that
parents can be sure that their children will be looked after during the holidays. Nevertheless, in
July or August, operating hours are often reduced or the setting may close. In this case, children
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can be admitted to other kindergartens; however, provision of alternative forms of care is usu-
ally only available in larger cities. There are full-day kindergartens with opening hours to 12
hours a day, with some groups opening only in the mornings. In the afternoon children will be
grouped so that fewer staff is required. In some settings children can stay overnight. The chil-
dren are organised into same-age or mixed-age groups. Educational activities during the final
compulsory year comprise four hours daily and start between 8:00 and 9:00; in addition, two
hours are set aside for outdoor activities.

The compulsory year before starting school can be spent either in a kindergarten or in a prepar-
atory class. All these institutions must adhere to the framework plan for pre-school education.
Preparatory classes (pfipravné tfidy) in primary schools are attended by 6 year-old children who
are deferred from school attendance and also by some 5 year-olds. In 2022/23 there were 418
schools with 507 preparatory classes attended by 6,463 children (STATIS 2023, Tab. B 2.1.1). In
2021/2022, 210 children were enrolled in 34 preparatory classes located in special needs schools
(Czech Statistical Office 2022, 657).

In addition to church kindergartens, there are also Waldorf, forest kindergartens, Montessori,
Step by Step and more rarely Dalton, Reggio, Parentes, facilities. Almost all alternative kinder-
gartens have their own associations controlling quality and all can be registered in the register
of schools and school institutions and then provide pre-school education. They are subject to
the same regulations as kindergartens.

In 2022/23, there were 5,374 kindergartens in the Czech Republic and 112 special kindergartens
attended by 3,018 children (STATIS 2023, Tab. B 1.1.2).

Provider structures

Providers of the multi-age Children's Groups (détské skupiny), which have been approved since
the end of 2014, can be employers (private, public and state companies and organisations) or
non-profit providers (municipalities, regional authorities, church or philanthropic associations).
Most kindergartens for 2 to under 6 year-olds are publicly funded institutions run by the Minis-
try of Education and operated by municipalities and school authorities. Church-affiliated and
private institutions are not very common. In 2022/23, they accounted for only 9.2% (0.9%
church, 8.3% private) of all kindergartens and were attended by only 4.6% of the age group (see
Table 1).

Table 1

Czech Republic: Number of kindergartens and distribution of enrolment rates by provider, 2022/23
Provider Number of Share of kinder- Number of | Share of children,

kindergartens gartens, in %* children in %*

Public/state 7 0.1 167 0.05
Public/municipal 4,785 89.4 349,402 94.6
Private 447 8.3 14,782 4.0
Church-affiliated 84 1.6 2,717 0.7
Regional 1 0.02 36 0.01
Other 50 0.9 2,101 0.6
Total 5,374 369,205

Source: STATIS 2023, Table B 1.1.2, *own calculations
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In 2022/23, 369,205 children (including 32,714 children under 3 years of age in 2021/22, Czech
Statistical Office 2022, 657) attended 5,374 kindergartens (including 498 church or private non-
profit); only 20 of the 112 special needs kindergartens (2022/23) were private (STATIS 2023, Tab.
B1.1.2).

Participation rates in regulated provision

There are no data available for the participation rates of children in settings outside the educa-
tion system.

Traditionally, children under 2 years of age were rarely cared for in institutional settings. In the
last 20 years, however, the proportion of 2 year-olds in kindergartens rose to about 40% of the
age group. However, due to preferential admission of older children, it has now dropped to
about one third of the age group; this can partly be compensated by places in Children's Groups.
In 2022/23, of all children (360,205) in kindergartens, most were 5 year-olds (30.23%), followed
by 4 year-olds (28.99%) and 3 year-olds (26.10%). 8.7% were children under 3 years, 5.99% were
6 years and older. Except for the proportion of under-3s, which has been steadily decreasing for
about five years (from 12.3% in 2016/17 to 8.7% in 2022/23), the ratios are relatively stable
(STATIS 2023, Tab. B 1.4.1, own calculations).

Table 2
Czech Republic: Children in kindergartens according to age, 2022/23

Age of children Number of children ShareK?:;I;:Igti;;:rl:
Under 2 years 214 0.06%
2 to 3 year-olds 10,809 8.64%
3 to 4 year-olds 96,361 26.10%
4 to 5 year-olds 107,031 28.99%
5 to 6 year-olds 111,603 30.23%
6 year-olds and older 22,102 5.99%
3 to 6 year-olds 337,097 91.27%

0 years to school entry 360,205 100.00%

Quelle. STATIS 2023, Tab. B 1.4.1

In 2022/23, 6,463 children attended a preparatory class (5 year-olds: 1,695; 6-year-olds: 4,718;
7 year-olds: 50) (STATIS 2023, Tab. B 2.3.1).

Financing and costs for parents

According to OECD data, total public expenditure on early childhood education and care
amounted to 0.48% of GDP in 2019 (OECD 2023).

Multi-age Children's Groups are currently partly funded by the state, and newly established
ones can also benefit from grant programmes from the European Social Fund. Since 2022, fund-
ing conditions have changed. In particular, it is stipulated that from 2023, parental contributions
for children under 3 years of age may not exceed CZK 4,720 (approx. € 200°) per month; the
contribution must always be lower than the state contribution for this childcare place (MPSV

3 Conversion rate 25 April 2023
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2023). Thus, the majority of the Children's Groups are used by younger children, for whom there
are no other options due to their age and the lack of kindergarten places.

Public kindergartens/ Preparatory classes, which are registered in the so-called school register
(Rejstrik skol a skolskych zarizeni) and meet all legislatively established requirements (spatial,
hygienic, staffing, etc.), receive funds from the state and municipalities and can also generate
their own funds.

The financing of kindergartens changed in 2020 (Education Act 2020). The so-called "standard-
ised cost-based financing" is now in effect, which re-centralises decision-making powers to the
Ministry of Education. Since 2020 it has been implemented in two steps: (1) the Ministry of Ed-
ucation uses most of the state funds for direct education expenditures (e.g., salaries of profes-
sionals, learning materials, continuing education, quality development), which are determined
for each individual institution; (2) the municipalities in turn distribute these funds in regional per
capita amounts. In this new system, the per-capita amount per child is converted into a per-
capita amount per specialist member of staff, which is better suited to fund the actual extent of
"teaching". In practice, this means that in kindergartens the amount of funding is based on the
number of pedagogical specialists and their salary groupings and no longer on the size of the
institution. Each facility also receives funding for the salaries of "non-teaching" staff. The oper-
ating costs are borne by the respective institution.

In the public settings, the kindergarten heads set the monthly parental fees, which are mostly
regulated by ordinances. They do not exceed 50% of the average non-investment monthly ex-
penditure per child (salaries, insurances, materials, etc. excluded). Parental fees for a kindergar-
ten place were highest in Prague in 2018/19 (CZK 712, €30), and lowest in the Vysocina area
(CZK 244, €10). Private kindergartens are far more expensive than public ones (see Table 3).
Often, smaller municipalities try to keep (or recruit) children into their settings by charging low
fees. If an ECEC setting is located more than four kilometres from the child’s home, the munici-
pality must arrange transportation, but this is not free of charge. In 2023, tax relief of a maximum
of CZK 17,300 (€692) could also be claimed for attendance at a kindergarten.

For children aged 5 and over or children in preparatory classes, attendance is free of charge,
although this only applies to the four hours of educational activities.

Table 3

Czech Republic: Estimated average parental fees in kindergartens by provider, 2021/22
Kindergarten provider Monthly fees

CZK €

Public, state-maintained (established by the Regions) 217 9.23
Public, municipal (established by the muncipalities) 387 16.46
Private not-for-profit kindergartens 6,259 266.25
Church-affiliated kindergartens 750 31.90
Average overall 938 39.90

Source: Eurydice 2023, 3.1 (Data provided by the Czech Schools Inspectorate)

In private kindergartens, direct educational expenses (e.g., running operating costs, develop-
ment programmes) are covered by the state budget through per capita funding. If private insti-
tutions are registered in the school register and meet other administrative criteria, they can
receive a basic subsidy (60%). If they meet other conditions (they have already been subsidised
for one year, the last evaluation was at least average, they invest all profits in education, etc.),
they can apply for extended subsidies.
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In 2022, a couple with two children spent about 16% of net household income on childcare
costs* (OECD.Stat 2023).

Staff to child ratios and group size

Regulations on staff to child ratios and group size vary according to the kind of institution.

Multi-age Children's Groups (détské skupiny): Since the amendment of the Children's Group Act
2021 (MPSV 2021), children aged between 6 and 12 months can also be included. At least one
professional for a maximum of six children, at least two professionals for seven to 12 children
and at least three professionals for 13 to 24 children. There is a maximum of four children under
the age of 4 in a group.

In nurseries for under 3 year-olds (zarizeni pro péci o déti do 3 let), neither the group size nor
the staffing ratio is prescribed.

Kindergartens (materské skoly): The maximum number of children per group is 24. The maxi-
mum number may be exceeded by four children in exceptional cases. Single-group kindergar-
tens must be attended by at least 13 children (MSMT 2021a).

Each day, both professionals must be present for at least 2.5 hours, with a maximum of 12 chil-
dren per professional, otherwise one professional is responsible for a maximum of 24 (in excep-
tional cases 28) children. For outdoor activities, one qualified staff member may only be respon-
sible for 20 children. If children under 3 years of age or children with disabilities are present, the
number can be reduced and a pedagogical assistant can be employed. Generally, the number in
a group is reduced by two children for each child under 3, however, to no less than 19 children.
As a rule, there may not be more than five children with special needs in a group (MSMT 2021b).

In 2021/22, the average number of children per group was 21.5, and the average staffing ratio
1:10.7 (Eurydice 2023, 4.3).

Curricular framework

Childcare sector

Neither multi-age children's groups nor nurseries for under 3 year-olds have an official curricu-
lar framework. However, since October 2021, the children's groups are required to comply with
certain quality standards (child-appropriate care, staffing, operational procedures) which are
laid down in Decree 350/2021 (MPSV 2021). According to the Children's Groups Act, amended
in 2021, some basic areas are mentioned, e.g., the development of cognitive and linguistic skills;
movement; artistic and cultural competences; health and safety. Providers are required to de-
velop an age-appropriate programme.

Education sector (ISCED 02)

Kindergartens are obliged to follow the national curricular framework (Rdmcovy vzdéldvaci pro-
gram pro predskolni vzdéldvdni, 2004, 2021), which is currently managed by the National Peda-
gogical Institute. Based on this framework, kindergartens draw up their own school education
programme. Professionals in the groups work out a class programme that is continuously devel-
oped and adapted to the situation and the children during the year. Some curricula documents
are also required by the state and are evaluated by the Czech school inspectorate.

4 The calculation is based on: full-time working parents (average wage); two children aged 2 and 3 years
in full-time childcare; childcare benefits included.
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In addition to the description of the main objectives and methods, the framework education
programme also contains five content areas and describes tasks of the professionals and provi-
sions for evaluation procedures. Key competences are stated as: Learning and problem-solving
competences; communication and social/personal competences; civic competences. In terms of
content, five learning areas are mentioned: (1) biological (the child and their body); (2) psycho-
logical (language, cognitive abilities, imagination and fantasy, thinking and self-concept, emo-
tions and temperament); (3) interpersonal (the child and others); (4) socio-cultural (the child
and society); (5) ecological (the child and the world/environment).

Currently (2023), a new amendment to the supplementary guidance is being prepared. The aim
is to encourage pedagogues and kindergartens to follow a child-centred pedagogy more closely
and to use methods that activate the children and enable them to learn actively, discover the
world and build independence and autonomy in the context of democratic and humanistic val-
ues. The amended framework education programme is scheduled to be published in 2024.

Digital education

Digital literacy is not a designated learning area in the national kindergarten curriculum, alt-
hough the use of information and communication technologies is included in the skills related
to communication and the targeted promotion of the development of digital and information
skills ("literacy") is also part of the newly elaborated programme (see above). A revision of the
concept of digital education in the existing curricular framework is currently under preparation.
In particular, the development of critical thinking, problem solving, data handling, and security
will be emphasised (European Commission/EACEA/Eurydice 2019b).

Monitoring — evaluation

Children’s Groups have been obliged since October 2021 to comply with certain quality stand-
ards (child-appropriate care, staffing, operational procedures), which are laid down in Decree
350/2021 (MPSV 2021), but they are not inspected by the Czech School Inspectorate.
Evaluations of kindergartens are generally the responsibility of the Ministry of Education, re-
gional local authorities and the Czech School Inspectorate.

Child-related assessment

In kindergartens, when assessing children, no particular emphasis should be placed on compar-
ing children's performance. The traditional notion of "school readiness" is increasingly being
guestioned in the professional community and preference is being given to a new concept based
on mutual dialogue between kindergarten and primary school (EDUin 2022).

Professionals are required to continuously observe and assess children in order to better sup-
port their individual development and to identify potential problems at an early stage. Each pro-
fessional can use their own system of assessment. According to data from the Czech Schools
Inspectorate, professionals mostly (84%) assess children individually, keep portfolios (70,2%) or
so-called progress cards (19,8%). Written reports on individual children, in which the progress
of educational activities is recorded, are confidential; however, observations about children are
shared with parents on a regular basis (European Commission/EACEA/Eurydice 2019a, 119; CSI
2022, 49).
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Kindergartens are not authorised to assess a child's "readiness for school." This is reserved for
school counselling centres, at the request of parents when a child is to be deferred from school
attendance or enrolled earlier.

There are no specific guidelines or materials for easing the transition to primary school; at pre-
sent, the trend is moving away from "schoolification". Particularly where kindergartens and pri-
mary schools form a unit, this is not a prominent topic (EDUin 2022).

Centre-level internal assessment
Multi-age Children's Groups are not obliged to conduct internal evaluations apart of the devel-
opment according to the quality standards.

In kindergartens, too, internal assessments do not follow a predetermined form and are not
regulated by law. Nevertheless, kindergartens are expected to carry out the self-evaluations
specified in the framework programme according to an individually developed evaluation sys-
tem, which is then also evaluated by the school inspectorate. They usually form the basis for the
annual report that the kindergarten head must prepare. Important points are e.g., staff satisfac-
tion, cooperation with the centre head and with parents, compliance with regulations, the qual-
ity of pedagogical work and working conditions. Freely chosen methods include questionnaires,
checklists and interviews. The National Pedagogical Institute also organises training courses on
this topic.

External evaluation

Multi-age Children's Groups are inspected by the National Labour Inspectorate and regional su-
pervisory boards in terms of compliance with the conditions and obligations laid down by law.
The regional health authority is responsible for the monitoring of hygiene requirements for fa-
cilities, catering and overall management. Children's Groups can voluntarily apply for a so-called
quality seal audit. Specific quality standards were introduced in the amended Children’s Groups
Act (2021).

At the national level, the Czech Schools Inspectorate (Ceskd skolni inspekce, CSI) is responsible
for the external evaluation of kindergartens of all provider types through 14 regional school
inspectorates. The inspections are based on two key documents: (1) the basic task plan of the
CSl and (2) the evaluation criteria, which are set for one school year at a time. Both documents
are approved by the Ministry of Education. The activities of the kindergartens are evaluated; the
conditions, processes and outcomes according to the respective education plans; the content of
these plans and their compliance with the national curricular framework; the compliance with
legal regulations and finances; the equipment; and personal assessments. The evaluations result
in inspection and thematic reports that list the strengths and weaknesses of an institution as
well as set deadlines for possible improvements. In the case of evaluations of private institu-
tions, the report may also have an impact on state subsidies. The reports are published on the
CSI homepage.

Inspection visits take place at least once every six years, lasting two to five days — depending on
whether the inspection only relates to partial areas or whether it is a total inspection. In addition
to the data from the documentation carried out by the kindergarten, they include observations,
interviews with the centre head, children and parents, the inspection of the buildings and the
data from the internal assessments (CSI 2021).
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Inclusion agenda
Children with special educational needs and disabilities

The National Plan for the Promotion of Equal Opportunities for Persons with Disabilities 2015-
2020 contains the main goals, objectives and principles for putting the policy of inclusion into
practice (EASNIE 2021). In the Education Act (§ 16), the term “children with special educational
needs” is used as a collective term for different groups of children with disabilities and disad-
vantages; further categorisation is intentionally avoided, as the focus is on the individual support
of a child. The special educational needs of children are divided into five levels. Depending on
the level and the type of disadvantage, the child has a right to certain support measures. When-
ever possible, children with special education needs should attend mainstream settings, where
they also receive the additional educational and psychological support.

In addition, there are special kindergartens (specidlni materské skoly) or special classes in regular
kindergartens specifically for children with special education needs who cannot be adequately
supported in inclusive kindergarten groups. Some remedial kindergartens also have inclusive
classes, which are attended jointly by children with and without special education needs and
open up opportunities for transition and further integration into a mainstream setting. In
2022/23, there were 112 kindergartens exclusively for children with special educational needs
(STATIS 2023, Tab. B 1.1.2), with groups of six to 14 children. Preparatory classes also include
children with disabilities, where they can be better prepared for the transition to elementary
school.

In 2022, 18,925 children with special educational needs attended kindergarten (STATIS 2023,
Tab. B 1.17.1), 17,853 of whom attended a municipal kindergarten (ibid. Tab. B 1.17.2). Signifi-
cantly more children with disabilities attended special groups (6,779) than regular groups (6,252)
(ibid. Tab B 1.2.1).

The curricular framework programme also applies to children with disabilities. Many kindergar-
tens have integrated inclusive measures in their respective educational programmes. In recent
years, educational professionals who support the institutions in the inclusive process have been
offered further training from various (non-governmental) organisations. The number of so-
called Pedagogical Assistants has increased significantly since 2016 — as a result of the new
School Act and Ordinance on the Education of Children with Special Educational Needs 27/2016
Coll.

The state offers kindergartens a range of options for children in need of support: for example, a
support plan or an individual education plan can be drawn up for the child; the kindergarten
management can employ an additional pedagogical specialist (assistant); the group size is re-
duced to a maximum of 19 children per group or the children receive special support in certain
developmental and educational areas, etc.

Since 2006, the non-governmental organisation "People in Need" has opened 14 "pre-school
clubs" throughout the country. These are mainly aimed at children between 3 and 6 years of age
from disadvantaged areas and children who do not attend kindergarten. The aim is to support
them in attending a regular institution and to facilitate the transition to primary school (People
in Need n.d.).

Children with a migration background — Children from Roma communities

Currently, there are 14 officially recognised ethnic minorities in the Czech Republic — including
persons from Slovakia, Ukraine or Poland, as well as the Roma population. Recognised ethnic
minorities have the right by law to be taught in their language and receive support to preserve
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their culture. If more than eight children of an ethnic minority attend a kindergarten, the mu-
nicipality or even the Ministry of Education ensures that they can also be taught in special lan-
guage groups. Kindergartens attended only by ethnic minority children must consist of at least
12 children. Currently (2022/23), there are 24 kindergartens for the Polish minority only, at-
tended by 845 children.

In the last census in 2011, 5,135 people reported being Roma. The Council of Europe, on the
other hand, estimates that there are approximately 250,000 Roma (about 2% of the population)
living in the Czech Republic (European Commission 2021).

However, there are not enough reliable data or research studies on Roma throughout the coun-
try. Back in 2015, the "Roma Strategy 2020" (European Commission 2015) emphasised the im-
portance of Roma inclusion in social life, which as a bilateral process should aim to preserve
their cultural and linguistic identity. Above all, the attendance rate of Roma children at ECEC
settings should be improved in order to create good conditions for aligning the educational level
of Roma with that of the population as a whole. The aim is to prevent Roma children from being
segregated or excluded. To this end, support should also be offered to parents. In order to pro-
vide incentives to attend ECEC settings, it was suggested that fees be reduced or waived, that
space capacities be increased and that teachers be specially trained in the integration of Roma
children.

The new "Roma Integration Strategy 2021-2030" of the Office of the Government Council for
Roma Minority Affairs and other experts is now intended to create a framework for action to
reinforce positive changes achieved under the 2020 strategy with regard to Roma integration
and to counteract negative trends (VIada Ceské Republiky 2021).

After February 2022, the Ministry of Education created a system to support the integration of
Ukrainian refugees into the Czech education system. A recent letter from the Minister of Educa-
tion to schools included material on the “Education of Ukrainian Children in the Czech Republic”,
which focuses on the specific procedures for integrating children and pupils into the community
and the rules for their admission to schools. Also included is useful advice on dealing with lan-
guage barriers and educating pupils of non-Czech origin, as well as important contacts (MSMT
2023a).

In 2022, there was also a general call to all kindergartens and schools to help Ukrainian children
to settle in and to support their socialisation (3—15 years old), to support the development of
their language skills, especially their ability to speak in Czech, to prepare the children for entry
into Czech schools, and to support the mental well-being and mental health of the children
(MSMT 2023b).

At the end of 2021, 6.3% of the population were of non-Czech origin, 2.1% were from other EU
countries (more than half of them (51.6%) had a Slovak citizenship), and 4.1% were from non-
EU countries, mainly from Ukraine (45.1%) (Czech Statistical Office 2022, 138, 156 and own cal-
culations).

In 2022/23, out of 369,205 children in kindergartens, 94.7% had a Czech citizenship, 0.6% (2,181)
were from Slovakia, 0.4% (1,452) were from other EU27- countries, 3.2% (11,988) from other
European states, and 1.1% (3,946) were from other countries (STATIS 2023, Tab. B 1.5.1, own
calculations).
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Parental leave arrangements?®

Maternity leave (materskd dovolend) is 28 weeks: six to eight weeks before birth and 20 to 22
weeks afterwards. These periods are remunerated at 70% of daily earnings, up to a maximum
of CZK 47,700 (€2,00.92) per month, provided the mother has paid into a health insurance
scheme for at least 270 days during the last two years. From the seventh week after the birth,
the father can also take this leave for at least seven days. During Maternity leave, mothers (or
fathers) can also continue to work — but not in the job from which they are taking Maternity
leave.

Fathers who are officially registered as the father of the child are entitled to 14 calendar days of
Paternity leave, which is paid at 70% of daily earnings, up to a maximum of CZK 22,260 (€933,76)
for seven days. These days can be taken for six weeks at a stretch after the birth of the child.
Both parents can take Parental leave (rodi¢ovskd dovolend). Regardless of whether Parental
leave is taken or whether the parents work full-time or part-time, the parent caring for the child
receives parental allowance: up to the child’s fourth birthday, a total of CZK 300,000
(€12,584.42), usually in monthly payments (new from 1/2024: CZK 350,000 and only up to the
child's 3rd birthday). Parents on leave can work without limitation. For children under 2 years of
age, publicly funded childcare may be used for a maximum of 92 hours per month.

In 2021, 43% of fathers took Paternity leave. It is still very rare (currently just under 2% — no
recent data) for men to claim the parental leave allowance. Statistical data on the length of
parental leave claimed do not exist, but it can be assumed that most return to work on the child's
third birthday so that they do not lose their job.

Current challenges for the ECEC system in the Czech Republic

Country expert assessment by Barbora Loudovd Stralczynskd

Translating the inclusion agenda into practice

In 2016, new regulations were issued for all schools and school institutions (i.e. also kindergar-
tens). Through current legislative conditions individual support and inclusion in schools could be
strengthened. However, a persistent problem is the lack of qualified pedagogical assistants who
are appropriately trained to support children with special educational needs. The differentiation
of training opportunities at secondary and higher education level according to the work position
and content and the creation of a new training system for pedagogical assistants is a challenge
for the further development of early childhood education and care in the Czech Republic.

The Ministry of Education recently prepared new legislation that will limit the number of assis-
tants to a certain extent. This proposal has been criticised, especially by institutions and schools
attended by many children with special educational needs, that employ many assistants in their
groups (classes).

Inclusion is always a controversial and prejudice-laden topic in the general public. However, the
experiences of the war in Ukraine and the influx of refugees have positively influenced the gen-
eral social discourse®.

> The brief summary in this section is based on the country note for the Czech Republic by lJirina
Kocourkova in the International Review of Leave Policies and Research 2023 (see References).

6 Czech society in 2022 was clearly united in its efforts to help refugees on many levels. The experience of
the Soviet occupation in 1968 is still a strong historical moment, updated in the context of the war in
Ukraine.
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As a result of the migration wave (2022), half a million Ukrainian refugees arrived in the Czech
Republic, a third of whom are children. The integration of Ukrainian children into the education
and care system is a major challenge for the education and social sector. The Czech Republic has
created special legislation to enable children from Ukraine to benefit from adaptation groups in
various forms and to be integrated into early childhood education. Statistical data show that in
June 2022, 33% of Ukrainian children were participating in pre-school education in kindergar-
tens, and by the end of 2022 this figure had risen to 65% (PAQ 2023). Thus, the ECEC system has
succeeded to a certain extent in caring for Ukrainian children, although the system is struggling
with a shortage of places in childcare facilities, especially in larger cities. Many kindergartens
and schools have enrolled Ukrainian children beyond their normal maximum capacity. Many
women from Ukraine have also been integrated into the education system, working as assistants
for Ukrainian children or taking on non-educational tasks in schools. The Ministry of Education
provides financial resources for this purpose.

Expansion of places in kindergartens (or other appropriate forms of provision) for 2 and 3 year-
olds

The ECEC system has experienced a number of positive developments in recent years. Although
many parents take advantage of the 2-year parental leave and the accompanying parental al-
lowances, there is still a lack of financially affordable childcare places for children under 3 years
of age. In recent years, there has also been an increasing lack of kindergarten places for 3 year-
olds as well, even though there is a legal entitlement to a kindergarten place for children from
the age of 2 and municipalities are obliged to provide such places. Therefore, the Czech Republic
is a kind of paradox in this respect. Although parents have a legal entitlement, the state is unable
to ensure its fulfilment, but at the same time it does not offer an adequate alternative with the
same level of quality and similar financial burden for families.

According to the demographic scenarios, the number of children will decrease in the next few
years, so the shortage of kindergarten places might not be as pronounced in the future. How-
ever, if one takes into account the development of migration and the wave of refugees within
Europe, the expected decline in the number of children in the future cannot be relied upon.

A systemic solution for ECEC of children up to 6 years of age within the framework of social,
family, economic and educational policy is still a challenge, although the care situation for chil-
dren under 3 years of age has improved greatly in recent years. However, it is not only a question
of quantitative, but also qualitative expansion and ensuring quality and continuity in the educa-
tional careers of children. In large cities, the focus is no longer on the number of places, but
rather on the cost for families and the quality of educational processes.

However, with regard to the recommendations of the Council of Europe to promote the quality
of childcare, the Czech ECEC system for children under 6 years-faces a number of challenges.
Current childcare in Children's Groups and childcare facilities for children under 3 years of age
is usually not available to children from socially disadvantaged families for financial reasons. In
most regions of the Czech Republic, there is no low-threshold support for these children that
would enable them to achieve equal opportunities in education. The financial demands of child-
care in institutions other than kindergartens are also difficult for single parents to cope with.
This hinders their return to the labour market and their ability to overcome social problems. The
guarantee of generally available and accessible care for children under the age of 3 therefore
still needs to be developed.
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Introduction of compulsory attendance for the final kindergarten year and supporting transi-
tion processes

Since 2017, all children are required to attend kindergarten for at least one year (compulsory
pre-primary education). Home-based education remains an option, but parents must apply for
approval and agree to send their child to regular tests at a prescribed kindergarten during the
compulsory year. It was assumed that this compulsory year would help to increase the attend-
ance of children from socially disadvantaged families. As statistics show, these expectations
have not been fulfilled. The overall share of kindergarten attendance in the population of 5 year-
olds has actually been declining since 2018. Even though pedagogical practice has become ac-
customed to compulsory pre-primary education, some doubts remain about its effectiveness.
The compulsory pre-school year was supposed to ease the transition from kindergarten to the
first grade of primary school. Transition in particular is a very topical issue in the current public
debate. The compulsory pre-school year has not proven to be a very effective measure. At pre-
sent, the need to relax the requirements for pupils in the first grade and to intensify cooperation
between kindergarten and primary school is in focus. The Czech Republic is at the top of the EU
countries in terms of the number of deferrals from school. The creation of systemic conditions
for a successful start to school is one of the central themes of current education policy.

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 the Czech Republic totalled 10,516,707. From 2000 to 2005, a slight
decline could be observed; between 2005 and 2020, the population figures increased (2000:
10,278,098; 2005: 10,198,855; 2010: 10,462,088; 2015: 10,538,275; 2020: 10,693,939). After
a drop in 2021, they are rising again (Eurostat 2023a).

Total fertility rate

In 2021, the average total fertility rate in the EU27 (from 2020) was 1.53. The highest total
fertility rate of the 33 SEEPRO-3 countries was in France (1.84), the lowest in Malta (1.13) (Eu-
rostat 2023d). At 1.83, the Czech Republic had the second highest rate in the EU27 (Eurostat
2023d)’.

7 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 4
Czech Republic: Number of children under 6, disaggregated by age, 2022
Age Number
under 1 year-olds 111,659
1-year-olds 108,020
2-year-olds 110,900
3-year-olds 113,326
4-year-olds 114,193
5-year-olds 113,464
Total 0 to under 6-year-olds 671,562

Source: Eurostat 2023a

In 2022, 3.1% of the total population were children under the age of 3, and 6.4% were children
under 6 years of age. These shares were well above the EU27 average.

Table 5
Czech Republic: Children under 6 years of age — share in total population from 2000 to 2022, in %*
Year Comparison Under 3 to under 0 to under
Czech Republic/EU 3 year-olds 6 year-olds 6 year-olds
Czech Republic 2.6 2.8 5.5
2000 & EU158 3.2 3.2 6.4
Czech Republic 2.8 2.6 5.4
2005
J EU25 3.1 3.1 6.2
Czech Republic 3.1 33 6.4
2015 J EU28 3.0 3.2 6.2
Czech Republic 3.1 3.2 6.4
2022 J EU27 2.7 2.9 5.7

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

Single households with children under age 6

In 2022, more than three quarters (79,6%) of all households with children under 6 were couple
households. Single-parent households accounted for only 4.8% of all households in the Czech
Republic, mostly single mothers (4.5%).

Table 7

Czech Republic: Households with children under age 6, 2022
Household type Total households Total households, in %*
All households 1,117,200
Couple households 889,400 79.6
Other household type 174,400 15.6
Single households, total 53,400 4.8

& 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 Total households Total households, in %*
Single households, women 49,800 4.5
Single households, men 3,600 0.3

Source: Eurostat 2023j

Employment rates of parents with children under 6 years of age

In the Czech Republic, the overall employment rate for men (aged 15-64) was 83.7% in 2022,
and for women 70.4% (Eurostat 2023i).

In2022, 42.5% of women and 95% of men with children under 6 were in employment. Compared
with the EU27(2020) countries, the proportion of working fathers were among the highest (av-
erage 87.2%), while those of mothers were the lowest (average: 63.6%) (Eurostat 2023d).

Table 7a

Czech Republic: Employment rates of parents with children below age 6 compared with seepro3-coun-
tries, 2010 and 2022

2010

Mothers, in % Fathers, in %

Czech Republic 36.3 93.1

Highest rate of employment in 27 EU countries®

Denmark: 82.7 Switzerland: 98.6

Lowest rate of employment in 27 EU countries

Hungary: 32.7 Latvia: 74.8

2022

Mothers, in % Fathers, in %

Czech Republic 42.5 95.0

Highest rate of employment in 27 EU- countries ©

Luxembourg: 81.9 Sweden: 95.1

Lowest rate of employment in 27 EU countries

Czech Republic: 42.5 Romania: 78.5

Source: Eurostat 2023f

For the SEEPRO-3 countries that were not part of the EU27(2020) in 2021/2022, data are dis-
played in Table 7b.

Table 7b
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
*Ukraine (2021) n.d. n.d. 60.7 69.9

° 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
19 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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***United Kingdom (2021/2023) 75 6 92.1
with dependent children 72'4 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 2023f, 2023i

**[BFS] Bundesamt fur Statistik. 2023. Erwerbsquoten in Vollzeitéquivalenten nach Geschlecht, Nationa-
litéit, 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. ht-
tps://www.ons.gov.uk/employmentandlabourmarket/peopleinwork/employmentandemployee-
types/articles/familiesandthelabourmarketengland/2021

Children at risk of poverty or social exclusion'!

In 2022, 13.2% of children under 6 in the Czech Republic were at risk of poverty or social exclu-
sion. This proportion was below 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 11.8% (EU: 21.6%). In
2020, 4% of children under 6 and 2% of the total population suffered from severe material dep-
rivation (EU average 6.1% and 4.3% respectively) (Eurostat 2023g, h).
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