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Abstract: The quality of the early childhood workforce is central to service provision in this area,
being a major factor in determining children’s development over the course of their lives. Specific
skills and competencies are expected from early childhood education and care (ECEC) workforce.
Well-trained staff from ECEC settings are an extremely important factor in providing high-quality
services which will positively influence the outcomes of children. The present paper analyses the
quality of early childhood education and care workforce from the parents’ perspective in the context
of Romania’s early childhood reform agenda. A critical review of the specific situation of the early
childhood system in relation to the workforce from this sector is made in the first part of the paper
in order to highlight the complexity of this issue. In the second part, the authors will present the
results of empirical research developed in 2017 using qualitative and quantitative methods in order
to assess the activity of early childhood education and care staff. The main challenges in this field as
they emerge from research will be analyzed, the findings having implications for policy-makers and
practitioners in the field of ECEC services.

Keywords: early childhood education; early childhood educators; child development; educational
skills; social policies; Romania

1. Introduction

Early childhood development is a very important stage in defining the path of a person’s
life [1–7]. In this period of individual life, change happens rapidly in many areas of development
(emotional, physical, cognitive, and social). The most popular category of programs for early
childhood development and education is represented by early childhood education and care services
(ECEC) which cover all forms of early childhood education and early childhood care services
under an integrated system (for the children from age zero or one to the compulsory schooling
age). According to the International Standard Classification of Education (ISCED) early childhood
educational development (ISCED level 1) has educational content designed for younger children (up to
two years of age), while pre-primary education (ISCED level 2) covers children from three years of
age to the start of primary education (ISCED level 1). Admission to compulsory primary education
depends mainly on the age of the child, and starts at the age of five or six in most of the EU Member
States [5].

From a socio-economic perspective, the development of the policies in the field of ECEC services
was correlated with high female employment rates, a key driver of governments’ interest in expanding
ECEC services. Many European governments put family and childcare policies into place to help
couples to have children and to ensure a good balance between work and family responsibilities [8–16].

For all Member States of the European Union the availability of qualitative and affordable early
childhood education and care services for young children is an important issue on internal agendas.

Educ. Sci. 2018, 8, 2; doi:10.3390/educsci8010002 www.mdpi.com/journal/education

http://www.mdpi.com/journal/education
http://www.mdpi.com
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-6629-4676
http://dx.doi.org/10.3390/educsci8010002
http://www.mdpi.com/journal/education


Educ. Sci. 2018, 8, 2 2 of 14

In order to achieve the Europe 2020 Strategy target regarding early childhood education and care
services (participation of at least 95% of children between the age of four and compulsory school age
by 2020) national systems of ECEC services must improve their quality and effectiveness. Previous
studies [5,10,11,13] have shown that five areas need to be addressed in order to improve the quality
of ECEC provision: the access to ECEC, the workforce, the curriculum, the evaluation/monitoring
process, and the governance/funding of ECEC services.

In a communication entitled “Early childhood education and care: providing all our children
with the best start for the world of tomorrow” (COM (2011) 66 final) [9] adopted by the European
Commission in February 2011, the importance of ECEC services in child development is underlined,
especially in the case of disadvantaged children, with the potential to help lift children out of poverty
and family dysfunction.

Despite numerous debates on the ECEC services subject in all Member States, harmonized
statistics on this issue are often missing due to the fact that many countries have different care facilities
with different quality measures and requirements. Furthermore, the cross-national research and
resource databases focused on ECEC workforce are limited [17].

2. Development of ECEC System in Romania: Key Issues

According to the national legal framework in the field of education (Law no. 1/2011) early
education (0–6 years) covers the ante pre-school education level (3months to 3years) and pre-school
education level (3–6 years) (see Table 1). Nurseries (crèches) offer both social and educational services,
while kindergartens are part of the pre-university education system.

Table 1. The structure of ECEC system in Romania.

Age Type of ECEC Services Organisation

3 months–3 years Nurseries (crèches)
“small group” (grupa mică) for children aged 0–1,
“middle group” (grupa mijlocie), for children aged 1–2,
and “big group” (grupa mare) for children aged 2–3

3 years–6 years Kindergartens
“small group” (grupa mică) for children aged 3–4,
“middle group” (grupa mijlocie), for children aged 4–5,
and “big group” (grupa mare) for children aged 5–6

The types of services offered by early childhood education units are: (1) early education services
based on a national curriculum centred on the physical, cognitive, emotional, and social development
of children, and on the early remediation of potential difficulties/deficiencies in development; (2) child
care, protection and nutrition; (3) child health surveillance services; and (4) complementary services
for child, family, respectively counselling, parenting, and information services.

The quality of early childhood workforce represents a core issue to service provision in this
area, being a core factor in determining children’s development. Specific skills and competencies
are expected from the ECEC workforce. Many studies in the field indicate that staff qualifications
are the key factor in providing high-quality ECEC services [3–5]. A large body of research has
shown that working conditions and professional development are essential components of ECEC
quality [4,10,12,18,19], these quality components being linked to children’s cognitive and non-cognitive
outcomes. In many cases, good working conditions can reduce the constant staff turnover in the ECEC
system, the retention of childcare staff being a core indicator for ECEC quality programs. Working
conditions may influence the satisfaction of childcare staff within their workplace, which is likely
to affect the ability and willingness of professionals to provide stable relationships and attentive
interactions with children [1]. Research evidence shows that the ongoing professionalization of staff
is a key element in guaranteeing children’s positive outcomes [20]. An important issue linked to the
quality of care that children receive is the staff–child ratio, in many cases used as a proxy to measure
the quality in ECEC services [10,11]. A large body of research has found that the child–staff ratio is
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linked to children’s cognitive performance and linguistic assessment [12,19,21,22]: the lower the ratio
is, the better it is for the children.

In 2015, according to Eurostat statistics, in some European Member States, including Romania,
child–teacher ratios were particularly high (France, 21.5; Cyprus, 17.8; Holland, 16.3; Romania, 16.3)
a reality that can negatively affect early childhood education (ISCED 0). Lower child–teacher ratios
reported in Sweden (6.1) and Germany (7.8) correlate with an effective early childhood education
system. The indicator refers to all ECEC services, the child-teacher ratio being different, in many
countries, considering the type of institution and in accordance to the differences between regular
institutions and institutions that offer extra ECEC programs to combat educational disadvantage.
However, national data on these issues are not available to ensure comparability across countries.
In ECEC services, the dominance of women is a clear issue. In 2013, available data from Eurostat
indicated that the proportion of men ranged from 1.2% of the total (in Austria) to 4.7% (in Spain).
The ECEC market does not seem to be attractive in many European countries being characterized
by low wages and, in some cases, by different educational requirements that negatively influence
the quality of childcare. Along with staff working conditions, professional development is also an
essential component of ECEC quality, both initial and continuing training enabling staff to fulfil their
professional role [5,17,23,24]. Continuing professional training of the ECEC workforce has a major
impact on children’s outcomes. It is important to develop common education and training programs
for all staff working in an ECEC context: for example, preschool teachers, assistants, educators, and
family day carers. From this perspective, the on-going professionalization of ECEC must be sustained
through coherent policies. Empirical studies [17,21,23] demonstrate that stimulating environments and
high-quality ECEC activities are fostered by better-qualified staff. In the majority of cases, qualifications
are one of the strongest predictors of staff quality. However, research in the field has also shown
the importance of the length of the work experience in the case of the ECEC workforce. A required
qualification level for ECEC staff varies between European Member States. A Bachelor’s degree
represents, usually, the minimum level for staff working with children three years of age and over.
There are also countries where a Master’s degree is the minimum qualification (France, Italy, Portugal,
and Iceland). As a general rule, the younger the children are, the lower the minimum qualification
requirements for staff are [5,11–13]. Not all European Member States have developed regulated
home-based ECEC services, Romania being one of these cases. In countries that provide regulated
home-based ECEC services, a minimum formal qualification or specific training is indicated and may
be a requirement for accreditation. In general, countries with regulated home-based ECEC provision
have mandatory training courses for staff working in home-based settings, but a formal qualification
is not required [17,25,26]. A diagnosis of the ECEC system realized in 2014 at the request of the
European Commission [13] showed that one of the significant challenges for almost all countries is to
bring the profession of childcare workers more in line with that of other teachers. The existence of
poorly-qualified staff in ECEC services is a general concern of the European Member States. Starting
from this reality, many Member States are in the process of restructuring their national qualification
systems for workers in the early childhood field in order to raise the qualification levels, and steps in
this respect are also being achieved in Romania. The Seepro project on systems of early education/care
and professionalization in Europe, funded by the German Federal Ministry for Family Affairs, Senior
Citizens, Women and Youth, shows that, in 2007, a certain progress was noticed in terms of the
evolution of the teaching career in Romania. Special measures have been taken to restructure the
methodology for continuous teacher training and to modify the teaching career evolution system [27].
However, the ECEC system also experiences difficulties in retaining qualified graduates. A large body
of research has demonstrated that this may be due to the traditionally low wages and status of people
who work in this sector [28–34].

In 2002, the European Council set targets for the provision of childcare services in European
Member States known as the Barcelona targets: (1) at least 90% of children between three years old
and the mandatory school age, and (2) at least 33% of children under three years of age, should have
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had access to formal childcare provision by the end of the year 2010. However, the Barcelona targets
set in 2002 made no reference to the ECEC workforce, even if the quality of ECEC services, which is
an important indicator for assessing ECEC services, depends in a great measure on the quality of the
ECEC workforce. The situation registered in 2010 demonstrated that the approach designed to reach
the Barcelona targets must be changed, all the factors having an influence in raising the enrolled ratio
of children up to six years being subject to reconsideration, including the workforce. According to
Eurostat, in 2010, for the category of children between three years of age and the compulsory school
age, only 11 Member States achieved the objective of 90% enrolment rate. The situation for children
under the age of three was even worse, with only 10 Member States reaching the Barcelona target.
In both cases, Romania was not among the countries that achieved the indicators. National statistical
data from all European Member States show that the use of childcare facilities increases with children’s
age. Despite the fall in population in 2017, a shortage of ECEC places for children under three years
old is likely to persist in Romania, but many European countries are experiencing this problem. Even if
for the age group zero to three years, Romania is still in a long process of reconstruction of policies
(although there is a growing demand for these types of services), this situation being reflected in the
evolution of specific rates of enrolment of children in nurseries that record percentage increases from
one year to the next [35]. An insufficient number of nurseries is slowing down the process of many
parents returning to the labour market.

The reform of early childhood education and care in Romania started in 2006. In 2008, an early
childhood education reform project was implemented and included integrated program targets for all
staff working in kindergartens. The integrated professional development program aims to promote a
new educational culture in ECEC, enabling all staff working with children to use coherent educational
practices based on the same understanding of the importance of the early years for supporting
children’s learning and development.

The education requirements for ECEC staff are regulated by legal provision. Qualification in the
preschool education range from graduates of pedagogical high schools (with specializations in early
childhood education) to staff with university degrees in pedagogical studies and specializations in
primary or preschool education.

The structure of the nurseries (crèches) staff consists of: managers, teaching staff (educator,
child carers), specialized staff (medical assistant) and non-teaching staff (administrator, carer, cook,
accountant). The non-teaching staff of the nurseries must complete a specific, continuous training
module on early education lasting for at least 30 h. The training module should cover at least the
following topics: (1) the principles of early education; (2) the global approach of the child and team
work; and (3) activities to develop parenting skills. Referring to kindergartens, the structure off staff
consists of: (1) teaching staff, and (2) non-teaching staff.

3. Quality of ECEC Services and Workforce in Romania: Empirical Evidence

3.1. Methods and Study Design

In order to identify the factors that influence the use of early education services
(kindergartens/nurseries) in Romania, the authors developed a methodology in two phases: (1) a
qualitative methodology (focus groups and semi-structured interviews) to identify perceptions related
to kindergarten and nursery staff, and (2) a quantitative methodology (survey-based questionnaire) to
assess at a national level the overall activities of ECEC staff based on opinions expressed by parents
of children enrolled in ECEC services. One specific module from the questionnaire was designed
specifically to assess the staff’s activities involved in ECEC settings (kindergartens and nurseries).

The following themes were subject of the assessment:

1. Staff Numbers in Childhood Education and Care Settings;
2. Quality of the Professional Qualification of Staff in Childcare Settings;
3. Quality of the Educational Process in Childcare Settings; and
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4. Quality of the Healthcare and Caring Activities.

The entire methodology is summarized in Table 2.

Table 2. The methodology framework.

Phases of
Research Methods/Tools No. of

Units Target Group Location

First phase
Semi-structured
interview 4 Managers from public/private

nurseries/kindergartens
Bucharest (two interviews)

Cluj Napoca (two interviews)

Focus groups 2
Parents of children enrolled in
ECEC services (private/public
nurseries/kindergartens)

Bucharest

Second phase

Survey (PAPI/CATI)
National representative
sample
Standard error:
+/−3.5%

825
Parents of children enrolled in
ECEC services (private/public
nurseries/kindergartens)

Urban/rural areas of Romania

The field activity was carried out during September and October 2017. All of the ethical
considerations (information, participant consent, safeguarding and disclosure issues) were ensured
during the study, in both phases of the research. Procedures for selecting focus groups and interviews
respondents were in accordance to the methodological approach for implementing qualitative research
methods. Qualitative data from the focus groups and semi-structured interviews were transcribed, and
thematic analysis was used to identify the core issues of ECEC staff activities which were introduced in
the questionnaire applied at the national level, in order to assess parents’ opinions regarding workforce
in the ECEC settings (kindergartens/nurseries). After data collection, quantitative descriptive analyses
were performed using IBM SPSS Statistics version 20.

3.2. Results

In the first phase of the research, during interviews with ECEC services managers and parents
of children enrolled in the ECEC system, several important insights emerged (see Table 3). Most
participants in the focus groups believe that kindergarten/nursery is the place where staff has a major
influence on children’s development. The kindergarten/nursery teacher must be a person very close
to the children, more likely ‘a second mother’ than an instructor.

Table 3. Insights from qualitative research.

Types of ECEC
Services Assessed Source: Focus Groups Source: Semi-Structured Interviews

Educational services

The workforce that provides educational
services in ECEC system has been assessed
mostly positive.

Professional exchanges among staff from
different ECEC institutions (national or
from abroad) are seen as very important for
continuous professional development.

Even if there are a number of deficiencies
related to inappropriate professional training,
staff providing educational services is
perceived as the best-prepared category of staff
involved in providing ECEC services.

For the new generations of staff there is a
lack of pedagogical practice during the
study years, which is very important in
shaping the relationships with children.

Medical assistance services

The major issue related to these types of
services refers to the staff shortages. The level
of qualification is also an important issue that
can cause problems in the process of providing
medical services.

The staff shortages cause problems in
provision of these services.

Care services
In many cases, staff responsible for care
services cannot cope with the large number of
children (groups are, in most cases, too large).

Staff responsible for care services don’t
have enough time to carry out daily tasks,
especially in the case of groups with very
young children.
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The ECEC system should supplement the education received by the children within the family.
Therefore, the quality of the workforce in this sector is essential. European trends are increasing the
professionalization of staff working in ECEC services [13].

Particularly in Romania, the overall staff profile remains very diverse and work in this sector is
poorly remunerated. As a general rule, educational work is allocated to qualified staff and care work
to less qualified staff, even if, for children up to three years old, both activities are equally important.

Interviews with kindergarten/nursery managers also raised a number of issues with direct
reference to the ECEC workforce: (1) the need to hire qualified staff for counselling services, and
(2) regular training activities for kindergarten and nursery teachers. The diversity of the children in
their charge and the range of issues tackled by ECEC staff require continuous reflection on pedagogical
practice, as well as a systemic approach to professionalization. In Romania, training for working
with children at risk must be done more frequently in order to increase the gross enrolment ratio in
pre-primary education. Early childhood education and care reform in Romania, which started in 2006,
is still in the process of development.

In the second phase, with the survey-based questionnaire, many issues that emerged from the
qualitative research were tested at national level in order to shape the general situation. The research
explored both the variables related to the number of the staff and those that measured the quality,
considering that, in childcare settings, not only the aspects related to the number of staff, training, and
skills of the workforce involved in teaching and caring activities, but also those related to the quality
of the educational process, are essential.

3.2.1. Perception of Staff Numbers in Childhood Education and Care Settings

Most often, with regard to the staff involved in ECEC services, data collected are reported in terms
of staff ratio, considering only the workers implicated in teaching and education activities. As different
types of professionals work in early childhood education and care services, we appreciated as being
equally important to collect perceptions about the number of educators, medical, and auxiliary staff.
The parents expressed positive opinions regarding the number of educators in childhood settings
(kindergartens and nurseries), with more than two-thirds of the respondents considering their number
as being sufficient for the teaching activities. Shortages of staff are perceived especially in the case of
non-teaching personnel, such as nurses and auxiliary staff (see Table 4).

Table 4. Perceptions regarding staff numbers (%).

Grades Educators Medical Staff Auxiliary Staff

Sufficient 73.7 50.8 58.4
Insufficient 22.7 36.5 34.9

I cannot appreciate 3.6 12.7 6.7

Previous research proved that in childhood education and care settings, a lower child ratio
ensure the necessary conditions to provide better child outcomes, higher quality interactions between
teachers and children, and better educational and care processes [36–40]. Our research proves that the
responses of the parents in respect to the adequacy of the staff number are consistent with results from
previous studies.

Although rural population comprises almost a half of the Romanian population (46.2%, National
Institute of Statistics, 2016) it has been often neglected in research. The present study allows to
generalize the results to all rural communities, as it is based on a representative sample. The residential
area of the parents, participants to the survey, pointed to discrepancies between different types
of workforces involved in early childhood education and care services. Even the early childhood
education is recognized as being essential for the remainder development of a child, the Romanian
legal framework does not set compulsory obligations for the parents to enrol their children in preschool
care and educational services. As a consequence, the development of such facilities in rural areas is
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characterized by low public investments, rural localities having, at the same time, a reduced capacity
to attract private initiatives in ECEC services, due to the limited possibilities of parents to buy such
services. In the case of parents from rural areas, the views concerning the number of educators in the
childhood setting is much more positive compared with the opinions of parents from urban areas:
almost 17 percentage points (pp) more parents from rural areas expressed a higher level of appreciation
regarding the number of educators in kindergartens and nurseries. Similar results characterized the
opinions related to the auxiliary staff (personnel involved in caring activities): 16.9 pp more parents
from rural areas had a positive valuation. In the case of medical personnel, the differences based
on area of residence were less significant, with only a 3 pp difference between parents from rural
areas and those from urban areas, with respect to the existence of an adequate number of nurses in
early childhood education settings (see Table 5). Arguments that may explain these findings are to
be found in the availability of and access to childcare and educational services in urban and rural
areas, the ECEC services in rural areas being characterized by scarcity in isolated rural settings and
long distances between home and educational facilities. The total number of kindergartens was
about 12.4 times more present in urban areas compared with the situation in rural areas, after a
decrease of about one third between 2011 and 2014, and approximately 7% of these facilities were
difficult to access, especially in rural areas [41]. Between 2014 and 2015, 81.8% of rural children aged
3–5/6 years were enrolled in pre-school education compared to 97.7% in urban areas [42]. Living
in smaller communities, rural parents tend to develop their own values, customs, traditions, and
opinions with regard to education [43] based on their socioeconomic status, educational level, access
to less educational resources, more difficult child care arrangements, fewer jobs, and lower financial
resources [37,44,45]. Being less educated and having lower expectations, the respondents from rural
localities tend to have better opinions and to express a much greater level of satisfaction regarding all
types of staff involved in child care and education services.

Table 5. Perceptions regarding staff numbers, based on the residence area (%).

Grades
Educators Medical Staff Auxiliary Staff

Urban Rural Urban Rural Urban Rural

Sufficient 66.2 83.1 49.5 52.5 50.8 68.0
Insufficient 29.8 13.7 41.8 29.8 43.1 24.6

I cannot appreciate 3.9 3.3 8.7 17.8 6.1 7.4

A further analysis of the parents‘ views regarding the adequacy of the workforce in childcare
settings revealed significant differences between administrative regions per type of personnel: Higher
levels of positive appreciations concerning the number of educators characterized parents from the
Centre region, the North-West, and the South-West regions, while the lowest levels of positive feedback
characterized the responses of parents from the North-East and West regions. The medical staff (nurses)
and the auxiliary staff recorded lower levels of positive opinions, compared with those mentioned
for education. Parents from the South-East and West regions, and those from the Centre and the West
regions, had the highest levels of satisfaction regarding the number of medical and auxiliary staff,
respectively (see Figure 1).

In the absence of any official data concerning the regional distribution of ECEC services, and
considering the fact that the responsibility with regard to organization, operation, maintenance and
financing of such services belong to local authorities, we may only assume that the perceptions of
parents are influenced by the low interest of public authorities in the early education and care of the
children. Thirty-five percent and 34.8% of the parents from urban areas in the North-East region and
the -South region, respectively, consider that the number of educators is insufficient. Almost a quarter
(24.3%) of the parents from the rural areas in the North-East region share the same opinion regarding
the educators and over half (50.8%) of the parents from urban areas in the South-East region appreciate
that the number of medical staff in childcare settings is insufficient. The results are also consistent with
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the distribution of parents‘ perceptions based on residence area, as—North-East and South regions are
among the regions with the highest percentage of people at risk-of-poverty 36.1%, respectively 24%
(according to Eurostat data for 2016).
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3.2.2. Parents’ Ratings Regarding the Quality of the Professional Qualification of Staff in
Childcare Settings

The results presented in this section fit well with previous research [33,46], which have already
underlined that the quality of the training of educators is an important determinant of the quality
of educational process in childcare settings. The perspective of parents offers significant input to
appraise the quality of staff qualifications. The overall assessment of the quality of training in the case
of the teaching staff was very good, compared with the ratings of the non-teaching staff (medical and
auxiliary staff). The answers revealed a low interaction between parents and non-teaching staff, as
more than 10% of the parents were not able to assess the quality of the professional skills due to a lack
of communication with the staff involved in the caring activities or medical assessment (see Table 6).

Table 6. Distribution of answers in the quality of training of the workforce (%).

Grades Educators Medical Staff Auxiliary Staff

Very good 58.1 29.3 37.5
Good 36.8 37.1 42.7
Weak 2.1 8.0 6.8

Very weak 0.7 1.6 1.6
I cannot appreciate 2.3 24 11.4

The residence area underlined larger discrepancies between parents from urban areas and those
from rural areas, in terms of poor interaction and communication with medical staff and other auxiliary
staff: 19.2 pp and 9.3 pp more parents from rural areas could not appreciate the quality of skills of
medical and auxiliary staff, respectively. Perceptions of parents in rural areas may be influenced by the
social, economic, and educational characteristics and additional research should examine the factors
that mostly influence the communication and interaction process with non-teaching staff.

Communication between medical staff and parents from rural areas in theSouth-West, the South
and the Centre administrative regions was very poor, as 56.8%, 50.1%, and 44.6% of parents,
respectively, were not able to assess the quality of training of this type of personnel. Over a third
of parents from rural settings in the South-West (40.5%) and the Centre (31%) regions declared that
they were not able to appraise the quality of the staff involved in caring activities due to a lack of
interaction, compared with only 10.3% and 3.3% in the case of the parents from urban areas from the
same regions, respectively.
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3.2.3. Parents’ Ratings Regarding the Quality of the Educational Process in Childcare Settings

One of the important questions for the research was the level of parental appreciation with aspects
related to the educational process. Five statements related to the following aspects of the quality of the
educational process were included in the questionnaire:

• Quality of the teaching;
• Well-being and support for the child; and
• Support for parents and educator–parent collaboration.

Most often, parents’ perceptions have been related to their social and economic background [47]
or to demographic characteristics (age, cultural norms, etc.) [48]. Consistent with previous studies,
the majority of parents rated positively, and over a half indicated ‘always’ to the assessment of the
statements related to the educational process; 74.8% of the parents considered that the educators
answer promptly whenever they need guidance, and 76.2% of them appreciated that the educator
is providing the feeling of trust and safety in relation with their child. Less appreciated compared
with the previous two statements was the ability of the educators to listen and to consider in the
teaching process the suggestions of the parents (64.7%). Results point that parents tend to associate the
quality of the educational process mostly with the child interactions with staff, the staff and parents
communication, and the safety feeling dimensions.

The positive evaluation stressed the importance of communication and peer relationship with
the educators, from the parents’ perspective. The area of residence suggested that the parents from
urban areas express lower levels of appreciation compared with those from rural areas, results in line
with the opinions about the number of teaching staff. In terms of support and guidance, parents from
urban areas considered there to be room for improvement (see Table 7).

Table 7. Positive perceptions (‘always’ category) regarding the quality of the educational process, based
on area of residence (%).

Statements Urban Rural Total

Listens and considers the suggestions related to the education of my child 54.2 77.9 64.7
Offers support and guidance in the education of the child 53.8 80.6 65.7
Offers information concerning the emotional, cognitive, and social development of my child 61.7 85.0 72.0
Answers promptly whenever I need guidance 65.8 86.1 74.8
Provides safety, trust, and develops a good emotional relationship with my child 67.1 87.7 76.2

While the child–adult ratio is one dimension for the overall quality of the ECEC services, other
studies have shown that this indicator is correlated with measures applied to assess quality, including
higher-quality interactions between the child and the caregiver [45]. The results described in this
section reveal that parents from Bucharest–Ilfov region recorded the lowest positive valuing for the
statements: ‘Offers support and guidance in education of the child’ (45.1%), and ‘Listen and consider
the suggestions concerning the education of my child’ (48.4%). These ratings are outside the pattern
found in case of other regions. Among the Romanian administrative regions, Bucharest-Ilfov is by far
the most reached and characterized by numerous and diverse ECEC services (both private and public).
Considering also the socioeconomic characteristics of the population’s region and the prevalence of
the persons with high educational level, it is expected that parents from this region to have the highest
expectations in terms of the necessary quality level of educational process. Results could also point to
a more active engagement of parents in their children’s education.

3.2.4. Parents’ Ratings Regarding the Quality of the Healthcare and Caring Activities

Previous sections explored the variables related to the quality of the child-staff relationship
considering different types of professionals in ECEC services and the influencethat staff could have on
the overall health status and emotional development of the child. Monitoring staff quality is usually
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conducted through inspections and self-evaluations, and sometimes through parental surveys or peer
reviews and staff testing [33]. Our research collected perceptions of parents about the non-teaching
staff. Usually, workers involved in caring activities may be involved in preparing and serving the
meal, assisting children in different educational activities, etc., relate and contribute to the progress
and development of the child, as well as to the creation of a sense of warmth and inclusion. The results
of the current research underline a less positive feedback of parents related to healthcare activities.
Almost half of the parents considered that the medical staff within the childhood education and
care settings offer the guidance and support in matters related to child health, or respect the policy
regarding the access of sick children within the premises (see Table 8). One explanation that may
help the understanding of the findings is that as families face many challenges, parents have higher
expectations from all professionals involved in ECEC services and require that non-teaching staff
to expand responsibilities and to include the support offered in child health matters, among their
day-to-day tasks.

Parents from the Centre and the South-West regions expressed the lowest positive feedback with
regard to the statement ‘Respects the organizational policy regarding the access of sick children within
the premises’: 40.2% and 41.8%, respectively, of the parents from these regions. The least supported in
matters related to child health are the parents from the Centre (33%), the Noth-East (42.3%), and the
South (42.7%) administrative regions.

In general, parents from urban areas assessed differently the medical activities, compared with
parents from rural areas. With regard to the ability of the medical staff to provide safety, confidence,
and to develop a good emotional relationship with the children, parents from rural and urban areas
share a similar assessment: 50.8% of the parents from urban areas and 51.6% of the parents from rural
areas consider that the medical staff offers security, confidence, and has a good relationship with
the child.

Table 8. Parents’ attitudes towards the quality of the healthcare activities.

Statements % ‘Always’

Respects the organizational policy regarding the medical check 56.1
Respects the organizational policy regarding the access of sick children within the premises 48.7
Possesses the knowledge to intervene whenever the child‘s health requires 59.3
Offers guidance and support in matters related to child health 48.1
Offers security, confidence, and develops a good emotional relationship with my child 51.2

Quality of care, such as quality of the carer–child relationship, is highly valued by parents, with
more than two-thirds of them providing a positive assessment (see Table 9), and parents from urban
areas (64.9%) to a greater extent, compared with parents from rural areas (75.4%), as following the
educators, the carer is the ECEC’s type of worker that relates mostly with the child during their
daily activities.

There were no significant differences between parents from rural and urban areas in terms of
appreciation with regard to the cleaning and safety of the childcare settings: 76.9% (rural) and 75.1%
(urban) considered that the kindergartens/nurseries are ‘always’ clean and safe. This is an expression
of the importance of non-teaching activities and the reflection into practice of the legal standards set
for ECEC services delivery.

Table 9. Parents’ attitudes towards the quality of the caring activities.

Statements % ‘Always’

Offers help to the child whenever it is needed 66.4
The premises are clean and safe for the children 76.1
Offers security, confidence, and develops a good emotional relationship with my child 69.6
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Although few parents negatively evaluated the quality of caring activities, there were lower levels
of satisfaction with regard to a specific aspect: the willingness of the caring staff to help children
whenever necessary (see Table 9).

4. Conclusions

This article brings into light the parents’ perceptions about the quality of workforce involved
in early childhood education and care services, in the Romanian context. The study has significant
contributions in terms of examining rural and urban difference and analysis of different types of
professionals involved in the provision of ECEC services in Romania. As the demand for early
childhood education services is growing, the article provides valuable information about the level of
parents’ satisfaction with the quality of the ECEC workforce, demonstrating that parents are aware of
particular aspects of educational and caring activities and concerned for their children’s wellbeing
and development.

Although the rural population comprises almost a half of the Romanian population, it has
been often neglected in research studies. The article allows to generalize the findings to all rural
communities, as the research was based on a representative sample. The number of the workforce is
assessed positively for all teaching and non-teaching types of personnel involved in ECEC services.
However, the area of residence indicates differences in responses between parents from rural and urban
localities. The development of such facilities in rural areas is characterized by low public financing
and a reduced capacity to attract private investments in ECEC services.

The results of the current research underline positive appraisals regarding the quality of educators,
but are less positive for the medical and caring staff. There were no significant differences between
parents from rural and urban areas in terms of appreciation with regard to the cleaning and safety
of the childcare settings and this is an expression of the importance given to non-teaching activities.
Differences related to the area of residence have also emerged regarding the quality of the educational
process in direct relation with the appreciation regarding the number of teaching staff.

In Romania, the overall staff profile remains very diverse and work in this sector is poorly
remunerated. The work in this field is influenced by the staff–child ratio, which is particularly high
in Romania. Government policies must take into account several changes that will directly influence
the structural quality of the ECEC system: (1) raise the educational requirements of ECEC staff, and
(2) change the regulation of child–staff ratios.

In recent years, policy has become increasingly concerned with the quality of childcare services.
This is also due to the fact that the tasks of the ECEC staff are influenced by new pedagogical
approaches, but also a series of societal challenges which influences work in this sector. The childcare
profession in Romania has taken a distinct path of development which is linked to the history of
ECEC in general. Romanian parents still have a maternal tradition in the care of young children, but
the assignment of childcare as part of social welfare has had an important role in establishing the
development path of the ECEC services.
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