
1

“Biggest care for the Smallest”

PRE-SCHOOL
EDUCATION

A  S u p p o r t  M e c h a n i s m
fo r  C h i l d re n  a n d  Pa re n t s



Prepared by: Humanist Bureau

Supported by: Bernard van Leer Foundation

Design: Kurtuluş Karaşın

December, 2016

We would like to thank Batuhan Aydagül (ERG), Işıl Oral (ERG), Burcu Gündüz (AÇEV), Duygu Yaşar 
(AÇEV), Nalan Yalçın (AÇEV), Ege Ortaçgil (AÇEV), Bilge Selçuk (Koç University), Başak Ekin Akkan 
(Boğaziçi University), Fikret Toksöz (TESEV) and İpek İlkkaracan (Istanbul Technical University) for 
their contribution to this publication.  



“Biggest care for the Smallest”

PRE-SCHOOL
EDUCATION

A  S u p p o r t  M e c h a n i s m
fo r  C h i l d re n  a n d  Pa re n t s



4

The aim of this information note is to provide a planning proposal to contribute to the target 
of making early childhood education widespread, that has been featured in the government’s 
program, and to create an opportunity for cooperation among civil society organizations to 
support this aim. 

Early childhood education has been taken to be an important right of the child, ever since its 
effect on child development was realized. This has been reflected in government programs and 
action plans. For early childhood education that supports child development, programs which 
take into account the individual qualities of the child such as age, development status and per-
sonal characteristics and which have been scientifically proven to support the development of 
the child; as well as personnel and spaces which are suitable for administering the programs 
are required. This service needs to be made widespread for all children to benefit from it. 

Early childhood education has become rapidly more widespread over recent years in Turkey. 
However, 44 percent of children aged 5, 57 percent of children in the 4-5 age group and 67 
percent of children in the 3-5 age group still do not benefit from this service. To address this, 
the 10th Development Plan, the Ministry of National Education’s 2015-2019 Strategic Plan, the 
Program of the 65th Government and the Mid-Term Program for 2017-2019 have established 
targets for the expansion of pre-school education and necessary legal changes have been 
planned.

Making early childhood education services widespread ensures the attainment of following 
social goods:

- Children will benefit from equal opportunities and social inequality would be reduced. 

- Children’s physical wellbeing will be under greater safeguards.

- Children’s academic achievements, future employment opportunities and level of income 
will increase.

- Children will be protected from neglect and abuse.

- Women will have new employment opportunities and greater possibility of employment.

- Economic development will be supported.

SUMMARY
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For these goods to be attained, the services to be provided need to be high quality and acces-
sible. It is possible to standardize the quality of these early childhood education services by 
following the following criteria:

- Well-trained and specialized teachers.

- Small class sizes and a high ratio of teacher to children.

- Curricula and education materials suitable for different ages and different needs of chil-
dren.

- A safe physical environment.

- Regular and high-level participation of children.

- Cooperation with and supportive programs for families.

At present 2.55 million children in the 3-5 age group, 1.45 million children in the 4-5 age group 
and 0.56 million children at age 5 in Turkey do not have access to early childhood education. 
As expansion is planned, prioritizing the children of most disadvantaged families within the 
target group will ensure that services reach the group in greatest need in the short run. The 
prioritization to be carried out at the province and district levels may be formulated according 
to the criteria below:

- Present and future estimated child population.

- Poverty and child poverty ratios.

- Present number of available institutions, classrooms and teachers.

- Schooling ratio.

- Drop out rates/ academic success.

- High school admissions (Transfer from Primary to Secondary Education – TEOG) success 
rates.

- Health indicators for children.

- Women’s years of school attendance.

- Women’s level of employment.

- Presence of special needs populations such as the children of refugee families.

The approximate cost foreseen for reaching the 70 percent schooling ratio for children in the 
4-5 age group that has been set as the 2019 target by the 10th Development Plan and the Min-
istry of National Education’s Strategic Plan is TRY 4 billion for investment and TRY 450 million 
for training the teachers. After the initial investment, yearly costs are expected to amount to 
TRY 1.3 billion.
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1 Many children in Turkey still do not benefit from early childhood 
education.

Early childhood education in Turkey won rapid acceptance and began to become widespread 
from the early 1990s.1 Since 2008, this has been a field that has received even more attention.2

However, while present data indicate that the pre-schooling ratio has risen over the years, 
more than half of children still do not have access to these services. 

For the 2015-2016 school year, net schooling ratios were 33 percent for the 3-5 age group, 
43 percent for the 4-5 age group and 55 percent for the age 5 group.3 (For 2013, pre-
school enrolment rates were 94 percent in European Union countries and 83 percent in 
OECD countries4).  In Turkey the ratios differ significantly among regions and provinces. For 
example, the pre-schooling ratio for the 3-5 age group ranges from 25 percent (in Şırnak) 
to 50 percent (in Giresun).

A recent Turkey-wide study has shown that 40 percent of parents do not live near a kinder-
garten or a preschool which they can access easily. Among parents who live in proximity 
of a kindergarten or preschool, 66 percent cannot use the service due to costs etc.5 These 
results show that the reason for low level of access to early childhood education services is 
the lack of widespread services and the difficulty households face in meeting the cost of the 
service where it is available.

2 The expansion of early childhood education is on Turkey’s agenda.

The low schooling ratio in early childhood education is on Turkey’s agenda as a problem field. 
Many policy documents and plans that have been prepared have expressed the will to expand 
these services:

- The 10th Development Plan for 2014-2018 lists among its targets “the expansion of high 
quality, low cost and easily accessible preschool education opportunities.” The schooling ra-
tio for the 4-5 age group has been set as 70 percent by the end of 2018. The same target 
has been stated in the Ministry of National Education’s 2015-2019 Strategic Plan.

- The Program of the 65th Government states as an aim the realization of supportive mea-
sures for kindergartens for the expansion of high quality, low cost and easily accessible 
kindergarten opportunities.

- 2017-2019 Mid-term Program expresses that preschool education will gradually become 
mandatory.

- One of the measures indicated in the Council of Minister’s “Decree on Implementation, Co-
ordination and Monitoring of the 2017 Annual Program” is to make early childhood educa-
tion mandatory and increase the number of preschools. It is also stated that the following 
will be done regarding this measure: (1) Legislative arrangements to make pre-schooling 
obligatory, (2) Provision of direct child support to ensure that 36-60 month old children 
and 60-72 month old children who aren’t registered to primary school have access to pre-
school education, (3) Establishment of necessary physical infrastructure considering the 
inter-regional differences and fundraising to this aim through various campaigns, (4) Grad-
ual expansion of Community Based Early Childhood Education Centers. 
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3 Research and strategic planning would increase the effectiveness 
in provision of early childhood education services.

It is of primary importance that early childhood education programs are of high quality and 
accessible for them to have their potential benefits on child development.6 Services that do not 
meet standards due to cost cutting concerns constitute a waste of resources.7

Early childhood education is particularly significant in child development due to its ability to 
create equal opportunities for children. Therefore, the early childhood education should be de-
signed in a way to eliminate the negative impacts on development of the inequalities children 
have due to the conditions they were born into. 

The most important precondition of an effective early childhood education service is that 
quality standards be established and service provision is regularly monitored. Studies show 
that such quality stands should include the following8,9,10,11,12:

- Well-trained and specialized teachers: Research on early childhood education reveals a 
strong and direct correlation between the teacher qualifications and quality of education 
– especially children’s academic success and language development.13,14 Early childhood 
education teachers should not only have a relevant undergraduate degree, but also have 
access to further development opportunities, such as in-service trainings, in line with their 
needs and expectations.  

- Small class sizes and a high ratio of adult to children: In early childhood education, 
it is recommended that the children to teacher ratio should be 7:1 for 3 year olds, 1:8 for 
4-5 year olds; and the maximum class size should be 14 for 3 year olds and 16 for 4-5 year 
olds.15 Young children require individual attention for development. Small classes allow 
teachers to have the attitudes and behaviors suitable for children’s development and sup-
port a sensitive and close relationship between children and teachers. In larger classes, the 
teachers’ attitudes are more inclined to control and set boundaries for children.16

- Curricula and education materials suitable for different ages and different needs of 
children supporting their holistic development: High quality early childhood education 
programs focus on children and their individual differences, and include suitable methods 
for development and needs of each child. Having a curriculum and appropriate materials 
in line with children’s ages and needs and an education environment that supports not 
only children’s education but their health, nutrition, protection and all other developmen-
tal areas is one of the vital determinants of a successful education. The content of early 
childhood education should care for the children’s safety, physical and cognitive develop-
ment, language and communication skills, socio-emotional development and psychological 
development. This holistic approach should be considered while organizing the class envi-
ronment; which should support children’s physical and emotional development as well as 
improve children’s health and nutrition.

- A safe physical environment: Appropriate physical conditions (e.g. by means of size, hy-
giene, safety, order) in early childhood education environments is another factor deter-
mining the quality of education. The available research shows that a physical environment 
with such qualities not only ensures the safety and benefit of children, but also positively 
influences teachers’ attitudes and behaviors.17
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- Regular and high-level participation of children: Having an active role in their early 
childhood education period improves child’s ability to empathize, trust, form relationships 
and feel responsibility.18  For this reason, it’s vital that the teachers are willing and trained 
in ensuring child participation and the education environments, programs and materials 
are designed in a way to allow for children to express their views freely and participate to 
the decision making mechanisms in schools. 

- Cooperation with and supportive programs for families: Collaborating and cooper-
ating with the families is another success criteria for quality education.19 Parents getting 
involved with school activities and regular communication among families and teachers 
positively influences children’s social development and academic success.20 Pre-school ed-
ucation institutions should also take an active role in parent education and in turn increase 
the positive impact that families have on their children’s development. 

In this context, quality standards and monitoring-evaluation tools have been developed for 
all the pre-school education institutions in Turkey, within the framework of the “Project for 
Strengthening the Pre-School Education”. Updating these quality standards that include the 
above mentioned recommendations in line with children’s best interest, ensuring that these 
standards are known by all the parents and community and implemented nationwide would 
play an important role in improving the quality of early childhood education. 

Community based provision of early childhood services is foreseen in the 2017 program to 
expand pre-school education in Turkey. The “Guide for Community Based Early Childhood Ser-
vices” published in 213 by the Ministry of Education also adopts the principle of community 
based provision of early education services. This is especially important to ensure that early 
childhood education is accessible to younger children and extended to all children. While ex-
panding these services with the support and participation of different groups in the commu-
nity, it is also of great importance that the government effectively coordinates, supports and 
monitors these services. Furthermore, there are certain factors, such as the cost of education 
and not having a school nearby, that negatively impact the expansion of pre-school education 
in Turkey. In order to ensure that all children equally benefit from mandatory education, the 
pre-school education should be completely free of charge.

In the process of expanding early childhood services, the determination of present capacity 
and needs, and the formulation of an expansion plan based on the findings will constitute the 
first step. For reaching the children of most disadvantaged families, it is recommended to make 
a prioritization at the level of provinces and districts taking into account the following criteria:

- Present and future estimated child population.

- Poverty and child poverty ratios.

- Present number of available institutions, classrooms and teachers.

- Schooling ratio.

- Drop out rates/ academic success.

- High school admissions (Transfer from Primary to Secondary Education – TEOG) success 
rates.

- Health indicators for children.
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- Women’s years of school attendance.

- Women’s level of employment.

- Presence of special needs populations such as the children of refugee families.

4 Effective resource planning will serve as a guide for meeting the 
necessary cost of expansion of early childhood education services. 

Different countries have different ways to finance the early childhood education programs,21 
but most commonly; the largest financial support is provided by the central or local govern-
ment bodies. 

Among the main reasons why the governments take up the greater share of responsibility for 
the provision of early childhood education services are; the heavy financial burden of the 
services on households, the potentially low knowledge and awareness of households 
on the benefits of these services, the economic development benefits these services can 
provide and the goal of ensuring equality in access to services.22

Determining the needed resources, it would be helpful to figure out the difference between 
the current capacity and the funding needed for achieving the suggested standards. Demo-
graphic statistics for Turkey show that there are approximately 7.6 million children be-
tween ages 0-5.23 The net pre-schooling ratios by age group and estimated population sizes 
shows that 2.55 million children between the ages 3-5, 1.45 million children between 
the ages 4-5 and 0.56 million children of age 5 do not have access to preschool educa-
tion (Table 1).

Table 1 Estimated Numbers of Children Outside of Pre-schooling by Age Group

Age Group Approximate Population* Pre-schooling Rate** Number of Children Outside of Preschool 

3-5 3.82 million 33.26% 2.55 million

4-5 2.54 million 42.96% 1.45 million

5 1.27 million 55.48% 0.56 million

* Calculated based on TURKSTAT data

** National Education Statistics, Formal Education 2015-2016

Table 2 shows pre-schooling capacity statistics in Turkey for the 2015-2016 school year. 
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Table 2 Pre-school Education Statistics 

Number of pre-school institutions 27,793 Average number of pupils per institution 44*

Number of pupils 1,209,106 Average number of pupils per classroom 21*

Number of classrooms 58,265 Average number of pupils per teacher 17*

Number of teachers 72,228

Source: National Education Statistics, Formal Education 2015-2016

* Calculated based on Ministry of National Education data

The numbers of additional institutions, classrooms and teachers needed in order to realize 
targets for the expansion of pre-school education in line with TURKSTAT’s population pro-
jections by age (Table 3) and keeping average figures given in Table 2 fixed is calculated in 
Table 4. 

Table 3 Population Projections for 2023 for Ages 3-5

Age 3 Age 4 Age 5

Population 1,168,192 1,171,999 1,176,083

Table 4 Number of Additional Institutions, Classrooms and Teachers Needed

Age 
Group

For Reaching 100% 
Pre-Schooling Ratio 

For Reaching the OECD Average of 
82.5% 

For Reaching the 10th Development 
Plan’s and MoNE Strategic Plan’s 70% 

Target for 2019 

Number of additional institutions

3-5 53,944 44,503 37,761

4-5 30,787 25,399 21,551

5 12,036 9,929 8,425

Number of additional classrooms

3-5 113,087 93,297 79,161

4-5 64,541 53,246 45,179

5 25,231 20,816 17,662

Number of additional teachers

3-5 140,188 115,655 98,131

4-5 80,008 66,007 56,006

5 31,278 25,804 21,894

Source: TURKSTAT
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In the calculations for Table 4, an average numbers of 44 students per institution, 21 students 
per classroom and 17 students per teacher are assumed to remain constant. If these averages 
were to reach international standards (see p.7) the number of additional classrooms and tea-
chers needed would need to increase (Table 5).

Table 5 The Number of Additional Classrooms and Teachers Needed to Meet International Standards (Ages 3-5)

For Reaching 100% 
Pre-Schooling Ratio

For Reaching the OECD 
Average of 82.5% 

For Reaching the 10th Development 
Plan’s and MoNE Strategic Plan’s 

70% Target for 2019 

Number of additional 
classrooms

171,932 131,648 102,873

Number of additional 
teachers

402,130 321,561 264,011

Cost estimates for the expansion of preschool education may be carried out over data available 
for Turkey and estimates found in the relevant literature (Table 6).

Table 6 Estimated Costs of Preschool Education (TRY)*

Investment costs (for public schools) 24 90,000

Teacher training costs (for 4 years per teacher) 25 8,000

Annual cost per child (ages 3-5 in public schools) 26 1,400

* The costs in resource materials have been revised as per the exchange rate.

Given the numbers of additional institutions and teachers needed (Table 4) and estimated costs 
(Table 6), additional resources needed to expand preschool education for ages 3-5, 4-5, and 5 
while maintaining present standards are displayed in Table 7.
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Table 7 Estimated Costs of Expansion of Preschool Education

For Reaching 
100% Pre-

Schooling Ratio 
(TRY million)

For Reaching the OECD 
Average of 82.5% (TRY 

million)

For Reaching the 10th 
Development Plan’s and MoNE 
Strategic Plan’s 70% Target for 

2019 (TRY million)

Age Group 3-5

Investment costs 10,178 8,397 7,124

Teacher training costs* 1,122 925 785

Annual costs 3,285 2,711 2,300

Age Group 4-5

Investment costs 5,809 4,792 4,066

Teacher training costs* 640 528 448

Annual costs 1,875 1,547 1,313

Age Group 5

Investment costs 2,271 1,873 1,590

Teacher training costs* 250 206 175

Annual costs 733 605 513

* This may be lower with the employment of currently unemployed graduate teachers.

Accordingly, the cost of providing early childhood education to all children in appropriate age 
groups in a settlement unit of 500,000 (assuming that no institutions/classrooms are present) 
and the number of classrooms and teachers required is calculated in Table 8. This table can 
then be used to estimate the costs required for providing early childhood education services 
in a given area as per the targeted schooling rate and the difference between the available and 
required resources. 

Table 8 Estimated Costs of Expansion of Preschool Education in a Settlement of 500,000

Age 
Group

Resources Costs (TRY million)

Number of 
total classrooms 

needed

Number of
 total teachers 

needed
Investment 

costs
Teacher 

training costs
Annual 

cost per student

3-5 1,006 1,228 91 10 29

4-5 672 820 60 7 20

5 336 411 30 3 10
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5 Expansion of the early childhood education services is an invest-
ment for both the present and the future. 

Studies show that the first six years after birth are the most important years for chil-
dren’s development. During these years, children experience the most rapid phase of their 
social, emotional, cognitive and motor development and as can be seen in Figure 1, the brain 
will have become almost fully developed by the end of a child’s sixth year.27,28,29

Figure 1 Development of the Human Brain

Human Brain Development
Experience-Dependent Synapse Formation

Sensory Pathways
(Vision, Hearing)

Source: Nelson, C.A. in Neurons to Neighborhoods (2000). Shonkoff. J. & Philips, D. (Eds.) 

Conception (Years)Birth Age(Months)

Higher Cognitive 
Function

Language

For the child to make full use of its developmental potential, s/he needs to receive healthy 
nutrition, enjoy attention from the family and have access to possibilities for socialization and 
early learning.30 During this period, the child also needs to be in a safe physical environment, 
have means for play, exploration and discovery and be provided with means, materials, toys 
and books suitable for her or his development.31

Therefore, the expansion of early childhood education services will:

• Provide children with equal opportunities and decrease social inequality.

Early childhood education that is accessible, high quality and that stimulates development and 
critical thinking skills is one of the most effective means for providing equal opportunities to 
children and preventing inequality from passed on between generations. 

Families play the fundamental role in the development of children. Unequal opportunities be-
tween the children of families from different socio-economic levels will in time lead to widen-
ing gaps in performance.32 Early childhood education plays a very important role in breaking 
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this vicious cycle and preventing inequality from being passed on between generations, espe-
cially when the children of disadvantaged families are targeted.33, 34, 35, 36, 37 

• Support greater safeguards for the physical wellbeing of children.

Studies show that the most prevalent reasons for child illnesses and deaths are malnutrition 
and infections. Therefore, early childhood education services which support adequate nutri-
tion and hygiene are very important means of protecting parent and child health and prevent-
ing child deaths.38

• Increase academic access and future employment opportunities.

The sooner early childhood education begins, the grater will be the increase in school achieve-
ment of children.39 Early childhood education has a positive impact on the academic success 
of children independently of their socio-economic background, reduces drop-out rates and 
increases years of schooling.40,41,42,43 According to findings by the Program for Internation-
al Student Assessment (PISA), the academic success of pupils who have received a year of 
pre-schooling are meaningfully superior to their peers who have received no pre-schooling 
(Figure 2). 

Figure 2 PISA 2012 Math Scores by Pre-schooling Situation, Turkey

Received no pre-schooling 433

Received one year of pre-schooling 480

Received more than one year of pre-schooling 495

Source: Calculations by ERG based on OECD (2012) data

Increase in academic success has been shown to increase future job opportunities and 
income, especially for girls.44

The lack of out of house care opportunities for small children negatively affects the educa-
tion of other children in the household. Having to take care of their siblings is often a reason 
for older children, especially for girls, for dropping out of education.45 This sort of care in the 
household is also dangerous for the safety of both children and raises the danger of negli-
gence and abuse of children.46 In this context, early childhood education programs will 
make a major contribution to the continued attendance to school of older children, 
especially girls.47,48

• Protect children from neglect and abuse.

Early childhood education is a protective factor against children becoming victims of neglect 
and abuse. It ensures the support and empowerment of parents, interventions in potential fa-
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milial crises, referral of families towards services they may need, support for the child’s social 
and emotional development and early recognition of potential risks towards children; thereby 
protecting children from neglect and abuse.49 Studies show that early childhood education, 
especially when provided in disadvantaged regions, may lower the risk of children being malt-
reated by up to 50 percent.50

The child having both a family and access to a public service with which s/he is in contact with 
throughout her/his development are the most important factors ensuring that children are 
protected against risks. Children receive services from a general medical practitioner for the 
first 24 months and from school after 66 months. Early childhood education ensures that the 
gap between these two periods is filled in. This works towards forming a holistic protective 
environment.

• Increase employment opportunities for women.

The burden of child care is generally taken up by women and causes women to withdraw 
from the workforce. Studies in Turkey show that more than half of mothers singlehandedly 
carry out basic care duties for their children51, and that the proportion of fathers who regularly 
contribute to child care is below 10 percent.52 45 percent of mothers drop out of the workforce 
after having children and among them 71 percent cite child care responsibilities for leaving 
the workforce.53

The presence of early childhood education opportunities provides women with an important 
resource for participation in employment.54,55,56 The provision of care to children makes it ea-
sier for women to participate in employment outside the home and child care and education 
services provide jobs for women. 

Studies show that pre-schooling programs can increase the number of working women 
by 14 percent.57,58 Thus, early childhood education will also contribute to the target of incre-
asing women employment as stated in the Program of the 65th Government and 2014-2023 
National Employment Strategy. 

• Support economic development.

Early childhood education programs are some of the rare public policies which while suppor-
ting social justice on the one hand, stimulate economic and social productivity on the other.59 

Many studies show that early childhood education supports social development by stren-
gthening human resources available. Investment in the early education of children, espe-
cially those from disadvantaged families, is far more efficient economically compared to 
investment at later stages (Figure 3)60.  Children who have access to early childhood educa-
tion services are more successful academically, have lower special education needs, are 
at lower risk of substance abuse and criminality, have higher employment prospects 
and income, are at a lower risk of teenage motherhood and therefore raising another 
disadvantaged generation.61 Taking all of this into account, the cost-benefit ratio of early 
childhood education can rise up to 1:17.62,63,64 Studies in Turkey also show that every unit of 
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investment in early childhood education can have returns up to 6.37 units.65 Although social 
policies can offer remedial solutions at later stages of life, the cost-benefit gains of investment 
in early childhood is much higher.66,67,68,69

Figure 3 Rate of Return on Educational Investments

Rates of Return to Human Capital Investment 
Setting Investment to be Equal across all Ages
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Recommendations

We take the Mid-term Program’s (2017-2019) goal to make the pre-school education gradually 
mandatory as an important promise to our children and we hope that this target is reached by 
the year 2019. To this end, we think that the following steps should be taken at present:

1. Planning for how to reach the target and starting implementation:

a. Preparing a work plan that shows the methodology and resources to be allocated to 
reach the target of making the pre-school education mandatory by the year 2019.

b. Allocation of the needed budget and resources with a prioritization. 

c. Starting immediate implementation in line with the prioritization. 

2. Establishing the infrastructure for equal access to quality education:

a. Ensuring that the quality standards to ensure children’s access to pre-school education 
in equal quality are known by all the members of the community.

b. Developing a research and development model for all the areas that need to be regularly 
updated as per the scientific developments and needs, including quality standards, ed-
ucation programs and training of trainers.

3. Establishing a monitoring and evaluation system:

a. Developing a monitoring and evaluation system to monitor the compatibility and effec-
tiveness of the pre-school education institutions. 

b. Identifying procedures and criteria for monitoring. 
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