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Abstract. The article presents the lat-
est changes and modern mechanisms 
in providing accessibility of pre-school 
education that relate to the tasks in the 
formation of norms and values of early 
childhood development. It explores the 
issues related to developing private en-
trepreneurship in the field of child care 
and education, and the regulation of 
legislative changes aimed at increasing 
competition between private and munic-
ipal kindergartens. It assesses parents’ 

basic demands for modern accessibili-
ty mechanisms when electronic servic-
es for admission to the pre-school insti-
tution are introduced; it analyses various 
aspects of increasing pre-school edu-
cation accessibility with regard to the 
selection of a kindergarten, the regime 
of day-care programs, the number of 
children per group, and the work of the 
day-care assistants. Special attention 
is paid to comparing public (municipal) 
pre-school educational institutions and 
private kindergartens in order to eval-
uate the different opportunities which 
enable parents to have a free choice of 
pre-schools institutions. The article de-
scribes the vectors in the development 
of pre-school education accessibility, 
and in levelling the starting opportunities 
for successful educational strategies.
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Under the current education system, preschool educational institu-
tions are being granted more and more freedom in choosing the con-
tent, methods, and techniques of the education they provide. It boosts 
the diversity of kindergartens, enabling them to implement innovative 
educational technology and unique customized curricula.

Families today recognize the importance of preschool as the base 
level of education and share the responsibility for their children’s edu-
cation with preschool institutions. There is evidence that parents have 
been putting more trust in preschool institutions, their professional-
ism and quality lately. As one of the development strategies, preschool 
establishments seek to engage with parents and skillfully promote a 
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meaningful dialogue in the best interests of children, their develop-
ment, health improvement and maintenance.

Accessibility of early childhood education is determined by the 
availability of places in preschool institutions and the capability of 
households to pay for relevant services. Right now, children as a de-
mographic cohort are at the highest risk of poverty, which is twice as 
high as the average rate. For many parents, sending a child under 
three years of age to a preschool educational institution becomes a 
true challenge.

Accessibility is quite often understood as a quantitative character-
istic, or metric (for an extensive overview of such studies, see [Geurs, 
van Wee 2004; Páez, Scott, Morency 2012]). Application of a specific 
metric is contingent on the subject of research. Normally, accessibili-
ty is measured in three dimensions: social (socioeconomic character-
istics of a family), spatial (location of home, educational and transport 
infrastructure), and motivational (factors motivating families to move 
for the choice made or eliminating such necessity) [Niedzielski, Bo-
schmann 2014]. Quantitative education accessibility research meth-
ods are used in academic research to adequately operationalize the 
concept of accessibility and assess the pros and cons of the select-
ed indicators as well as methods of their calculation and application.

However, quantitative parameters are sometimes not enough to 
provide a comprehensive analysis. Regardless of how elaborated an 
accessibility improvement policy may be, its implementation in real life 
often has to deal with unexpected and hard-to-realize barriers, which 
are not always subject to quantitative evaluation [Curl, Nelson, Ana-
ble 2011]. For instance, it will be rather difficult to relieve social tension 
in a preschool institution if no allowance is made for how the latter is 
perceived by families, i. e. its direct consumers. Accessibility as a mul-
tifaceted characteristic of the education system can be unraveled by 
finding out how it is perceived by the parties involved and concerned.

The poor infrastructure of preschool education and the lack of ef-
ficient support for nonpublic institutions eager to improve it are the 
main barriers to solving the problem of the accessibility of early child-
hood education in Russia today.

This research paper studies the efficiency of the existing mecha-
nisms for providing accessibility of preschool education and the op-
portunities for promoting equalization of educational opportunities 
among children from different social backgrounds and population 
groups. Such opportunities are contingent on expanding the private 
sector of early childhood education. The results of the Monitoring of 
Education Markets and Organizations, conducted by National Re-
search University Higher School of Economics in cooperation with 
Levada Center by order of the Ministry of Education and Science of 
Russia, are used to measure the extent to which national preschool 
education support strategies are consistent with parental demands 
and social realities as well as to assess the reception of legislative 
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transformations in preschool education. The Monitoring studies be-
havior and performance of the key actors in education and the im-
pact of personnel policies on improving accessibility of quality pre-
school education.

The article is structured as follows. Section one introduces the 
characteristics of education accessibility and various participation 
rates which are crucial for early childhood education. Section two pro-
vides an insight into the existing financial and economic mechanisms 
for improving accessibility of preschool education, in particular the 
differences in preschool education funding across countries, includ-
ing the involvement of parents, the nonprofit sector, and businesses. 
Section three zeroes in on the main requirements that parents expect 
the education system to meet in terms of access to preschool edu-
cation as well as their attitudes to modern accessibility improvement 
methods in the context of dealing with the online preschool registra-
tion system. Special focus is placed on comparing public and private 
preschool educational institutions and seeking ways to equalize chil-
dren’s chances for quality education. Section four is devoted to the 
development of preschool education infrastructure. It presents the re-
sults of implementing a national public preschool management model 
that implies cooperation between kindergartens and parents and their 
constructive interaction in the best interests of children.

Early childhood education is designed to provide early socialization of 
children, develop age-specific 21st-century competencies and crea-
tive skills in them, and teach them to establish relationships with adults 
and peers. Attending early childhood education classes is not just a 
popular trend anymore but rather a social prerequisite for a successful 
start in life. Besides, preschool institutions enable economically active 
parents to get back to their careers without losing many of their skills. 
International studies show that development of the collective and in-
dividual nursing care system is a pivotal component of family policies 
[Vincent, Ball, Kemp 2004; Mollborn et al. 2014; Wong et al. 2014]. 
Such a system makes it as easy as possible for a woman to re-enter 
the workforce after giving birth to a child [Stooke 2012; Ertas, Shields 
2012], whereas long maternity leave, unavoidable in the absence of 
such a system, reduces the probability of giving birth to more children, 
thus having adverse effects on the demographic situation.

Preschool education issues have become particularly pressing 
in present-day Russia: on the one hand, parents have actually de-
veloped a higher demand for preschool education and a higher level 
of trust for preschool institutions; on the other hand, the shortage of 
places in kindergartens has exacerbated the problem to an extreme 
degree, provoking negative attitudes. As a result, the focus of public 
and expert attention has shifted towards making preschool education 
accessible. The problem is especially acute in large cities, where most 
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preschool institutions are overcrowded. Early childhood education is 
the most actively developing sector of education today. In this context, 
municipalities and education authorities need to improve accessibility 
by supporting both public and nonpublic establishments.

According to the Monitoring of Education Markets and Organiza-
tions, Russia has been developing new forms of preschool education 
but they are not always supported by parents [Abankina, Rodina, Fila-
tova 2017]. What matters for parents is the cumulative effect of educa-
tion, socialization, and skills for building peer relationships. Preschool 
education is clearly dominated by the public sector: principals of mu-
nicipal kindergartens report feeling no competition from the private 
sector. It means that competition as a mechanism for improving qual-
ity and attractiveness does not work with preschool education. In fact, 
it is families’ demands and requirements that can motivate preschool 
institutions to improve the quality of their services. A survey of pre-
school principals confirms that the influence of parents on the perfor-
mance of preschool institutions has increased and many kindergar-
tens have become more family-oriented and made their management 
systems more transparent.

Families recognize the importance of preschool education as the 
base level and seek to share the responsibility for raising and educating 
their children with preschool educational institutions. Over recent years, 
a number of countries with the highest school achievement indicators — 
including Finland, Sweden, England and Australia — have adopted new 
programs and standards for preschool education, strengthening their 
focus on early childhood development. These countries design their 
policies with due regard for the high return on investment in early hu-
man capital, substantiated by Nobel prize winner James Heckman 
[Heckman, Layne-Farrar, Todd 1996; Heckman et al. 1997].

Subjective perceptions of accessibility are represented in socie-
ty, i. e. by every individual or family as a holder of the right to educa-
tion. With regard to preschool education, such holders are preschool-
ers and their parents (or other legal guardians). Declared universal 
access implies that all children have equal access to preschool ed-
ucation. In addition, the law prescribes that the government should 
adopt education standards and requirements to allow for curriculum 
diversity and the opportunity to design curricula of various complexi-
ty and specialization depending on students’ educational needs and 
capabilities.

Therefore, accessibility of preschool education involves equal ac-
cess to education for everyone, on the one hand, and the right for 
choosing one’s own educational trajectory, on the other. Equal ac-
cess and choice variety are the key qualitative characteristics of con-
temporary preschool education. However, society is heterogeneous 
in many ways: levels of income, lifestyles, occupations, leisure pref-
erences, etc. As a result, perceptions of accessible and quality pre-
school education vary across different social groups.
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David Konstantinovskiy and his co-authors suggest measuring ac-
cessibility of preferred education by the presence or absence of any 
barriers to it, whether sociocultural, territorial, economic, institution-
al, informational, or motivational [Konstantinovskiy et al. 2006]. Meas-
ures to remove those barriers should be an overriding priority when 
implementing social policies. Meanwhile, variance of demand for ed-
ucation is contingent not so much on particular barriers as on the di-
versity of consumers’ preferences and beliefs about education.

Every preschool educational institution is characterized by a spe-
cific geographical range of accessibility, which depends on the adopt-
ed enrollment rules. There are basically two major enrollment models 
used globally: choice-based, similar to a free market, with parental 
choice as the driving force, and strictly neighborhood-based. For in-
stance, the United States and Great Britain have traditionally applied 
the neighborhood-based model. There is evidence that this enroll-
ment model sometimes leads to stratification of preschool education-
al institutions, which become dependent on the socioeconomic status 
of families in the neighborhood. Society quite often sees such strat-
ification as unwelcome. The cure can be found in the so-called liber-
al models, among which choice-based enrollment models are clas-
sified, although their effects are not always unambiguous [Gibbons, 
Silva 2006; Hoxby 2000].

Another way of boosting competition among educational institu-
tions is proposed by the economic theories of monetarism and neolib-
eralism, underlain by Milton Friedman’s ideas. It is assumed that the 
government reserves the only leverage to itself — that of controlling the 
amount of money in education — allocating it proportionally to the num-
ber of students enrolled. By doing so, it creates a quasi-market envi-
ronment for educational institutions, granting them a lot of autonomy 
in choosing the content of education and solving their academic issues 
[Friedman 2006]. As a result, the number of students becomes the key 
factor, prompting institutions to swell their groups, especially now that 
the maximum group size requirements, formerly stipulated in sanitary 
regulations, have been abolished. Some institutions may merge to 
jointly maintain their administrative structures and other departments, 
which is known as economies of scale. A few studies analyze the ef-
fects of enrollment rate on economic efficiency (for a comprehensive 
overview of such studies involving American schools, see [Leithwood, 
Jantzi 2009]). No distinct relationship, however, can always be found. 
For example, a study on financial indicators of New York educational 
institutions found that per student spending was the highest in schools 
with capacity from 600 to 2,000 [Stiefel at al. 2000]. However, few 
studies have focused on the effects of kindergarten mergers so far.

Variable demand for education results in variable offers, at least 
in those countries that implement reforms designed to promote com-
petition in education or did so in the past, such as the United States 
and Great Britain [Gibbons, Silva 2006]. Yet, school diversity does not 
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necessarily imply equal educational opportunities; in fact, it may even 
make social segregation worse.

The overall accessibility rate1 of preschool education for children 
aged between 3 and 7 is gradually growing in Russia: from 92.71% in 
2013 to 98.94% in 2016. Some regions, however, have not succeed-
ed in ensuring a level of accessibility that would not only consider all 
children who need preschool education but also ensure vacant plac-
es for everyone. Some of them even resorted to a rather questiona-
ble way of reaching the performance targets, making their preschool 
education groups as large as possible. For instance, there were 123 
children per 100 places in preschool educational institutions of urban 
localities in North Caucasian Federal District in 2016, which is higher 
than in any other federal subject (Fig. 1).

About 7.3 mln children attended preschool educational institutions 
in Russia in 2016. The average participation rate of children aged from 
2 months to 7 years2 in preschool education provided by educational 

	 1	 Preschool education accessibility rate is defined as a ratio of the population 
of children aged between 3 and 7 receiving preschool education in the cur-
rent year to the sum of the population of children aged between 3 and 7 re-
ceiving preschool education in the current year and the population of chil-
dren aged between 3 and 7 on the waiting list for preschool education in the 
current year.

	 2	 Participation of children in preschool education is defined as the ratio of the 

Fig . Number of students per 100 places in institutions providing 
services in preschool education and childcare, 2016
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institutions subordinate to federal subject’s executive authorities was 
57.4%. The rate grew by 1.4% to 56% in 2015, being much higher in 
urban localities (63.2%) than in rural ones (42.2%). These urban and 
rural participation rates increased in 2016 by 1.1% and 1.4%, respec-
tively. Short-stay early childhood education groups were attended by 
2.35% of all children attending municipal preschool institutions in 2016.

The low participation of children in preschool education is ex-
plained by the limited capacities of the regions and the lack of demand 
for relevant services caused by the peculiarities of ethnic cultures and 
local traditions. In particular, North-Caucasian families prefer educat-
ing their children at home.

Promotion of nonpublic institutions’ services in preschool educa-
tion also makes it more accessible. Private education has been grow-
ing rapidly due to significant changes in the legal framework in terms 
of granting governmental funds to relevant institutions so that they 
could cover their expenses on implementing preschool education 
programs as well as removing excessive administrative, financial, in-
formation and other barriers to establishing private preschool institu-
tions. The national sanitary regulations have been cleared of a number 
of restrictions and overly detailed wording that impeded the multi-pur-
pose use of various preschool institution rooms and premises and the 
development of private preschool education. On the whole, 102,622 
students (1.4% of the total population of students attending preschool 
educational institutions, including branches) were enrolled in private 
preschool institutions in Russia in 20163.

The most rapid growth of the nonpublic preschool education sec-
tor has been observed in Samara Oblast, where private institutions 
are attended by 12.7% of children in the respective age cohort. High 
growth rates have also been demonstrated by the Sakha Republic 
(7.4%), Yamal-Nenets Autonomous Okrug (4.8%), and Khabarovsk 
Krai (4.1%).

Russian law allows educational institutions to set up preschool 
family courses to satisfy the population’s need for early childhood 
family education. According to the Russian Federal State Statis-
tics Service (Rosstat), there were 2,345 preschool family education 
groups in Russia as of January 1, 2017, attended by 19,540 children 
including those aged under three. It also appears advisable to pro-
vide preschool courses under institutions of higher-level education, 
which has already been practiced by 26 colleges in 12 regions. How-
ever, this initiative has been facing funding problems so far, the prob-
lem still awaiting a legislative resolution.

population of children attending preschool educational institutions to the to-
tal population of children aged from 2 months to 7 years inclusive, adjust-
ed for the population of children of the respective age attending schools.

	 3	 Unified Information Support System for the Ministry of Education and Science 
of the Russian Federation: tab39p (UISS MESR) http://eis.mon.gov.ru
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Preschool education is becoming an essential component of national 
education systems in the OECD countries, so the latter develop and 
implement various institutional structures and funding mechanisms to 
make it more accessible. The key role in funding this level of educa-
tion is played by local authorities which cover the best part of the ex-
penses on teacher salaries and property maintenance. Private busi-
nesses are invited to provide peripheral and auxiliary services, i. e. 
supply preschool institutions with meals, medical, transport and ad-
ministrative services. In addition to governmental measures designed 
to attract money from different sources, education accessibility is en-
hanced by rational use of acceptable funding methods and wise re-
source allocation.

There are a variety of funding mechanisms for early childhood de-
velopment programs, and every country finds an approach of their 
own which is best matched with their national education system and 
the environment it operates in. These approaches differ in the size 
of contributions from service suppliers (property and staff suppliers) 
and consumers (parents) as well as in the role played in service sup-
ply and funding by partners from the public, private and community 
sectors. Thus, the following major early childhood education funding 
models can be identified:

•	Centralized government funding. This is the direct funding of chil-
dren’s education via rent of premises, personnel recruitment, etc. 
(e. g. in France);

•	Decentralized government funding. The government allocates 
block grants to municipalities (a sum of money granted without 
specifying the expenditure items) for specific needs or to be used 
at the beneficiary’s discretion, and municipalities implement chil-
dren’s education programs (e. g. in Sweden or Germany);

•	Government incentives (result-based funding). The government 
funds suppliers of early childhood education services through 
block grants or per capita financing. The size of grant depends 
on the level of performance, kindergartens with higher levels of 
national accreditation being financed more heavily (e. g. in some 
U.S. states);

•	Mixed model and market formation. The government dissociates 
itself from early childhood education as much as possible, allow-
ing parents and non-governmental organizations to finance most 
of the services. Yet, it renders supplementary services, such as in-
forming and consulting parents, and provides transportation be-
tween school and home for children (England is now actively cre-
ating market conditions in addition to other funding models);

•	Government subsidies for families and private funding. The gov-
ernment grants sizeable subsidies (education vouchers or mon-
etary payments) to allow low-income parents to pay for early 
childhood education services provided by private businesses or 

2. Ways of  
Ensuring  

Accessibility of 
Preschool 

 Education
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nonprofit organizations. If subsidies are large enough, they guar-
antee viability of private suppliers (e. g. in New Zealand).

Governments of a number of countries recognize the importance of 
investing in preschool education and childcare — such investments in-
crease the level of social justice in society. In most OECD countries, 
especially those in Europe, governments participate actively in pre-
school education funding, exerting a great influence on its develop-
ment [OECD2017]. Out of ten three-year-olds, seven are enrolled in 
preschool institutions in such countries (as compared to eight in Rus-
sia), and the rate among four-year-olds amounts to almost nine out of 
ten (which is nearly the same as in Russia). As for two-year-olds, 40% 
attend preschool institutions in the OECD countries (as compared to 
48% in Russia). About 75% of the OECD countries pursue integrated 
early childhood education and care programs, spending from 0.1% to 
2% of their GDP on this sector [OECD2016]. Institutional structure and 
the size of government spending are only two of the factors determin-
ing accessibility of preschool education, which is also contingent on the 
involvement of nonprofit organizations, private businesses and house-
holds in funding of this education level. Studies show that the nonpub-
lic sector can play a crucial role in providing accessibility of services 
in preschool education and early development of children between 18 
months and 3 years of age [West 2006; Hu, Roberts 2013; Song 2016; 
O’Connor et al. 2016]. Participation of the nonpublic sector may take 
diverse and flexible forms: family courses offered by self-employed en-
trepreneurs, nonprofit day care centers, leisure and sports centers, etc.

The ratio of sources of preschool education funding varies great-
ly from country to country (Fig. 2). The governments of Belgium, Lux-
embourg and France cover nearly all the costs of early childhood ed-
ucation, while parental contribution is higher in Great Britain, the US, 
Germany and Slovenia than in other countries. In Estonia and Israel, 
childcare services are fully compensated from private sources of fi-
nance. The Lithuanian, Spanish and Austrian governments cover from 
4% to 23% of the costs of early childhood care services. In Russia, par-
ents of preschool-aged children have their expenses on such services 
partially reimbursed both in the public (municipal) sector of preschool 
education and in private kindergartens4 [OECD2017].

Private funding in the OECD countries covers on average 31% of 
spending on early childhood education programs and 17% of spend-
ing on preschool education programs [OECD2016]. Meanwhile, gov-
ernment investments still account for about 90% of all funding used to 
maintain kindergartens, i. e. to pay teacher salaries, maintain the prop-
erty, buy and develop methodological and educational materials, pro-

	 4	 Unified Information Support System for the Ministry of Education and Sci-
ence of the Russian Federation: http://eis.mon.gov.ru/education/SitePag-
es/Дошкольное_формы.aspx
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vide general administration, and other types of activities. Money from 
private sources of finance covers the best part of expenditure (about 
54% on average) on peripheral services, i. e. meals, medical servic-
es, and transportation. In some countries, such as Estonia and Israel, 
all auxiliary services, which include administration, are fully covered 
by private investors.

In Australia, Colombia and Denmark, the governments actively 
support private structures and households in their preschool educa-
tion organization efforts. Twenty percent of preschool education pro-
grams are funded by the private sector in these countries, while the 
governments lend considerable financial support to private institu-
tions in the form of transfers that account for over 5% of all the gov-
ernment spending on preschool education.

Intergovernmental transfers serve to support early childhood ed-
ucation in most countries. Financial transfers granted by national and 
regional structures to local authorities in the OECD countries normal-
ly account for about 13% of total government spending on education. 
By delegating preschool education funding and decision making to lo-
cal authorities, the government brings them closer to families’ needs. 
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Local authorities make the greatest contribution to public funding of 
early childhood education in the OECD countries, covering on aver-
age 48% of the total government spending on this education sector, 
even before transfers from national and regional authorities are tak-
en into account. Government funding of preschool education is struc-
tured differently across the OECD member and partner countries, 
from education fully subsidized by federal governments (e. g. Costa 
Rica, Ireland and New Zealand) to education nearly fully funded by lo-
cal authorities (Estonia, Norway, Iceland, Slovakia and Great Britain). 
Regional authorities play a significant role in Argentina, Spain and Bel-
gium. As for Russia, funding of the major preschool education pro-
grams has been handed over to the regional level since 2014, so mu-
nicipal authorities now only provide financial support to kindergartens, 
i. e. pay their utility and property maintenance bills.

A comparison of the participation of children aged 2–4 in pre-
school education with the level of government spending on this sector 
confirms the correlation between these two indicators (Fig. 3). Coun-
tries like Denmark, Iceland, Norway and Sweden, where overall gov-
ernment spending on preschool education per child is the highest, 
show participation rates of over 90%, whereas low spending per stu-
dent in Ireland and Switzerland correlates with low participation rates.

A number of countries have managed to achieve high participa-
tion rates in preschool education — over 80%—despite relatively low 
levels of government spending. These include Israel and Spain, where 
almost 25% of total preschool funding is covered by the private sec-
tor. It should be noted, however, that the Israeli standard of compul-
sory preschool education for children aged 3 and older implies only 
short-term four-hour courses that do not include childcare services.

Heavier spending on preschool education has no unambiguous 
effect on the pupil-teacher ratio (Fig. 4). For instance, total spending 
per child from all sources is pretty much the same in Slovenia and the 
Netherlands, yet there are 16 children per preschool teacher in Slo-
venia and only 8 in the Netherlands. The Netherlands invest more in 
teacher salaries, while most funds in Slovenia go to property mainte-
nance, purchase of study materials, meal arrangements, and rent of 
premises. Therefore, wise allocation of funds among teacher salaries, 
property maintenance, material supplies, meal arrangements and oth-
er expenses is required to provide accessibility of preschool educa-
tion and achieve an optimal pupil-teacher ratio.

Russia retains a significant differentiation in the cost of childcare 
services between private and public (municipal) kindergartens. How-
ever, it is not explained by differences in the quality of services but by 
different environments in which private and public (municipal) pre-
school institutions operate, their unequal access to budgetary re-
sources, and high expenses, first of all rent. Consequently, parents 
sending their children to private and public kindergartens find them-
selves in unequal conditions.
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The cost of childcare services in the private sector of preschool 
education decreased by 10% in 2016 as compared to the previous 
year, while rising by 17% in public (municipal) preschool institutions, 
still being 4.6 times higher in the private sector than in public (munic-
ipal) preschool institutions (Fig. 5). The gap in parent fees between 
preschool institutions of different forms of ownership is thus reducing 
every year: it used to be 6 times in 2015 and 7 times in 20145.

	 5	 Here and elsewhere in this section, we cite findings of the sociological sur-

Fig. . Comparison of children’s 
participation in preschool education with 
total government spending per child, 
age 2–4, 2013

Fig. . Comparison of the number of 
pupils per preschool teacher with total 
government and private spending per 
child, 2013

Total spending per child in preschool education (USD based on purchasing 
power parity) in Russia was estimated using the fi ndings of studies by Mark 
Agranovich [Agranovich, Poletaev, Fateeva 2005; Agranovich et al. 2009].
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As prices surge, parent fees increase unevenly (or sometimes de-
crease), thus intensifying the differentiation and inequality in access 
to high-quality preschool education across regions. Parent fees may 
be not enough to cover food expenses, so many parents try to pay 
extra to provide their kids with better meals (3.7% of parents whose 
children attend public (municipal) preschool institutions and 3% of 
those whose children attend private kindergartens). Not everyone 
can afford additional meal expenses, first of all due to limited family 
budgets. Another reason is that preschool institutions often outsource 
meal arrangements, and parents often have no opportunity to contact 
third-party suppliers directly or sometimes do not even know who they 
are. That is why menus in kindergartens often contain substitute prod-
ucts, which leads to the degradation of the food quality and, subse-
quently, the children’s health.

Families whose children attend private preschool institutions re-
duced their expenses on extracurricular studies dramatically in 2016, 
spending less than in 2013. In the future, when deciding on the devel-
opment of the fee-based segment of extracurricular studies for pre-
schoolers, it is necessary to take into account how much parents are 
ready to spend on them. This sum is about 20,000–25,000 rubles 
yearly, or 2,500 rubles monthly. Less than one third of families are 
ready to incur such costs, regardless of whether their children attend 
a public (municipal) or private kindergarten. Thus, the potential for 
further development in this direction appears to have been exhausted.

Long preschool waiting lists represent an acute social problem in Rus-
sia today. Kindergartens currently seek out every opportunity to in-
crease their capacity, swelling their groups, revising the functional 
purpose of their premises to accommodate as many groups as pos-
sible, rebuilding and extending sports facilities and music rooms to 
free up more space.

As judged by the 2016 Monitoring of Education Markets and Or-
ganizations, more than half of the parents whose children attend kin-
dergartens were choosing from two or three options. Eleven per-
cent of parents made advance arrangements to enroll their children 
in a corporate or public (municipal) kindergarten in 2016, as com-
pared to 15% in 2015. Twelve percent of preschoolers’ parents had no 
choice, as there was only one kindergarten in their populated locality. 
A choice of two or three preschool educational institutions was most 
often available to families in Moscow (83%) and least often to families 
in rural towns and villages (30%), where about 54% of the respond-
ents reported having one kindergarten only.

vey of parents of preschool pupils conducted as part of the 2016 Monitoring 
of Education Markets and Organizations.

3. Parental  
Choices and 
Preferences
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OtherProximity to home is the most widespread factor in choosing a 
particular preschool institution. Most parents are concerned about 
teachers’ competencies, childcare conditions, the institution’s repu-
tation, and the level of readiness for school it provides. When choos-
ing a private kindergarten, parents have been paying more atten-
tion to affordability. Parents see the most important responsibilities of 
preschool institutions in providing childcare services, promoting chil-
dren’s intellectual development and socialization, and preparing them 
for school, whether their children attend a public (municipal) or a pri-
vate kindergarten (Fig. 6).

When parents assess the performance of a kindergarten, they first 
of all consider their children’s attitude: whether they want to go there, 
whether they are happy to tell their parents about playing in the kin-
dergarten and communicating with their peers, etc. Besides, parents 
find it important that their children learn to be independent and devel-
op self-care skills in kindergarten (Fig. 7).

Most children attending public (municipal) kindergartens reach 
them by foot (60%). Slightly less than one third of children are driv-
en to their kindergartens by their parents, relatives or acquaintances, 
and 9% use public transport. Sixty percent of children from private 
kindergartens get to their destination by car, public transport, or kin-
dergarten bus (Fig. 8).
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The transport accessibility of a kindergarten implies the organi-
zation of kids’ transportation using public or private transport. In this 
case, specific requirements should be elaborated for every kindergar-
ten to optimize the way they arrange their premises and organize the 
adjacent grounds. Hardly any parking lots, embussing or debussing 
points are provided around kindergartens and educational complex-
es with preschool departments. It is vital to change the standards for 
design, construction, reconstruction and overhaul of approach routes 
and adjacent areas as well as for traffic organization. Regulatory doc-
uments have been falling dramatically behind the modern structure of 
the network of educational institutions, the existing methods of deliv-
ering children to kindergartens, and the ways children move within ed-
ucational complexes between their core and supplementary courses.

Online waiting lists have recently been introduced as a way to re-
duce social tension caused by long waiting lists for preschool edu-
cational institutions, particularly in urban localities. This way, the au-
thority to control the fill rate of preschool institutions (assignment and 
enrollment of children to specific institutions) has been transferred 
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Number of children in the fi rst group

Fig. . Average group size in public (municipal) preschool institutions 
and private kindergartens, based on a survey of preschool teachers
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Fig. . Average duration of classes in public (municipal) preschool 
institutions and private kindergartens, 2010–2016, based on a survey 
of preschool teachers (hours/week)
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from the level of kindergarten administrators to that of the founders, 
i. e. municipal education authorities, in order to prevent abuse, make 
the process of enrollment more transparent, and ensure equity.

More than half (60%) of the families with preschool-aged children 
used online waiting lists to obtain places in public (municipal) pre-
school institutions. In 27% of the cases, families did not use online 
waiting lists because there was no need to do so. Only 7% of the fami-
lies did not use online waiting lists because they had no such opportu-
nity. Online services develop all the time, and the proportion of parents 
who experience difficulty using online waiting lists to enroll their chil-
dren in public (municipal) kindergartens is constantly reducing. How-
ever, such services are not yet used to their full potential due to the 
lack of parent awareness of preschool group formation procedures, in-
sufficient representation of the network of kindergartens in databases, 
ambiguity about the rules of movement on waiting lists, and hence the 
lack of understanding by parents of their own rights and the authori-
ties’ scope of responsibility for providing accessibility of preschool ed-
ucation. No online waiting lists are offered to enroll in nursery groups.

Groups in public (municipal) kindergartens are constantly growing 
in size: an average group comprised 25.2 children in 2016, as com-
pared to 24.6 in 2015. Teachers in private kindergartens also report 

By foot

Fig. . Walking and transport accessibility of public (municipal) 
preschool institutions and private kindergartens 
(% of all parents surveyed)
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an increase in the size of their groups by up to 17 children on aver-
age (Fig. 9).

Teachers in public (municipal) kindergartens encounter a larger 
administrative load and additional responsibilities from year to year. 
The average amount of time devoted to actually engaging with chil-
dren keeps decreasing in both the public (municipal) and private sec-
tors of preschool education, yet it remains greater in private kinder-
gartens (Fig. 10).

As can be seen, classes become ever shorter and groups taught 
by teachers in public (municipal) kindergartens keep expanding. As 
a result, preschool teachers become overloaded, which prevents any 
quality implementation of preschool education programs.

Preschool teacher performance is contingent, in particular, on fi-
nancial incentives [Klyachko, Avramova, Loginov 2015]. The results of 
teacher performance evaluation by parents are used in preschool in-
stitutions to calculate incentive payments (as reported by 24% of pub-
lic (municipal) preschool teachers), to decide on sending teachers to 
advanced training courses (confirmed by 23% of teachers), and to al-
locate non-recurring financial incentives in 16% of the cases.

Number of children in the fi rst group

Fig. . Average group size in public (municipal) preschool institutions 
and private kindergartens, based on a survey of preschool teachers
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Barriers in access to kindergarten services directly affect birth rate 
as a critical demographic indicator. A sample survey of reproduc-
tive intentions in 30 federal subjects of Russia conducted by Ross-
tat in 2012 revealed that inability to enroll a child in a kindergarten or 
daycare nursery ranked third among the top reasons against having 
another child, preceded by financial difficulties and housing issues. 
Moreover, among the governmental measures affecting the decision 
to have more children, compensation for expenses on childcare ser-
vices is regarded by parents as more significant than childbirth allow-
ance or paid parental leave and nearly as important as multiple-child 
allowance and subsidized home loans.

This problem is especially acute in large cities, where the network 
of preschool institutions has reduced dramatically since the 1990s. 
Various mechanisms are used to develop a new network: greenfield 
development, reconstruction, major overhauls, retrieval of previous-
ly transferred buildings, development of flexible home-based daycare 
centers, assistance to businesses, and development of corporate kin-
dergartens. The network of preschool educational institutions is rigid, 
consisting of over 80% public and municipal kindergartens. Other so-
ciocultural institutions engage little in providing preschool education 
services, yet this segment has excess capacity in a number of munic-
ipalities. The rapid growth of the network is thus fraught with some in-
evitable challenges.

At the same time as infrastructure is being developed, the prob-
lems of transition to a new quality level of preschool education are 
being solved. Since preschool education was recognized as a full-
fledged level of education, an urgent need has arisen, i. e., to reach 
public consensus on the goals of its development as well as on ac-
ceptable and relevant forms of its organization. Preschool education 
is designed to solve issues in both education and childcare. What par-
ents expect from the preschool education system is not only the edu-
cation of their children under a specific program but also a childcare 
schedule that they would find appropriate and comfortable for them-
selves. Ways of combining alternative approaches to childcare with 
various models of early childhood education into an integrated sys-
tem are being investigated and tested around the world [Freitas, Shel-
ton, Tudge 2008; Rode 2009].

Integrating preschool education and childcare services into “pack-
ages” in Russia imposes high requirements on the infrastructure, in-
cluding sanitary and epidemiological standards and regulations. Pre-
school education facilities must be adapted to accommodate children 
for 12 hours a day, which implies high infrastructure costs. Howev-
er, neither kindergarten staff nor parents are interested in more flex-
ible ways of rendering services. Construction of new kindergartens 
is the most desired way of preschool infrastructure development for 
the population. Meanwhile, requirements to preschool education fa-
cilities in Russia are comparable to and often higher than those in the 

4. Development of 
Preschool Educa-

tion Infrastructure
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OECD countries with much higher levels of per capita income. Not 
infrequently, regions compete in building modern kindergarten facili-
ties, including swimming pools, special-purpose rooms, etc. While this 
policy is quite in line with the population’s needs, it requires heavy re-
source investments and eventually deepens inequality instead of mak-
ing education more accessible.

An entirely different infrastructure is needed to provide preschool 
education only (excluding childcare services), as in short-stay groups. 
Their use varies greatly across regions of Russia, but they have not 
been widely recognized anywhere yet. This vector of preschool edu-
cation development seems rather promising but it suggests adjusting 
preschool education, culture and sports facilities to short-term class-
es in the morning hours. Flexible formats of preschool education on 
the basis of either municipal or private kindergartens can be imple-
mented using funding models based on inter-municipal agreements, 
which allow integrating and consolidating resources of the whole so-
ciocultural industry in order to promote preschool education.

Private preschool institutions as an alternative to public or munic-
ipal kindergartens do not account for more than 2% of the total num-
ber of preschool educational institutions in Russia. This is very dif-
ferent from the situation in other countries. In Australia, for example, 
private-owned companies provide 46% of preschool education and 
childcare services [Tayler 2016]. Estimates of the number of nonpub-
lic preschool institutions in Russia may be inaccurate: first of all, many 
of them get incorporated as nursing and care businesses, thus falling 
out of the educational statistics; besides, such services are often ren-
dered by self-employed entrepreneurs without founding a legal enti-
ty at all. An essential part of such entrepreneurs (equal to or even ex-
ceeding the official one) is working outside the legal framework, either 
incorporated to “provide social services to population without accom-
modation” or organize “leisure clubs” or not incorporated at all.

Barriers to establishing private preschool educational institutions 
significantly increase the startup capital requirements for anyone will-
ing to invest in this business. Before the changes in legislation provid-
ed equal access to public funding for private preschool institutions, 
some federal subjects of the Russian Federation had used the prac-
tice of placing municipal orders for preschool education services with 
non-municipal service providers (in Perm from 2007, in Lipetsk and 
Kaliningrad Oblasts) and subsidizing private kindergartens (in Perm, 
Lipetsk and Pskov Oblasts, the Sakha Republic (Yakutia), and Ke-
merovo). As soon as the law was amended, more regions began to 
grant subsidies to private kindergartens (Samara, Moscow Oblast) 
and sometimes reimburse parents for part of their expenses on child 
care services in private kindergartens (Tomsk Oblast).

Searching for an optimal model of public or home-based kinder-
garten is technically searching for an optimal model for the creation of 
preschool education infrastructure or conditions for its development. 
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This is not restricted to elaborating funding strategies or legislative im-
provements. For instance, the problems experienced by the private 
preschool education sector in Vologda Oblast indicate that most en-
trepreneurs lack the motivation to develop their businesses and pro-
mote their services [Leonidova, Svirelkina 2016].

Affordable daycare nannies could be one type of service rendered 
by private companies in preschool education. They would definitely 
be in high demand among families with toddlers. When children reach 
the age of 18 months, parents stop receiving a care allowance. This 
is when young families find themselves at risk of falling into poverty, 
as mothers cannot get back into the workforce: they have no one to 
leave their children with and no opportunity to send them to kinder-
garten [Abankina et al. 2016].

The public sector in preschool education thus faces the task of 
reconciling funding with accessibility of services and the quality of ed-
ucation and childcare, i. e. adopting performance-based funding in-
stead of meeting expenses. However, this is harder to achieve in pre-
school education than in any other industry. At the current stage of 
preschool education development, it appears important to find con-
cise indicators of quality associated not only with the education of chil-
dren but also with accessibility of services, improvement of children’s 
health, implementation of correctional programs, and consideration of 
individual preferences in meals, outdoor activities, and learning mate-
rials for different children.

Attending a kindergarten today becomes a social standard regard-
less of place of residence and family income. Over recent years, a 
number of countries with the highest school achievement indicators 
have adopted new programs and standards for preschool education, 
strengthening their focus on early childhood development. These 
countries design their policies with due regard for the high return on 
investment in early human capital. In Russia, making preschool edu-
cation accessible to all categories of the population is impossible to-
day due to the insufficient development of preschool infrastructure 
and the lack of actual support for nonpublic preschool institutions. 
Steps in this direction can be an effective tool for reducing social ten-
sion and strengthening Russia’s status as a country with high-qual-
ity preschool education, which is one of the crucial factors of social 
wellbeing.

Early childhood development determines school achievement to 
a large extent, which, in its turn, is critical for later success in life. Be-
ing concerned about the social stability and quality of the workforce, 
many developed countries invest actively in preschool education, pay-
ing special attention to children from low social backgrounds. In order 
to keep the early development of Russian children apace with the indi-
cators of the advanced economies, it is necessary to expand the sys-

5. Conclusion
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tem of public preschool education, ensure psychological and peda-
gogic support of infants, and provide assistance to family education 
by raising parent awareness.

The lack of state-guaranteed right for preschool education that 
would equalize children’s opportunities (irrespective of attending a 
kindergarten) results in considerable heterogeneity in first-grade pu-
pils in terms of their psychological, social and cultural readiness for 
school. This heterogeneity is intensified with the spread of fee-based 
school preparation courses for children aged 5–6, which are only 
available to relatively affluent families and vary greatly in their quality.

The costs of childcare services remain very different between pub-
lic (municipal) preschool institutions and private kindergartens, put-
ting parents in unequal situations. Such a huge gap, however, is not 
explained by differences in the quality of childcare services but by dif-
ferent conditions in which private and public (municipal) preschool in-
stitutions operate, their unequal access to budgetary resources, and 
high expenses, primarily rent.

The high cost of private preschool education services is not induc-
ing real competition yet, and neither does it drive public (municipal) 
kindergartens to improve the quality of their services — market mech-
anisms are barely involved here. Equalization of parents’ expenses 
on private and municipal (public) kindergartens will promote com-
petition as an important mechanism for enhancing preschool educa-
tion quality.

While developing the financial strategy of supporting early child-
hood development and preschool education, it should be kept in mind 
that offloading the best part of expenses onto parents is impossible, 
as household income in young families varies greatly across regions. 
An increase in parent fees, outrunning the rate of inflation, has been 
observed in nearly one third of preschool educational institutions in 
rural towns and villages, where purchasing power is the lowest. This 
means that financial load associated with maintenance and education 
of children in preschool institutions is transferred from local authority 
budgets to household ones, which is partly caused by the imbalance 
of municipal budgets that are supposed to fund preschool education.

Preschool education is the most expensive education industry 
in Russia, the costs exceeding even those in professional educa-
tion. This is because preschool institutions have assumed too much 
responsibility — not only for education programs but also for nurs-
ing, care, and health improvement services. Preschool funding de-
cision-makers should understand that investment in early childhood 
development yields the highest return on investment in human capi-
tal. By providing children with places in kindergartens, not only do we 
simply help working parents but we also encourage the development 
of the country’s youngest generation.
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