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Conference 

Bulgaria Grows with Its Children: Building Professional Competences of the Early Years 

Workforce in Healthcare, Education, and Social Services in Bulgaria 

  

Sofia, 25-26 February 2021 

 

On 25-26 February, 2021 For Our Children Foundation hosts an online international forum dedicated 

to the early years professionals in education, healthcare and social protection in Bulgaria. The 

Conference is part of the project Bulgaria Grows with Its Children supported by Active Citizens Fund 

Bulgaria under the financial mechanism of the European Economic Area. The main goal of the project 

is to contribute to policy development and reforms in the sphere of early childhood development in 

Bulgaria. 

 

Conference Goals:  

 

 To raise public awareness about the importance of the professional development of the 

early years workforce as a key factor for the quality of education and services for young 

children;  

 To outline the directions for governmental policies that support the development of a 

competent and motivated early years workforce in education, healthcare and social protection 

in the light of modern scientific research and good practice; 

 To generate and promote stakeholders’ dialogue on practical steps for building workforce 

competences, including competences for cross-sectoral collaboration. 
 

The starting point for the Conference discussions is the data and conclusions from the study conducted 

by For Our Children Foundation focusing on the initial education, continuous professional 

development and working conditions of the early years workforce. (Bulgaria Grows with Its Children, 

report summary) 

 

Main topics: 

 

 The role of early years professionals for the realization of the rights of the child; 

 Scientific data about the factors related to the workforce which bear significance for the 

quality of education and care in early childhood and examples of effective policies; 

 New approaches in academic and work-based education for the professionalization of the early 

years workforce. 

Speakers:  

Speakers at the Conference include representatives of international organizations, the European 

Commission, renowned scholars whose work has shaped the European discourse on high quality early 

childhood education and care systems; Bulgarian scholars and university lecturers who teach the 

future professionals in the sphere of early childhood development.  

Prof. Johanna Einarsdottir teaches early childhood education at the School of Education, University 

of Island.  Her areas of expertise are educational transitions, children’s perspectives and action 

research. Dr. Arianna Lazzari is a researcher from the University of Bologna, Italy, who focuses on 
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professionalism and professional development of practitioners working in early childhood settings 

across Europe. Prof. Paul Leseman is professor of education at the University of Utrecht, the 

Netherlands. He acted as scientific coordinator of major EU projects that explored the factors defining 

the quality of programs and policies for early childhood education in Europe and the impact of 

inclusive education on inequalities in society. His research publications are in the areas of emergent 

literacy and numeracy, bilingual development, efficacy of preschool education programs, and 

adolescent literacy. Geraldine Libreau works at the European Commission, Directorate General of 

Education, Youth, Sport and Culture. She acted as coordinator of the working group on early 

childhood education and care that was set up as part of EU’s policy cooperation process in education 

and training supporting common policy objectives. Dr. Natalia Mihaylova is the leader of the 

research team at For Our Children Foundation, which conducted the research on the early years 

professionals. She is an experienced researcher in the areas of child wellbeing and early childhood 

development, social services, and vulnerable groups. Dr. Jane Muita is the UNICEF representative 

for Bulgaria. She is a pediatrician and public health specialist with over twenty years’ experience in 

international development programming, including strategic guidance and management of child 

development programs. Dr. Jan Peeters is senior researcher at the Research and Resource Centre for 

Innovation in the Early Years (VBJK) in Ghent, Belgium, and consultant to the early years workforce 

study conducted by For Our Children Foundation. He is the author of numerous books and articles on 

the professional development of the early childhood education and care workforce in Europe. Thomas 

Pritzkow is a policy officer at the European Commission, Directorate General for Structural Reform 

Support. Snezhana Radeva is a psychologist, responsible for the early childhood development 

programs at UNICEF Bulgaria. Dr. Ivanka Shalapatova is the Executive Director of For Our 

Children Foundation. She is a professional with over twenty years’ experience in the social sphere, in 

management positions. As Deputy Minister of Labor and Social Policy in 2014, she was in charge of 

social assistance policies and policies on children and adults with disabilities. Her academic research 

focused on the implementation of EU early childhood education and care policies in Bulgaria. 

Dr. Rositsa Simeonova is Associate Professor at Sofia University St. Kliment Ohridski. She teaches 

organization and management of social work and has authored studies on the quality of social work. 

Dr. Velina Todorova is Vice Chairperson of the United Nations Committee on the Rights of the 

Child. She is a law professor at the University of Plovdiv, Bulgaria and the Bulgarian Academy of 

Sciences, and expert with over twenty years’ experience in the field of children’s rights. Dr. Daniela 

Velichkova teaches public health and sports at the Southwest University of Blagoevgrad, Bulgaria. 

About the Study: 

 The study was carried out by For Our Children Foundation and consulted by Dr. Jan Peeters, 

senior researcher at the Research and Resource Centre for Innovation in the Early Years in 

Ghent, Belgium; 

 It involved 461 early years practitioners and managers in the sectors of education, healthcare 

and social services; 

 Data collected through qualitative and quantitative methods revealed the need for targeted 

measures for the formation of competencies for early childhood development, both in the 

initial academic education and in the continuing professional development of specialists;  

 Practitioners self-assessment points to insufficient knowledge and skills for work with 

children with disabilities and families in vulnerable situations; for engagement of and 

collaboration with parents; professional support for developing such skills at the workplace is 

also insufficient;  

 The lack of a comprehensive system for cross-sectoral work in early childhood, respectively 

the lack of a system for building professionals’ competences for cross-sectoral work, affects 

negatively the quality of the programs and measures supporting early childhood development. 

https://ec.europa.eu/education/policies/european-policy-cooperation/et2020-framework_en
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The conference is an important stage in the advocacy for continuous improvement of early childhood 

development policies in Bulgaria. Other milestones in this process are the large-scale study of early 

childhood development systems in Bulgaria (2016-2019) and the study The Invisible Children (2019, 

in Bulgarian) that For Our Children Foundation has carried out in collaboration with the Institute for 

Population and Human Studies (IPHS) at the Bulgarian Academy of Sciences and the Child and Space 

Association. Both studies revealed that the lack of systematic government policies and an integrated 

cross-sectoral policy for supporting early childhood development have negative impact on the quality 

of services for children in education, healthcare and social protection as well as on the conditions for 

competence development of the ECD workforce. The need to mobilize efforts of various stakeholders 

has prompted the establishment of the Alliance for Early Childhood Development, the largest 

association of nonprofit organizations and experts in the country, promoting early childhood 

development policies. For Our Children Foundation is one of the founders and current coordinator of 

the Alliance.  

 

This document was created with the financial support of the Active Citizens Fund Bulgaria under the 

financial Mechanism of the European Economic Area. The entire responsibility for the content of the 

document lies with For Our Children Foundation and under no circumstances can it be assumed that 

this document reflects the official opinion of the Financial Mechanism of the European Economic 

Area and the Operator of the Active Citizens Fund Bulgaria. 
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