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Abstract—Preschool education is implemented in the institutions for care, education, and upbringing of children – kindergartens. The compulsory primary school education in Republic of Macedonia consists of one preparatory year, four years elementary class teaching and four years junior high school courses. After completing primary education the pupils choose among various secondary schools in which they acquire general or special education according to the type of the chosen secondary school. With the process of decentralization, the preschool education and the primary education are under the authority of the municipalities which take responsibilities over their administration and partial financing. The municipalities allocate finance from the local budgets with which they replenish the finance provided by the Ministry of Education and Science.
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I. Introduction

The reforms of the educational system in the Republic of Macedonia have been imposed as a condition necessary for the country’s accession as an equal member of the European family, both on economic and political plan. Based on the standards and requirements of the European Union, the reform process in education has been clearly specified, which has marked its beginning in our country. In that direction, besides the most important national and international projects implemented in the educational process in Republic of Macedonia, the relevant state institutions have designed the ten-year National Program for Development of Education in the period from 2005 to 2015, in order to respond to the changes as a world trend in the education and to provide openness and nearing of the Educational System (ES) to the developed countries systems, primarily the Western European ones. The program includes the following strategic areas interventions: continuing the compulsory education, educational equity, increasing the possibility for participation in education (social inclusion, participation, and cohesion), increasing the educational, cultural, and economic competence of the state, intensification and promotion of international collaboration, intensification of the capacities of the Ministry of Education and Science (MES), and other education areas interventions.
Fifteen years earlier, the reformatory efforts did not penetrate to the essence of the educational issue; school programs were undergoing changes to a lesser or greater extent but they were not encompassing the basic functions of the school. In this sense, it is encouraging that the things have recently moved from the dead point. In that direction, improvement of the current state of affairs in the education has been initiated; the following interventions are speaking about it: enlarging the encompassment of the pupils in the primary and secondary education, prolonging the educational period for pupils, innovations in teaching and a more adequate response to the youth’s needs for education, intensification of teacher’s professional improvement, etc. Thus, the interventions in the system, contents, and methods, along with the institutional support and collaboration, are in the direction of improvement of the quality of education. In that sense, the objective of this paper is to present the state of affairs of the preschool and primary education in Republic of Macedonia in the period from 2007 to 2012 from the aspect of inclusion of children in these institutions, as well as from the aspect of the authority of these institutions and their financing. The tendency of extending the period necessary for primary education directly reflects upon the cultural development and the progress of the country. Another necessary condition for further successful continuation of the education is the degree to which the knowledge of preschool children’s is equal, which is achieved in the preparatory grade, whereas all of the measures undertaken, along with the legal regulations regarding the compulsory primary education, have made the decrease of the pupils from all cultural and ethnically societies in this country almost impossible. The data may serve as a point of departure for more encompassing analysis on other specific aspects connected with these characteristics of the Educational System (ES). 
II. Preschool and Primary Education 
A. Preschool Education
As a part of the ES, preschool education in the Republic of Macedonia includes children aged between 7 months and 6 years - that is, children of all ages before the time to start attending primary school. The preschool education and upbringing is implemented in kindergartens. The services of care, full care, day care, upbringing and education in the kindergartens is performed in several types of groups according to the age of the children. These are nursery groups (children from 6-7 months up to 3 years), kindergartens (small-children, junior-children, and senior-children, which embrace children from 3 to 6 years), mixed-age groups of children (children from 1 to 6 years) and groups in which non-institutional forms of activities are conducted. Through this type of institutions the children are given the opportunity to participate in the educational system at a younger age, by which conditions for development of the children’s potentials are provided through appropriate preschool programs
. Because of the great importance of the early age for the child’s development, the need for maximum encompassment of the children from 3 to 6 years is indicated, in order to provide better conditions for their inclusion in the next subsystem of education. 

In the National Education Development Program emphasis has been laid on the need for organizing different forms of preschool education for the children of the vulnerable groups such as children with mental or physical disabilities, children from underdeveloped environments (mostly rural areas), children from socially-endangered families, children from the Roma community, etc. On local level, in the endangered rural environments and the inaccessible places, aside from the all-day care of the children in the kindergartens, the realization of the idea for short forms of inclusion is still being worked on, which represents a contracted version of the program for the preschool kids [1] made on the basis of the needs and interests in the local environment, primarily intended for the children of the age between 3 and 6 years
.

In the school year 2010/2011, the number of children in preschool public institutions between the ages of 0 and 6 is 23.103 out of the total population of those ages which is 159.932. Compared with the number of children enrolled in the previous school year 2009/2010 which was 22.185, there is an increase of 3.97%, whereas compared with the number in 2007/2008, there is an increase of 11.31%. Regardless of this growth, and despite the indications of the relevant persons (pedagogues, psychologists, and didacticians) about the significance of an organized educational process in the first years of the child’s life, it is a fact that the enrolling of the children in the preschool institutions is still low in Republic of Macedonia.
With the decentralization regulations, preschool education is under the authority of the municipalities. The MES is responsible for the educational programs, thus it is no longer under the authority of the Ministry of Labor and Social Policy. The municipalities allow the opportunity for establishing private preschool institutions and decide on establishing kindergarten, and their refurbishing and maintenance. With the fiscal decentralization, the financing of the preschool education is partly done by the municipalities which allocate finances of the local budget for the intended use. The allocations are not intended for the salaries of the employees; these are financed by the MES. The Ministry allocates the funds intended for the employees’ salaries on the basis of the previously submitted financial reports. The Municipality is also responsible to enable private equity influx, design of a local curriculum, provide greater freedom in the employment of specialized, administrative, office maintenance staff, and managing staff, etc.
At this level of education, the establishing of private institutions is allowed and so is the possibility for their financing by private individuals (the individuals who act as founders of the institution).

B. Primary Education
The primary education in Republic of Macedonia is composed of wide network of institutions in which the entire educational activity is performed. There are primary schools for regular compulsory primary education, for primary education for pupils with disabilities, for primary music and ballet education, and for primary education for adults. In the exposition that follows we present the state in the regular primary education.

The Law to amend and complement the Primary Education Law, Official gazette of RM, No. 63/04, (Службен весник на РМ, бр. 63/04) requires that the first grade enrollment encompasses children who have attained the age of 6 years by the end of the calendar year. In accordance with the law amendments and with the Constitution of Republic of Macedonia, the compulsory primary education is prolonged for one more year, i.e. the starting limit has been lowered with the introduction of the nine-year primary education, which starts from the age of 6 and lasts till the age of 15. Previously, children started their compulsory primary education at the age of 7 and completed it eight years later.

The practical implementation of the program for nine-year education began in the school year of 2007/2008, which means that the first generation encompassed by this new program should complete the primary education in 2015.

The nine-year compulsory primary education includes one preparatory year, four years of elementary class teaching and four years of junior high school courses. Today, the preparatory grade is mandatory and encompasses both the children who were in kindergartens and in big groups in kindergartens before the school year of 2007/2008 and the children of the appropriate age who didn’t go to kindergarten.

In the first grade, in the school year of 2007/2008 there were children 5 year and 8 month olds to 6 year and 8 month olds at the most [2] and thus two first grades in that school year. In fact, the children who had attained 6 years of age enrolled in the new Grade I, and those children who had been included in the kindergarten groups in the previous school year of 2006/2007 began the new school year of 2007/2008 according to programs which were different from the new first grade due to the fact that they had some previous knowledge acquired with the preparatory kindergarten education. In the following school year of 2008/2009 these children continued according to the programs for the new third grade. In rural environments - that is, in families with parents of lower degree of education or in the socially-endangered families, skipping the prep grade was quite common. Thus children used to begin attending first grade without previous preparation for primary education, which led to unequal starting positions of the pupils. With the preparatory year the differences in the previous knowledge of the children are reduced and at the same time equal starting positions in the further schooling are provided.

The teaching and the other forms of the educational process in the primary education are performed in the schools. The pupils with special educational needs, who cannot follow the regular program, today, according to the type and degree of their needs, attend either special primary schools or classes organized and functioning within the regular primary schools, in which these pupils are integrated (on national level there are 4 specialized schools for children with disabilities and 6 rehabilitation institutes in Skopje, Strumica, Bitola and Veles [3]). The MES and all the relevant institutions are still working on the preparation of programs for inclusion of the children with special educational needs as well as on the strategies for their practical implementation.

In the school year of 2007/2008 the compulsory primary education in Republic of Macedonia was realized in 996 regular primary schools with 222.359
 pupils altogether - from the first to the eighth grade. The number of the classes in the period from 2007/2008 to 2011/2012 denotes an increase, (except, in the school year of 2011/2012, when the number of classes is in slight decrease which comes as a result of the reduction of the number of pupils in one class, in order to provide more qualitative educational process) (Table 1).

In the Republic of Macedonia the encompassment of pupils in the primary education denotes a tendency of a very small improvement in the period from 2007 to 2012. Namely, in the school-year of 2007/2008 in the primary education in Republic of Macedonia 219.133
 pupils altogether were encompassed, which is 90.74% of the total children population of the age between 6 and 14 years. This percent in the school year of 2011/2012 denotes slight improvement which is 91.11%. In large number of European countries the encompassment of children in the primary education is 99.9 – 100%, therefore, in accordance with the amendments to the Primary Education Law from 2007 and the enforcement measures for realization of the compulsory primary education, the encompassment in our country was expected to be 100% as well. The number of pupils in primary education in the period from 2007 to 2012 denotes a tendency of decrease. Thus, the number of 222.359 pupils from the first grade to the eighth grade in the school year of 2007/2008 decreased to 198.856 pupils in 2011/2012. It is because of the decreased birth rate [4], which results in a smaller number of children enrolling in the first grade.

TABLE I.

	School year
	Regular primary schools
	Pupils from the first to the eight grade
	Pupils enrolled in the first grade
	Classes
	Teaching staff

	07/08
	996
	222.359
	41.479

	10.647
	15.330

	08/09
	993
	216.180
	23.103
	10.692
	15.930

	09/10
	989
	210.381
	22.002
	10.716
	16.144

	10/11
	990
	204.439
	22.224
	10.720
	16.703

	11/12
	986
	198.856
	21.488
	10.713
	17.129


a. Regular primary schools, pupils, classes and teachers for the period from 2007 to 2012 (Primary, lower and upper secodary schools at the begining of the school year 2011/2012, Skopje: State statistical office of Republic of Macedonia: Population and social statistics: 2.4.12.04 (718), 2011/12: 8)
The teaching in the primary schools is performed in Macedonian language and Cyrillic script, i.e. in Albanian, Turkish, and Serbian language for the members of the minority communities respectively. The pupils from the communities learn the Macedonian as a compulsory language, that is, as an official language of the Republic of Macedonia. The pupils from the Vlach, Roma and Bosnian minority communities have classes in their mother tongue and culture respectively starting from the third grade. The foreign language classes – English, which are compulsory for all of the children, are introduced in the first grade. The pupils can choose a second foreign language in the sixth grade. 
With the transfer of the responsibilities from national to local level, the primary schools fall under the authority of the municipalities, which means that the municipalities become owners of the entire school property and the school network, and that they also have the right to open or close the primary schools. Furthermore, the municipalities have the right and obligation to prepare final financial reports, to appoint principals following the judgment of the school committees, to conduct internal monitoring and control of the work of the educational institution, to create conditions and possibilities for private equity influx in the education, to create local curriculum, etc. In addition, the state is still competent for the legislation, it conducts partial financing of the primary education through allocation of the means from the central budget to the municipalities, it conducts external control of the quality of the work of the primary education institutions, it makes the standards for effective educational institution, it accredits the programs for training of the teaching, managerial, and professional staff, it licenses the competences of the teachers and principals, it verifies the national curriculum, and conducts public financing.
In the primary schools, according to the teaching plan and the Primary Education Law, the school year begins on 1 September and ends on 10 June the following year. The period from 10 to 20 June is intended for remedial classes, and the period from 15 to 1 August for remedial exams, as well as for preparations for the upcoming teaching year. The school year classes are organized in 180 teaching days i.e. it lasts 38 weeks. For that purpose, the school program runs over three trimesters with two short vacations in between. The first trimester is from 1 September to 30 November, the second from 1 December to 15 March, and the third trimester from 16 March to 10 June.
III. Financing the Primary Education
Class teaching and the other forms of educational work in primary schools within the framework of the programs compulsory for students are free and financed from the budget of the Republic of Macedonia and from the budgets of the local municipalities
. In the school year 2011/2012 out of the 3.49% of GDP for education, 59.15% were allocated for primary education, out of which more than 80% were intended for the salary of the staff. Aside from the salaries for the employees, the allocations of the budget of Republic of Macedonia are also to cover the expenditures of the schools on school premises maintenance, supplies and teaching tools, equipment, etc.

With the fiscal decentralization in the Republic of Macedonia, the MES finances the municipalities which allocate the funds further, both objectively and on the basis of the true needs. Since June 2007 the financing of the primary education has been under the authority of the municipalities, where upon every municipal school submits financial reports on the basis of which the MES allocates its funds to the municipalities. Aside from the state budget allocations, the primary schools generate additional resources via self- financing services, participation in projects, and other, which complement the funds allocated by the MES.

With the amendments and complements to the Primary Education Law it is pointed out that the municipality can complement the allocated funds - that is, the earmarked funds for education, with funds from their own resources, except for the salaries of the employees [5]. Earmarked funds include the resources for maintaining the primary schools and for school transport. The funds are earmarked for special areas under the authority of the municipality, including the educational ones, and they are used for the salaries of the educational and professional staff. The grants are divided and allocated on the basis of a formula determined according to the number and the age of the pupils in primary schools, the plans and programs implemented in the school, the type and the location of the school building, etc. [6]   

Conclusions

In the field of education in our country, numerous reforms necessary to bring the educational system closer to European educational trends are being introduced. The extension of the duration of the primary education aims at improving the educational structure of the population, the adjustment of the differences in children’s knowledge via larger encompassment of children in the year before they start school, and preparation of the children for successful continuation of education. Furthermore, the amendments to the Law for Compulsory Primary Education prevent early abandonment of education, which used to be a frequent case in certain rural environments, and especially common with the members of the Roma community, though to a certain degree it has still been practice of the latter.

With the process of decentralization in our country, part of the responsibilities in the field of education has been transferred from national to a local level. This means that the competences of the municipality as well as the competences of the schools and their managing authorities have increased. Thus, the municipalities are owners of the school’s property, they define the annual financial plans of the schools and the annual final accounts, they influence the election of the school’s principals through their representatives in the school committees, participate in the financing of the education with resources from the local budget, create conditions and opportunities for private equity influx in education, enable the design of a local curriculum, etc.
The limited financial resources that municipalities will receive from the central government for the education may be a problem for the smaller and poorer municipalities who have to cover the expenses from the local budgets. How the municipalities will deal with these changes depends on how developed the local economy is, as well as on their plans for development. The weak economic development of certain municipalities may lead to their retrogression in the field of education, as well as to their falling behind in all other spheres.
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�In this direction is the national program for professional development for Early Child’s Development in order to provide universal access to quality service in the early child’s development. In addition, within the project the standards for early learning and development of the children from 0 to 6 years have been made, which on national level in pilot phase are implemented in the preschools programs. 


�Another conceptual idea that would be solution of the problems in the preschool education is the including of the parents in the program. They would participate in the process of planning and realization of some of the program content.


�Gross rate presents the relationship between all the pupils in the primary education and the population of the appropriate age (from 5 to 17 years).


�Net rate presents the relationship between the pupils in the primary education who are at the age regulated with the Primary Education Law and the population of the appropriate age (from 6 to 14 years).


�It is about pupils who enrolled in first grade at the age between 6 and 8 years, whereas the higher number of pupils in this school year is due to the two first grades and to the Amendments to the Primary Education Law of 2007.


�The resources for financing the activity of the primary education are provided from the Budget of the Republic of Macedonia, in a way and procedure established with the Law for the Budgets of the Republic of Macedonia, the Law for Running the Budget of the Republic of Macedonia and the Law for Financing the Local Self-Management Units.





