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Early Childhood Education and Care 
in Israel Compared to the OECD
Enrollment Rates, Employment Rates of Mothers, 
Quality Indices, and Future Achievement
Dana Vaknin  

Introduction
Early childhood is a particularly critical age for cognitive, social, and emotional 
development and has a significant effect on later stages in life (Shavit, Friedman, 
Gal & Vaknin, 2018). Studies have shown that investment in early childhood 
education yields high returns in terms of educational, economic, social, and 
health outcomes later in life (Heckman, 2006; Cunha & Heckman, 2007). The 
age that children enter the preschool system and the amount of time they are 
there, as well as their access to high-quality preschool education, though, are 
determined to a great extent by the family’s socioeconomic status (Early & 
Burchinal, 2001; Blossfeld, Kulic, Skopek & Triventi, 2017, Cebolla-Boado, Radl 
& Salazar, 2017). 

This paper examines the characteristics of preschool education in Israel 
relative to other countries and their influence on achievements at a later 
age. The data presented indicate that from several perspectives, including 
demographic and political, Israel is unique in the area of early childhood 
education: 

• The share of young children within the total population in Israel is double 
the average of the OECD countries. 

• The employment rate of mothers of young children in Israel is higher than 
the average in the OECD countries. 

1 Dana Vaknin, Researcher, the Initiative on Early Childhood Education and Inequality, 
Taub Center for Social Policy Studies in Israel. I wish to thank Yossi Shavit, Carmel Blank, 
Liora Bowers, Avi Weiss, Alex Weinreb, and Gil Epstein for their helpful comments.



• Thus, the enrollment rate of children in the preschool system is also high in 
Israel relative to the average in the OECD countries, both among the 0 to 2 
age group and the 3 to 5 age group. 

• The data indicate that not only is the enrollment rate of young children in 
Israel among the highest among the developed countries but that they also 
spend more hours per week in preschool on average than young children 
in those countries. 

These characteristics place Israel in a unique position with respect to both the 
relative size of the population of young children and the intensity of the public 
attention that they receive. Therefore, the characteristics of the preschool 
system and its quality are highly important. Despite the high enrollment rates 
in Israel, only 25 percent of all children up to the age of 3 are in settings that 
are under state supervision. In the absence of government supervision, there 
are no consistent and reliable data on most of the educational frameworks 
for children under the age of 3 — neither with respect to the social and 
educational characteristics of the staff nor the socioeconomic background of 
the young children. 

The data gathering on young children is a particularly important step in 
arriving at social, economic, and health insights on children at this critical 
age and in promoting empirically-based policy. The data presented in this 
review are to a large extent based on the OECD database of families (OECD, 
2018). It includes data on Israel, most of which originates from the Central 
Bureau of Statistics. Furthermore, this paper presents findings from the TALIS 
survey (Teaching and Learning International Survey), which was conducted in 
preschools in 2018 and was the first international survey that focused on the 
preschool staff in Israel, as well as findings from the PISA test (Programme for 
International Student Assessment) which was conducted in Israel in 2015. 

Children in Israel: The picture today
Israel has a large population of children. It is important to remember this in 
any discussion of preschool education. As shown in Figure 1, the fertility rate 
in Israel is the highest among the 36 OECD countries. In 2017, the average 
was 3.1 children per woman in Israel (OECD, 2020). The total fertility rate in 
Israel is also high relative to the BRICS countries (developed countries with 
the largest economic potential: Brazil, Russia, India, China, and South Africa) 
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and other developing economies (Weinreb, Chernichovsky & Brill, 2018). In 
most of the OECD countries, the fertility rate is, in contrast, much lower than 
the population replacement rate, i.e., the average number of children per 
woman that is required to maintain the size of the population in the developed 
countries (1.6 children per woman). 

Figure 1. Total fertility rate, 2017
Average number of children per woman
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Due to the particularly high fertility rate in Israel, the share of young children 
in the population is also high. As can be seen in Figure 2, in 2015, children 
aged 0 to 4 accounted for 10.3 percent of the total population in Israel, as 
compared to the OECD average of 5.8 percent (UN, 2019). In view of the large 
number of young children in Israel, the demand for preschool and childcare 
has grown in recent years, due to both the need to support working mothers 
and the passing of the Free Compulsory Education Law for age 3 and older 
(Rabinowitz, 2015; OECD, 2017). Many countries, including Israel, have 
expanded preschool education services at an unprecedented rate and children 
are currently entering the education system at a younger age than ever before 
(OECD, 2017; Kulic, Skopek, Triventi & Blossfeld, 2019). Nonetheless, among 
the OECD countries, there is significant variation in the enrollment rate of 
young children in the formal education and childcare system. 

Preschool enrollment rates in Israel are higher than the 
OECD average
The preschool enrollment rate for children ages birth to 2 in Israel is 56 percent 
as compared to 35 percent on average in the OECD countries (Figure 3). The 
enrollment rate in the OECD countries varies from less than 10 percent in 
Turkey, Slovakia, Mexico, Czechia, and Poland to more than 45 percent in the 
Scandinavian countries (apart from Finland), the Benelux countries (Belgium, 
Netherlands, and Luxembourg), France, South Korea, and Israel (OECD, 2017). 
It can be assumed that this is related to, among other things, the length of 
paid maternity leave and the employment rate of mothers of young children. 
However, it is not possible to know the direction of the relationship between 
the enrollment rate of children in preschool and the employment of mothers, 
as will be discussed below.
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Figure 2. Share of children under 4 in the overall population in the OECD 
countries, 2015
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Figure 3. Preschool enrollment rates for children under 2, 2017
The percent enrolled out of the age cohort
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Figure 4 shows the preschool enrollment rates according to age. It shows that 
in countries with the highest enrollment rates — such as Iceland, Norway, and 
Sweden — most of the children enter the preschool system at the age of 1 or 
2. Israel, in contrast, heads the list for the enrollment rate of children aged 
under 1, with a rate of 31 percent in contrast to the OECD average of 9 percent. 

Figure 4. Preschool enrollment rates for children under 2, 2017
By age
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The preschool enrollment rate for children ages 3 to 5 is particularly high 
in Israel. In 2017, it stood at 99 percent as compared to the OECD average 
of 87 percent (OECD, 2019). In Israel, therefore, there is almost universal 
attendance of children of this age in preschool. Figure 5 shows the variation in 
enrollment rates for children ages 3, 4, and 5 in the OECD countries. In Israel, 
there is almost no difference in participation rates between these ages while 
in countries such as Switzerland, Turkey, the US, and Mexico, the enrollment 
rates for children ages 4 and 5 are significantly higher than for 3-year-olds. 
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Figure 5. Preschool enrollment rates for children ages 3 to 5, 2017
By age
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The preschool enrollment rate for children is related to 
women’s labor force participation rate and the maternity 
leave policy in each country
Figure 6 shows the relationship between the employment rate of mothers 
of children up to the age of 3 and the enrollment rate of these children in 
preschool. As the employment rate rises, so does the enrollment rate in 
preschool education. Israel is located relatively high in the figure: the share 
of working mothers is quite high and the enrollment rate of children under 
age 3 in preschool is higher than the average (although below the regression 
line). It is important to emphasize that the data in Figure 6, with respect to 
both the employment rates the enrollment rate of children under age 3 in 
preschool education, are for 2014. As seen in Figure 3, the enrollment rate of 
children ages birth to 2 in preschool was even higher in Israel in 2017, at 56 
percent. In other words, this places Israel above the regression line and closer 
to countries such as Luxembourg and the Netherlands. 
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Figure 6. The relationship between employment rates of mothers with 
children under 3 and the preschool enrollment rate of children under 3, 2014

Hungary

Slovakia
Czechia

Estonia

Mexico

Chile

New Zealand

Japan

Greece

Germany

Finland

OECD

Italy
Latvia

US

Poland

France

UK

Spain
Ireland

Belgium

Estonia

ISRAEL

Switzerland

Luxembourg

Slovenia

Portugal

Netherlands

Denmark

y = 0.6668x - 4.1775
R² = 0.5248

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

70%

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80%

Maternal employment rates, at least one child under 3

Preschool enrollment rates 
for children under 3 

Source: Dana Vaknin, Taub Center | Data: OECD, 2017

The question arises as to why there are such large differences between 
countries. Countries are differentiated by the degree of commitment to 
encouraging mothers of young children to participate in the labor force. Social 
democratic countries, such as the Scandinavian countries, encourage mothers 
to work based on an ideological commitment to gender equality and to the 
accessibility of public education services at no or low cost, starting from birth 
(Esping-Andersen, 1990; European Commission, 2014; 2019). This is seen 
in high labor force participation rates among mothers and high enrollment 
rates of young children in preschool education (OECD, 2017). In contrast, 
in those countries considered to be liberal, the employment of mothers 
is a result of economic necessity (Esping-Andersen, 1990) and, in turn, so 
is preschool education. In the US, for example, public support of preschool 
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services is limited and only disadvantaged families benefit from any significant 
assistance (Moshel, 2015). In liberal countries, working parents are forced 
to rely on market solutions in order to obtain daycare for their children and, 
therefore, the share of private preschool education is higher than in the social 
democratic countries. In both types of countries, the employment rate of 
mothers is high, as are the enrollment rates for young children in preschool 
educational settings. In contrast, in conservative countries (according to the 
classification of Esping-Anderson, 1990), there is a family orientation that 
is directed toward encouraging and supporting the integration of families 
as parenting and education units. According to this approach, the family is 
responsible for the care and upbringing of their children. In such countries, the 
labor force participation rate of married women is low and, in many cases, the 
government offers extended paid maternity leave. Therefore, their preschool 
education systems are limited in size especially for children from birth to age 2 
(Smeeding, Erikson & Jäntti, 2011; Waldfogel, 2006). 

Israeli policy is derived from a combination of the two models. On the one 
hand, the state is committed to the employment of women (Moshel, 2015; 
Bowers & Fuchs, 2016), which is reflected in policies prohibiting firing a worker 
during pregnancy, relatively generous maternity allowances, and shortened 
work hours after a return from maternity leave (Bowers & Fuchs, 2016). In 
keeping with this commitment, and as in the social democratic countries, 
Israel finances free education starting from age 3 for the entire population. 
On the other hand, in the case of very young children up to the age of 2, the 
state adheres to principles adopted by liberal countries: for this age group, it 
subsidizes education only for needy families while other families that are in 
financial need of a second income must turn to the private market for daycare. 

The combination of these two models (the liberal model for young children 
ages birth to 2 and the social democratic model for age 3 and older) should 
be expressed among other things in the employment rates of mothers with 
very young children that are observed. This is, in fact, what is seen in the OECD 
countries, in which the employment rate for mothers of very young children 
(under age 2) is lower than that of mothers with children ages 3 to 5 (53 percent 
as compared to 67 percent on average in the OECD, respectively; Figure 7). In 
Israel, in contrast, there are no significant differences in employment rates for 
mothers as a function of the age of their youngest child. Thus, the employment 
rate among mothers of children under age 2 is 70 percent as compared to 75 
percent among women with children between the ages of 3 and 5. This implies 
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that the two models — the liberal one for young children up to the age of 2 
and the social democratic one for children ages 3 to 5 — as they are seen 
in Israel result in similar rates of employment among mothers, despite the 
different solutions to childcare implicit in each. 

The employment rate among mothers of young children in Israel is high 
relative to the average rate in developed countries, such that Israel is similar 
to countries like Switzerland, Luxembourg, and the Netherlands (Figure 7). 
The employment rate among Arab Israeli women is lower though it has been 
rising gradually in recent years. This is primarily due to cultural norms that 
discourage married women from working outside the home or outside their 
town as well as structural barriers in the labor market, such as a limited supply 
of jobs in towns with an Arab population and limited access to labor markets 
(Bowers & Fuchs, 2016). 

Figure 7. Employment rates for mothers by age of youngest child, 2014
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As noted, maternity leave is an important policy tool that can be used to 
influence the employment rate of mothers and the enrollment rates of young 
children in preschool education outside the home. In Israel, maternity leave, 
both paid and unpaid, is shorter than in other developed countries, such that 
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paid maternity leave in Israel is 15 weeks as compared to 18 weeks on average 
in the OECD countries (Figure 8). Women in countries such as Greece, the 
UK, Slovakia, Czechia, and Ireland enjoy a paid maternity leave of 25 weeks or 
longer. Nonetheless, the total maternity leave allowance in Israel is relatively 
generous and for 15 weeks the woman receives her full salary. Although many 
OECD countries provide a longer paid maternity leave, the maternity leave 
allowance is less than the average wage (Bowers & Fuchs, 2016). Figure 8 
shows in yellow (light blue for Israel) the number of weeks of paid maternity 
leave in terms of full rate equivalent (FRE).1 Israel is ranked somewhat above 
the OECD average, but lower than the Eastern European countries, such as 
Slovakia, Greece, Poland, Estonia, and Lithuania, for which this index is 18 
weeks or more. It is important to remember that the fertility rate in Israel is 
higher than in the OECD countries and the average number of children per 
woman is 3.1 (Figure 1). Thus, the fairly generous maternity leave allowance in 
Israel is provided for a very large number of children relative to other countries 
and the total maternity leave allowance received by an Israeli woman during 
her lifetime is higher than that for women in other OECD countries. 

Figure 8. Length of paid maternity leave and full-rate equivalent of paid 
maternity leave, 2018
In weeks
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1 This index represents the duration of the maternity leave calculated in weeks if the 
maternity leave allowance was 100 percent of the mother’s wage (using the average 
wage in that country) (OECD, 2010; 2016; Bowers & Fuchs, 2016). 
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Time spent in preschool: half-day or full-day
The time that children spend in preschool is also an important parameter. 
There is variation among countries in the degree of universality of enrollment 
in preschool education and in the degree of uniformity in participation for 
all sectors of the population. Figure 9 shows that countries such as Croatia, 
Latvia, Lithuania, Bulgaria, Hungary, and Estonia provide a greater number 
of hours per week to a small share of children under the age of 3 (less than 
one-third of this age group). In contrast, countries such as the Netherlands 
provide fewer weekly hours but to a larger group of children under the age 
of 3 (more than 50 percent). The preschool enrollment rate for 3-year-olds 
is high in all of the Scandinavian countries (apart from Finland), Luxembourg, 
France, and Belgium. These countries provide a greater number of weekly 
hours on average to more than 50 percent of children under the age of 3. 
In terms of weekly number of hours, preschool enrollment rates in Austria, 
Ireland, and Spain are lower than the OECD average (less than 27 weekly 
hours). The Netherlands and the UK are part of the group with the lowest 
enrollment rates, i.e. an average of 17 weekly hours (less than 4 hours  
per day). 

The data for average weekly hours in preschool education under the age of 
3 were taken from a report of the European Commission (2019). Since Israel 
is not a member of the EU, it is not included in this dataset. Furthermore, 
as mentioned, data gathering on young children in Israel is inadquate and 
as a result there is no precise measure of average weekly hours in preschool 
education. In our estimation, young children up to the age of 3 spend an 
average of 30 to 40 hours in daycare, depending on the number of school 
days in the week (5 or 6) and the number of hours in a day (a full-day usually 
ends at 16:30; a half-day at 13:30). According to other sources, young children 
up to the age of 3 in Israel spend an average of even 50 hours per week in a 
preschool setting (Moshel, 2015). In any case, Israel is located in the upper 
right-hand quadrant in Figure 9, alongside the Scandinavian countries, France, 
and Belgium, with a particularly high enrollment rates and weekly number of 
hours. Therefore, the picture is clear: children in Israel spend a relatively large 
amount of time in preschool education each day and, therefore, its quality is 
an important issue. 
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Figure 9. Enrollment rates for children under 3 in formal education and the 
average number of weekly hours spent in daycare, 2017
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A lack of supervision and coordination
Despite high preschool enrollment rates among young and very young children, 
as of 2018, only 25 percent of all children up to the age of 3 in Israel are in a 
framework under the supervision of the Ministry of Labor, Social Affairs and 
Social Services. Of the remaining 75 percent, about half a million children are 
in unsupervised private frameworks or they are at home (National Council 
for the Welfare of the Child, 2018; Ministry of Labor, Social Affairs and Social 
Services, 2019). 
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Figure 10. Share of children under 3 in a setting supervised by the Ministry of 
Labor, Social Affairs and Social Services, 2018

Supervised daycare, 25%

Non-supervised daycare, 75%

Source: Dana Vaknin, Taub Center | Data: Ministry of Labor, Social Affairs and Social Services, 2019

In Israel, responsibility for preschool educational services is divided between 
four government ministries: the Ministry of Health, the Ministry of Economy, 
the Ministry of Education, and the Ministry of Labor, Social Affairs and Social 
Services. The Ministry of Health is responsible for the operation of Tipat Halav 
(mother and baby wellness clinics); the Ministry of Labor, Social Affairs and Social 
Services is responsible for the operation of daycare centers for young children 
up to age 3 and for their supervision; and the Ministry of Education is responsible 
for the operation of preschool frameworks for children ages 3 to 5. The policy 
adopted in Israel is primarily characterized by a splitting of responsibility and a 
lack of coordination between the four government ministries that determine 
the availability and quality of services and preschool settings (Rabinowitz, 
2015). As can be seen in the diagram, the OECD countries are differentiated by 
the model adopted for the division of responsibility for this area: the integrated 
early childhood education and care system or the split system, which has been  
adopted in Israel. 
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Source: OECD, 2017

The quality of preschool education
Research has shown that the participation of young children in high-quality 
preschool education can contribute to the development of their abilities and skills 
and as a result can improve their outcomes in the future, primarily in the case of 
children from weak socioeconomic backgrounds (Barnett, 1995; Sylva, Melhuish, 
Sammons, Siraj-Blatchford & Taggart, 2010; Vandell et al., 2010; Blossfeld et al., 
2017; Cebolla-Boado et al., 2017; Kulic et al., 2019). The quality of preschool 
education is to a great extent dependent on the child-staff ratio, the staff’s 
level of education and training, and the process quality in the preschool setting  
(Blossfeld et al., 2017). 

The TALIS survey of preschools in 2018 was the first international survey 
that focused on the staff in these settings in Israel. It carried out a comparative 
examination of the indices of quality for preschool education in Israel and 

Integrated System
The responsibility for daycare centers is concentrated 
in a single ministry. There is uniformity both in the 
curriculum and in the services provided. The integrated 
model is seen in Australia, Estonia, Germany, Norway, 

New Zealand, Slovenia, Finland, and Sweden.

Split System
Responsibility for preschool education is divided among various ministries.  
The Ministry of Welfare is in general responsible for the preschool frameworks 
for children up to age 3 while the Ministry of Education is responsible for those 
for older children. Usually, there is no uniformity in the curriculum and in the 
services provided in preschool education. The split model is seen in Italy, the 
US, Belgium, the Netherlands, Turkey, Japan, Israel, Portugal, France, South 

Korea, and Switzerland. 
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the characteristics of the children’s educational environment. The data 
were gathered by means of self-reporting questionnaires distributed among 
preschool teachers and other workers in the preschool education system 
(for children ages 3 to 5) in nine countries: Iceland, Germany, Denmark, 
South Korea, Turkey, Japan, Israel, Norway, and Chile. The data for Israel 
were gathered between April and May 2018 from a sample of more than 
400 public and private preschool settings under Ministry of Education 
supervision, which included all parts of the country and all sectors. The 
response rate among members of the preschool staff in Israel was about 
94 percent (Ministry of Labor, Social Affairs and Social Services, 2019;  
RAMA, 2019). 

Israel: More children, fewer staff
The findings of the TALIS survey (Figure 11) show that the child-staff ratio in 
preschool education in Israel — among both Hebrew speakers and Arabic 
speakers — is high relative to other countries. An Israeli preschool setting has 
an average of 29 children and about 5 staff members on any given workday. 
The average number of children in an Israeli preschool setting is higher than 
the average for the other countries in the survey by 50 percent. In contrast, 
the number of staff per preschool in Israel is 23 percent lower than the average 
for the other countries in the survey. In Iceland and South Korea, for example, 
the situation is far better, with 10 staff members on average per preschool and 
about 16 children on average (RAMA, 2019). Studies have found that a low 
child-staff ratio in preschool has a positive effect on the working conditions 
of the staff and on their wages and also reduces their workload. This, in turn, 
improves their job satisfaction and the quality of the service they provide, as 
well as the process quality in the preschool setting (Burchinal et al., 2001; 
Clarke-Stewart, Vandell, Burchinal, O’Brien & McCartney, 2002; de Schipper, 
Riksen-Walraven & Geurts, 2007). When the child-staff ratio is high, as it is in 
Israel, the staff find it difficult to focus on the individual needs of each child. 
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Figure 11. Number of children and number of staff in preschool settings, 2018
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The composition of the preschool education staff is also worth examining. Not 
only is the number of staff low in Israel by international standards, but a large 
share of them (45 percent) are assistants (Figure 12). As will be discussed, 
assistants in Israel have a relatively low level of formal education (about 70 
percent have a high school education or less as compared to only 25 percent 
on average in the other countries). Moreover, the share of teachers in the 
preschool staff in Israel is 34 percent, which is the lowest among the countries 
in the survey. (This translates into one preschool teacher and two assistants 
per preschool as compared to, for example, 78 percent in Japan, 67 percent in 
South Korea and 52 percent on average for all the countries.) 
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Figure 12: Composition of preschool staff, 2018
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Many studies have found a positive link between the quality of preschool 
education and high achievement later in life. The lower the child-staff ratio 
and the higher the staff’s level of education, the higher will be the child’s 
achievement level in school (see, for example: Schütz, 2009; Bauchmüller, 
Gørtz & Rasmussen, 2014; Dämmrich & Esping-Andersen, 2017). The finding 
of the TALIS survey of preschool education also shows that the staff’s level of 
formal education is low in Israel relative to the other survey countries. Thus, 46 
percent of the staff in Israeli preschools have an academic education in contrast 
to 52 percent on average in the other countries. Moreover, 39 percent of the 
staff in Israel have no more than a high school education, which is double 
the average in the other countries. The gap between Israel and the other 
countries is primarily the result of the difference in education level between 
the teachers and the assistants in preschool education. As can be seen in 
Figure 13, 95 percent of the preschool teachers in Israel have a bachelor’s 
degree or above — an impressive figure by any standard — which puts Israel 
alongside Norway (95 percent) and above other countries in the survey, such 
as Chile (81 percent), Germany (74 percent) and South Korea (49 percent). 
However, the formal education of the assistants in preschool education is 
particularly low: 69 percent have a high school education or less, 24 percent 

Early Childhood Education and Care in Israel Compared to the OECD 21



have a post-secondary non-academic education and only 7 percent have an 
academic degree. The share of assistants with a high school education or 
lower is particularly high in Arabic-speaking preschool education (74 percent) 
relative to Hebrew-speaking preschool education (49 percent). As noted and 
as can be seen from the previous figure, assistants in Israel constitute about 65 
percent of the total staff in preschool education. Therefore, it is not enough to 
simply consider the particularly high preschool enrollment rates in Israel but 
attention should also be paid to the service quality provided to these children 
as reflected in the staff’s (low) level of formal education. 

Figure 13. Level of formal education of teachers and assistants in Israeli 
preschools, 2018
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Not only does the staff in Israeli preschools have a lower level of education 
than those in the other countries surveyed, they also have less experience. 
Preschool staff in Germany, Denmark, Japan, and Norway have an average of 
12 to 13 years of experience. In contrast, in Israel they have on average about 
10 years, which is shorter by about 1 year than the average of the countries 
in the survey. There is also a wide gap between the average experience of the 
staff in Hebrew-speaking preschools and that of the staff in Arabic-speaking 
preschools (11 years versus 7 years). There is no doubt that the professional 
experience of the staff in preschool education in the Arabic-speaking sector is 
related to a large degree to the young age of the assistants, with 23 percent of 
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them being under the age of 30 in comparison to only 12 percent for assistants 
in Hebrew-speaking preschool education. 

A report published by the Knesset Research and Information Center in 
2019 found that there is no uniformity in the employment criteria for staff in 
preschools. In preschool education for under age 3 supervised by the Ministry 
of Labor, Social Affairs and Social Services, there are no uniform defined criteria 
and each setting is free to decide whether or not to apply some set of criteria 
in employing their staff and what those criteria will be (Rabinowitz, 2019). As 
noted, these preschool settings account for 75 percent of the total for children 
under the age of 3 in Israel. 

Figure 14. Average tenure of preschool staff, 2018
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Public expenditure on preschool education in Israel and 
in particular on very young children up to the age of 2 is 
among the lowest in the OECD
Public expenditure on welfare and education services in Israel has been on an 
upward trend since the mid-2000s (Blass & Cogan, 2014, Gal & Madhala-Brik, 
2016). However, public expenditure per child in the preschool system is low by 
international standards and is similar to levels in countries such as Portugal, 
Slovakia, and the US. In contrast, public expenditure on preschool education 
is higher in the Scandinavian countries, Luxembourg, and France. Figure 15 
shows the gap in public expenditure according to age. Public expenditure was 
calculated in term of purchasing power parity (PPP) in US dollars (USD), which 
adjusts expenditure according to the price level in each country. In terms of 
USD PPP, public investment in Israel in preschool education up to the age of 
2 — the critical period for cognitive, social, and emotional development — 
is among the lowest in the OECD. Even though public expenditure on these 
services for ages 3 to 5 is higher in Israel, it is still among the countries with the 
lowest index. It is reasonable to assume that in countries with a low level of 
government intervention, such as Israel, there will be higher social inequality in 
access to high-quality preschool education, which tends to be more expensive 
and receives little in terms of public subsidies (OECD, 2017). 

Figure 15. Public expenditure per child on early childhood education and care, 
2015
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Studies indicate that educational intervention and investment in education 
during early childhood produce high educational, economic, social, and health 
returns (Heckman, 2006; Cunha & Heckman, 2007). Therefore, it is wise to 
invest more resources in early childhood education. However, the State of 
Israel has chosen not to do so. Figure 16 shows that public expenditure in 
Israel for children during the early years of life is significantly lower than the 
average for the OECD and countries such as Norway, Slovenia, and the UK, 
particularly at a very young age (birth to 2-years-old). 

Figure 16. Public expenditure per child on family benefits and on educational 
services and childcare, 2013
By age
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Preschool education and inequality
Children differ according to their cognitive and non-cognitive abilities long 
before they enter school. Studies show that inequality in abilities and learning 
skills begin at birth and may even begin before that (Feinstein 2003; Esping-
Andersen, 2004; Heckman, 2006; Vakhnin, Shavit & Sasson, 2019). The social, 
economic and cultural environment at this critical age determines to a large 
extent children’s learning opportunities as well as the cognitive, language, and 
social stimulation that they are exposed to and thus also influences their future 
achievement (Kulic et al., 2019). Studies have also shown that gaps in skills 
and cognitive abilities between young children from different socioeconomic 
backgrounds are liable to widen over time up until preschool and school, and 
even into adulthood (Feinstein, 2003; Fernald, Marchman & Weisleder, 2013; 
Skopek & Passaretta, 2018). 

There are those who claim that participation in preschool education is likely 
to reduce the gaps between children (Magnuson & Duncan, 2016; Heckman 
& Karapakula, 2019). As mentioned, preschool enrollment rates in Israel and 
other countries in the OECD have been on a continuous upward trend in 
recent years, in both the 0 to 2 age group and the 3 to 5 age group. However, 
universal access to preschool education does not necessarily guarantee equal 
access to high-quality education (OECD, 2017). The child’s family environment 
has an effect on their learning opportunities and the family’s socioeconomic 
ranking determines to a large extent parents’ decisions regarding a preschool 
education framework for their children. As can be seen in the following chart, 
the parents’ choice of their child’s educational setting — in terms of type of 
framework, its quality, the time the child spends there, and the starting age 
of the child — is dependent on the needs of the parents, their socioeconomic 
level, the opportunities they have had, and the various economic constraints 
they face. These decisions eventually have an effect on the physical and social 
environment to which young children are exposed and therefore also on their 
learning opportunities (Early & Burchinal, 2001; Blossfeld et al., 2017; Kulic et 
al., 2019). 
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Source: Early & Burchinal 2001; Wolfe & Scrivner 2004; Waldfogel 2006; Hynes & Habasevich-Brooks, 2008; 
Magnuson & Shager 2010; Chaudry et al., 2011; Esping-Andersen et al., 2012; Felfe & Lalive 2013; Blossfeld 
et al., 2017; Cebolla-Boado et al., 2017; OECD, 2017

Studies have found that a family’s socioeconomic characteristics influence 
their choice of preschool education for their children, even after controlling 
for economic and employment characteristics (Fuller, Holloway & Liang, 
1996; Early & Burchinal, 2001). There is a better chance that parents from 
stronger socioeconomic backgrounds will send their children to higher-quality 
preschool frameworks and, in general, their children enter preschool at a 
younger age and spend more time there each day (Early & Burchinal, 2001; 
Wolfe & Scrivner, 2004; Waldfogel, 2006; Cebolla-Boado et al., 2017). In 
contrast, children of parents from weaker socioeconomic backgrounds are 
often cared for in non-formal frameworks and they are less likely to participate 
in high-quality preschool education (Early & Burchinal, 2001; Wolfe & Scrivner, 
2004; Kulic et al., 2019). 

Children from STRONGER  
socioeconomic backgrounds

A high share participate in 
preschool

In general, they register at 
a young age for preschool 

and spend more time there 
during the day

They have better chances of 
participating in higher-quality 

preschool education

Their families tend to invest 
more quality time in them

Children from WEAKER 
socioeconomic backgrounds

A low share participate in 
preschool

In general, they register at an 
older age for preschool and 
spend less time there during 

the day

They have limited access 
to higher-quality preschool 

education

They have only a small 
chance of growing up in a 
home environment with 
complex and challenging 

stimulation
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The time spent by children in preschool is a predictor of 
achievement later in life
Studies show that in terms of cognitive development, children from weaker 
socioeconomic backgrounds are likely to benefit more from preschool 
education. However, Figure 17 indicates that the average enrollment rate 
among children from weaker backgrounds for two years or more is lower than 
that of children from stronger backgrounds. The OECD average enrollment 
rate for children from weaker socioeconomic backgrounds in preschool for two 
years or more is 72 percent in contrast to a rate of 82 percent among children 
from stronger socioeconomic backgrounds. In Italy, Germany, and Finland, 
significant socioeconomic gaps were found in participation in preschool 
education among children up to the age of 3 (Krapf, 2014; Brilli, Kulic & Triventi, 
2017; Karhula, Erola & Kilpi-Jakonen, 2017). In contrast, in the Scandinavian 
countries, such as Sweden and Norway, socioeconomic background has a 
smaller effect on the age of entry into preschool education (Zachrisson, Janson 
& Nærde, 2013; Krapf, 2014; Viklund & Duvander, 2017). In Israel, the preschool 
enrollment rates for a period of two years or more is high relative to the OECD 
average (93 percent versus 79 percent) and inequality with respect to years 
spent in preschool according to socioeconomic level is low relative to other 
countries: 87 percent of children from weaker socioeconomic backgrounds 
are in preschool for two years or more as compared to 94 percent of children 
from stronger backgrounds. 

The early years of life constitute the basis for development and learning of 
skills (Phillips & Shonkoff, 2000), and, therefore, preschool education, where 
young children spend a good part of their day, is of critical importance in their 
development. Studies have found that the number of years that children 
spend in preschool is a strong predictor of their level of achievement in school. 
Thus, for example, the PISA test found that 15-year-old students who had 
spent two years or more in preschool had higher achievements on cognitive 
exams — math, reading, and science — relative to children who had spent less 
than a year in preschool (OECD, 2017). The Progress in International Reading 
Literacy Study (PIRLS) exam led to a similar finding — the longer a child spends 
in preschool, the higher is their achievement on a reading test in Grade 4. 
The findings indicate that each year spent in preschool is accompanied by an 
increase of 7 percent of a standard deviation in reading skills (Cebolla-Baodo 
et al., 2017). 

Taub Center for Social Policy Studies in Israel28



Figure 17. Share of students age 15 who were in preschool for at least 2 years, 
2015
By socioeconomic status
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Figure 18 shows that in 47 out of 57 countries for which data are available, 
children who had been in preschool for two years or more had higher average 
scores on the PISA exam than children who had been in preschool for less 
than two years. Beside the name of each country, the percentage of 15-year-
olds who spent less than two years in preschool appears in parentheses. After 
controlling for the socioeconomic background of the child and of the school, 
this finding remains statistically significant for about one-half of the countries, 
including Israel (dark blue). After controlling for the same factors, the largest 
gaps in scores between children who were in preschool for at least two years 
and children who were in preschool for less than two years were found in 
Hungary, Germany, Belgium, France, Spain, Israel, and Italy. The gap in these 
countries stood at 35 points or more relative to an average gap in the OECD of 
15 points (OECD, 2017). 
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Figure 18. The difference in PISA science scores between students who were in 
preschool for at least 2 years and those who were in preschool for less than 2 
years, 2015
Controlling for student and school socioeconomic status
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However, this finding which is based on PISA scores should be treated with 
caution since the socioeconomic background of the children was not measured 
when they were younger but rather at age 15. Additional research is needed 
that will make it possible to control for the background of the children at the 
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time they enter a preschool setting. Another reservation is that the findings 
based on the PISA and PIRLS data do not take into account various measures 
of quality in preschool education. The research literature indicates that high-
quality preschool education has the potential to improve the skills and abilities, 
both cognitive and non-cognitive, of young children and can influence their 
life chances over time (Barnett, 1995; Burger, 2010). This is the case primarily 
for children from weaker socioeconomic backgrounds who grow up in weaker 
social environments (Heckman, 2006). A positive relationship has been found, 
for example, between enrollment in preschool and reading skills in primary 
school and high school. The relationship is stronger in countries with higher-
quality preschool education, that is, a low child-staff ratio and a preschool staff 
with high education and skill levels (Dämmrich & Esping-Andersen, 2017). In 
order to claim that longer participation in preschool education in Israel has 
an effect on children’s achievement at a later age, there is a need to control 
not only for the socioeconomic background of the children and the school but 
also measures of instrumental and process quality of the preschool settings 
they were in as young children. No such data are currently available on the 
individual level in Israel. 

Conclusion
This paper presents data on the characteristics of preschool education in Israel 
relative to other countries and their influence on the achievements of children 
at a later age. In many ways, Israel is a paradise for children. The percentage of 
children in preschool is double that of the OECD average and is increasing from 
year to year. The enrollment rate of children in preschool in Israel is among the 
highest of the developed countries, both among the 0 to 2 age group and the 
3 to 5 age group. Furthermore, children in Israel spend a relatively long time 
each day in preschool. 

However, only one-quarter of children up to the age of 3 in Israel are in 
a preschool setting that is supervised by the state. The data presented 
indicate that the quality of preschool education in Israel is in need of major 
improvement. The level of formal education of the preschool staff is low 
relative to other countries, primarily due to the low level of education of 
preschool assistants. The child-staff ratio in preschool — in both Hebrew-
speaking and Arabic-speaking frameworks — is higher than in other countries. 
Due to the low number of staff in each setting, they find it difficult to focus 
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on the individual needs of each child. These characteristics are to a great 
extent the result of the low level of public expenditure per child on preschool 
education services, primarily in the 0 to 3 age group. 

The demographic characteristics of preschoolers and preschool education 
policy in Israel presented here illustrate the growing need for high-quality 
preschool education. Studies have shown that the participation of children 
in high-quality preschool education can improve their future achievements, 
particularly in the case of children from weaker socioeconomic backgrounds. 
Therefore, it is important to invest in training preschool teachers and to reduce 
the child-staff ratio in preschools. In addition, enrollment rates in high-quality 
preschool education should be increased so that a larger number of children 
will benefit from the improvements. If we wait for the kindergarten stage, it 
may be too late. 

It is important to emphasize that the data presented in this study are limited 
for a number of reasons. First, there has not been any long-term survey in 
Israel tracking families and young children over time to determine the long-
term effects of preschool education on children’s lives. The gathering of 
data on preschoolers in Israel is a crucially important step, which will enable 
researchers to carry out research based on high-quality data and to provide 
policy makers with valid, reliable information. The data presented in this 
survey are theoretical and do not examine in detail the connection between 
the characteristics of preschool education and children’s achievements later 
on in life. In a future round of the Taub Center’s Initiative on Early Childhood 
Development and Inequality, we intend to determine whether preschool 
education in Israel is indeed improving the educational achievements in the 
short and long terms; whether there are differences between social and 
economic groups in Israel with respect to the age at which young children 
enter preschool and the type of preschool education they receive; and whether 
there are differences between the types of preschool frameworks in terms of a 
statistical connection to children’s achievements. This will make it possible to 
examine these questions in greater depth. 
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