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YEAR IN REVIEW 
 

2016 was a year of transformation and re-focusing for Worldwide Orphans Foundation in Bulgaria. The 
organization continued to follow the dynamics of the deinstitutionalization process and support the most 
vulnerable children wherever they receive care and services – state-run institutions, Family Type Group Homes 
for children with disabilities, community-based service providers, remote rural areas and disadvantaged 
communities from ethnic minorities.   
 
As a result of WWO Bulgaria’s successful partnerships with 17 partner organizations, our programs reached 
some of the most vulnerable children and their families in 10 different cities throughout the country in 2016. 
WWO Bulgaria served 1818 children and their families through our Toy Library Network partners and the 
“Library on the Road” project. The Foundation expanded its work in two new settings – a children’s unit in a 
hospital and a nursery group in a kindergarten for children 0 to 3 years old. In line with the deinstitutionalization 
process, WWO Bulgaria continued to seek new partnerships with community-based service providers while 
gradually ending the partnerships with residential-care institutions. As a result, 3 new Toy Libraries were 
launched in 3 community-based service providing organizations – the CEDAR Foundation, the Helping Hand 
Foundation and Future for the Children Association. 
 
WWO Bulgaria remained committed to supporting our network of partners in Bulgaria by providing capacity-
building trainings for professionals to help them integrate the concept of play into their work with children and 
families. 2 Toy Library Network meetings took place in 2016 during which the participants were able to get to 
know each other, exchange ideas and experience and develop a sense of community united around the 
importance of play for early childhood development. One of the most important capacity-building events 
organized by WWO Bulgaria was Dr. Fadi Haddad’s trip during which he carried out a series of lectures, 
professional meetings and seminars focused on helping children in crisis for professionals and practitioners in 
the child care field.  In addition to working on capacity-building projects, WWO Bulgaria promoted the 
organization’s work and participated in two international forums – the International Step by Step Association’s 
Conference in Vilnius, Lithuania and a Peer Learning Activity in the Netherlands. 
 
While trying to continue with all the projects from previous years, the team started to evaluate its work and to 
plan for the years ahead. WWO Bulgaria commissioned an independent evaluation of the organization’s work 
for the 2009-2015 period which provided an evidence-based review of program development and 
recommendations for WWO’s future activity in Bulgaria. The report showed that WWO Bulgaria’s programs are 
relevant to the needs of children at risk between the ages 0 and 7. Moreover, their scope has been widened 
successfully with support for children with special educational needs. In addition, there is a correspondence 
between the programs and the policies on deinstitutionalisation and early childhood development. 
 
Having this solid foundation and the willingness and motivation to continue making play and early childhood 
development an essential part of the agenda of our society and politicians, we are heading to the new year 
with determination to reach out to more children and families. 
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PROGRAM IMPLEMENTATION

TOY LIBRARY NETWORK

 
 
 
 
 
 

1. Home for Medico-Social Services for Children 0-3 – Debelets 

2. Home for Medico-Social Services for Children 0-3 – Pleven 

3. Home for Medico-Social Services for Children 0-3 – Burgas 

4. Home for Medico-Social Services for Children 0-3 – Varna 

5. Home for Children Deprived of Parental Care 3-7- Pleven 

6. Karin Dom Foundation – Varna 

7. First Primary School – Targovishte 

8. Family Counseling Center – Novi Pazar 

9. Family Counseling Center – Shumen 

10. Family Counseling Center – Veliki Preslav 

11. Mother and Baby Unit – Complex for Social Services - Sofia 

12. School for Children with Special Needs – Pleven 

13. NGO Club – Targovishte 

14. Day Center for Children with Disabilities 1- Ruse 

15. Community Support Center St. Sofia- Sofia 

16. Day Center for Children with Disabilities 2 - Ruse 

17. Future for the Children Association - Kazanlak 

18. Helping Hand Foundation – Dobrich 

19. Complex for Health-Social Services – Targovishte 

20. Family-type Group Home – Kyustendil 

Legend: 

     Community-based partner    Residential-care Institution                Residential-care institution closed in 2016 

4 Institutional Partners 15 Community-based Partners 19 Toy Libraries 
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Local Context

 
 

When WWO began working in Bulgaria in 2009, most 
children without parental care were placed in 
residential care institutions. Motivated by the 
general lack of response to the socio-emotional and 
developmental needs of these children, WWO set out 
to build a comprehensive model to address the 
challenges they faced. WWO’s goal was to introduce 
the concept of play as a key developmental tool and 
to train staff and caregivers working in residential 
care institutions in how to use toys to help children 
achieve developmental milestones. Within the next 
four years, WWO established partnerships with 11 
residential care institutions in Bulgaria where our 
programs provided children with socio-emotional 
support and addressed their developmental needs.  
 

The understanding of children’s needs and child care 
has developed significantly in recent years and these 
changed attitudes of professionals and society 
necessitate a shift in WWO’s focus in Bulgaria. In 
2010, the Bulgarian government embarked on an 
ambitious plan to reform the protection system for 
children without parental care. The plan for reform 
was laid out in the National Strategy called “Vision for 
Deinstitutionalization of Children in Bulgaria 2010-
2025”. 

 

The concept of deinstitutionalization is defined as a 
process of replacing institutional child care with 
family care or community-based care in a  
family-like environment while taking integrated 
measures across social services and social assistance 
sectors to prevent child abandonment by supporting 
vulnerable families through a network of community-
based service providers. 
 

Four of WWO Bulgaria’s residential care institutional 
partners were closed down in 2015, requiring WWO 
to end these partnerships and seek ways to transition 
to partnerships with community-based organizations 
in these regions.  In line with the 
deinstitutionalization process in Bulgaria, the 
government has continued to close down residential-
care institutions. Another one of WWO Bulgaria’s 
remaining institutional partners – the Home for 
Children Deprived of Parental Care in Pleven - was 
closed down in 2016 reducing the number of 
institutional partners to 4 in 2017. 
 

WWO Bulgaria plans to phase out the institutional 
partnerships gradually and serve children and their 
families through community-based service providers, 
thereby supporting the deinstitutionalization process 
in the country.
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From Toy Libraries to a Toy Library Network

 
 

In December 2015, WWO Bulgaria held a Strategic 

Planning meeting with the participation of key 

partners in order to receive feedback, share ideas and 

draw together a picture of our future work in 

Bulgaria. One of the strategic goals that came out of 

the meeting was the need to establish and maintain 

a network of WWO partners across the country with 

a shared understanding of the importance of play for 

early childhood development.  
 

To this end, WWO Bulgaria made efforts to foster a 

community of like-minded professionals and 

practitioners from its partner organizations that are 

motivated and inspired to leverage the power of play 

in their work with children and families. 2 Toy Library 

Network Meetings took place in April 2016 and 

December 2016 respectively which were attended by 

Toy Librarians from almost all of WWO’s partner 

organizations. The meetings were opportunities for 

Toy Librarians to get to know each other, share best 

practices, exchange ideas and develop a sense of 

belonging to a community with a shared vision. A 

closed Facebook group was created to facilitate 

dialogue and exchange of ideas among Toy 

Librarians.  

 

 

As of January 2017, WWO Bulgaria’s Toy Library 

Network includes 19 partner organizations, 4 of 

which are residential-care institutions and 15 of 

which are community-based service providers.  
 

With the process of deinstitutionalization WWO’s 

partnership landscape has changed and the 

organization is gradually moving towards ending the 

partnerships with residential-care institutions in 2017 

The termination of the partnerships will happen 

smoothly and WWO Bulgaria will continue to support 

the specialists from institutional partners in the 

transition period.  
 

One of the long-term goals of the Toy Library 

Network is to ensure the sustainability of WWO 

Bulgaria’s programs by  working with motivated 

partners who see the value of play-based 

programming for their work with children.  
 

WWO Bulgaria believes firmly in the importance of 

the Toy Library Network for the organization’s future 

development and will continue to work towards 

strengthening and building the capacity of the 

network in the future.
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Results
 

As a result of WWO Bulgaria’s successful 

partnerships with 19 partner organizations, our 

programs reached some of the most vulnerable 

children and their families in 10 different cities 

throughout the country in 2016. WWO Bulgaria 

served 1818 children through our Toy Library 

Network partners and the “Library on the Road” 

project developed in 2016. 

 

125 specialists from partner organizations used 

WWO Bulgaria’s programs in their work. 400 parents 

took part in Element of Play® activities with their 

children. The tables below show the number of 

children, professionals, and caregivers that 

benefitted from WWO Bulgaria’s programs split by 

type of partner.

Table 1: Number of Children Served by Type of Partner 
 

 
 

Table 2: Number of Professionals Served by Type of Partner 
 

 
 

 

1080

738
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Community-based partners

Institutional partners

Number of Children Served
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Table 3: Number of Caregivers Served by Type of Partner 
 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

341

59

0 50 100 150 200 250 300 350 400

Community-based partners

Institutional partners

Number of Caregivers Served

Caregiver Feedback: 

„Ever since we started taking toys from the Toy Library to play at home following the Toy Librarians’ advice, 
the child started making progress and doing things that we never thought we would be able to teach him.” – 

grandmother, Burgas  
 

“As a mother I saw how much my children enjoy the toys. I myself find it very useful and a lot of fun to play 
with them. I cannot afford to buy such toys so I invited the social workers to visit my home in order to give 
my children and my neighbors’ children an opportunity to play with them.” 

mother of three, Shumen 
 

“In the beginning, my child did not want to attend Music in Motion sessions, but now she does not want to 
leave.” 

mother, Sofia 
“The programs helped my child become more social.” 

mother, Dobrich 
 

“I want to thank the Toy Library in Burgas for the benefits it brought to my son – learning new skills and 
forming habits that he will need for the rest of his life. The Toy Librarian helped us a lot to decide which toys 
to play with and how to play at home.” 

mother, Burgas 
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Specialist Feedback: 

„It is motivating to see the change in children”  
pedagogue 

 

„As a pedagogue in a pre-kindergarten group, I appreciate the benefits of the Toy Library for my pupils. 
Through play, they are able to learn faster and develop in all developmental domains. The toys complement 
my work very well because we do not have enough didactic materials that can make learning more fun “ 

pedagogue 
 

 “The Toy Librarian’s knowledge and experience in using the Toy Library’s resources allow us to provide 
quality child-oriented services” 

art therapist 
 

“Thanks to the variety of educational toys in the Toy Library, I am able to work in diverse ways one-on-one 
and in group sessions to help children develop in all developmental domains.  

psychologist 

Toy Library in Dobrich 

Toy Library in Veliki Preslav 

Toy Library in the School for Children with 

Special Needs in Pleven 

Mobile “Music in Motion” Music in Motion Novi Pazar 

Mobile Toy Library in Davidovo 
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LIBRARY ON THE ROAD: TOYS AND MUSIC IN MOTION

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Between November 2014 and November 2015, WWO 
implemented a project aimed at developing a mobile 
approach to using the Toy Library program in 
Bulgaria. The goal of the project – which was piloted 
with a grant from the Open Society Foundation - was 
to support early childhood development and 
strengthen parent-child relationships for vulnerable 
children living in remote rural areas by making the 
Toy Library available to them and their families 
through mobile services. The project activities took 
place in Davidovo - a small village in Northeastern 
Bulgaria with primarily Roma population 
experiencing the challenges that many Bulgarian and 
Roma communities in rural areas face, such as higher 
than average unemployment rates, poor living 
conditions and lack of educational services for 
children (e.g. kindergartens, schools). WWO’s mobile 
approach was an opportunity to meet the 
community’s needs by providing essential 
educational services to the children there as well as 
helping to strengthen the parent-child relationships. 
By the end of the project, 88% of parents conveyed 
more acceptance and warmth to their children and 
96% of them used more descriptive language, which 
helps to promote early language and communication 
skills that are crucial for children’s success in school 
and beyond. 

 

Inspired by the success of the mobile approach and 
the positive parent feedback, WWO Bulgaria decided 
that it was necessary to continue the project in order 
to build upon its results and replicate them with 
children in other locations. In addition to continuing 
the activities in Davidovo, the follow-up project called 
“Library on the Road: Toys and Music in Motion” was 
launched in two new sites - the children’s unit in the 
Targovishte hospital and a nursery group in a 
Targovishte kindergarten. At each site, WWO 
Bulgaria aims to create a secure environment 
allowing children to immerse themselves into the 
world of play and in this way to develop their skills. In 
the community center of Davidovo, parents continue 
to participate actively in play groups which 
strengthen parent-child relationships and increase 
parents’ knowledge about child development and the 
role of play. In the children’s ward in the local 
hospital, children are able to divert their attention 
from the hospital environment by having fun, which 
supports their recovery process. The activities in the 
nursery group support early childhood development 
through play and ease the children’s transition from 
nursery to kindergarten. 
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Twice a week since February 2016, Tsveti, our project 

coordinator, visits each of the sites and helps children 

develop, overcome the traumatic experience of a 

hospital stay, or connect with their parents and 

peers. A total of 214 group  play sessions have taken 

place in the three sites and close to 350 children and 

their caregivers have participated in the activities 

between January and December 2016. According to 

the project coordinator’s observations, there is 

noticeable progress in children’s development as a 

result of the project activities.

In particular, the project has helped many children’s 

socio-emotional well-being by providing an 

opportunity for them to socialize in a safe and 

supportive environment. The work on the project has 

also revealed the need to build the capacity of 

parents and kindergarten teachers alike to see the 

potential in every child and help them to grow and 

develop. One child’s story showcases the 

transformative power of play and at the same time, 

the need to change professionals’ attitudes towards 

‘difficult children’.

D.’s story is only one example of the many children who have been able to integrate and participate actively in 

play sessions with other children. On the next page you can read what parents from Davidovo share about the 

considerable progress of their children.

Case Study: 

D. is a three-year-old girl who experiences difficulties communicating with other children and participating 

in group activities. 

Part of the initial information about D. provided by a kindergarten teacher: 

“D. is like that… Something’s wrong with her. Oh, she won’t tell you her name - there is no point in asking. She 
does not talk to other people. I guess she’s hyperactive. She can’t do anything, she just interrupts. She cries 
and throws tantrums in the middle of the room. We don’t know what to do with her.” 
 

Results after 1 month of work: 
 

During the first sessions in the kindergarten D. never enters the circle, she is always sitting or lying down on 
the bench or on the ground. When talked to, she turns the other way. She does not talk to children or to 
adults. She only communicates with her two toys - “Bear” and “Mouse”. Sometimes she hits children or 
throws herself on top of them. She cries during the first two sessions.  
 

Several sessions later D. stands closer to the circle. She imitates the song movements and sings, but when 
someone looks at her, she stops and sits on the bench. When we pass the ball to her, she never says her 
name, but she does not reject the ball as before. Everyone greets her and waves at her. She says that “Mouse” 
wants to play. When given another toy, she moves somewhere else. 
 

A month later D. enters and exits the circle on her own (without invitation), she waves to the children, blows 
kisses goodbye, talks about her toys, goes underneath the parachute with the others and sits on the carpet 
with the rest of the children.  
 

Feedback from the Director of the Kindergarten after 12 months of work: 

“Regarding D, she is so different. We are all witnesses of the great progress that this child has made.” 
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Davidovo

 

The program is highly appreciated by the people in Davidovo who see the benefits for their children and for the 

local community. The team’s professionalism is a source of pride and inspiration for the local people. The 

program has received very positive feedback from the mayor of Davidovo and the secretary of the local 

community center. 

 

 

Parent Feedback: 

“My child learned to talk and walk here and now he plays with the other children. It is nice to be here and I 
am happy this program exists.” 
 
“In the beginning, my daughter did not speak at all. Now I see and hear many things. I used to think ‘How can 
I make her less shy?’. Now she is bolder. Every time I notice new things and I am surprised by her.” 
 
“My little son sings the song we sing here at home. He tries. He does the hand movements. I sing with him 
and his older sister. It’s a lot of fun.” 
 
“I have never thought that my son would learn to put his toys away. Now he takes his toys and puts them in 
their boxes. Before, even if I yelled, nobody heard me. Now it’s different!” 
 
“We really love coming here. I know… if I have any worries… I ask. You help us a lot. Especially when you bring 
clothes for the children, but even when you don’t, just coming and playing here, it’s really useful. For us and 
for them [the children].”  
 
“I loved everything. I did not know it was so nice to be here. I had heard about it in the village, but I did not 
expect it. ” 
 
“We always try to come when we are available. It is very interesting here. Our little girl is very shy but she 
always asks about the toys when she is at home.” 
 

Community Feedback: 

“All the children talk about the toys in the village. Parents are content. I am happy that you are really working 
with the children. They are our future.” 

mayor of Davidovo 
“For two years now, our collaborative work brings the community center’s rooms to life. They became 
wonderful play corners, but, most exciting of all, they were always filled with children’s laughter. Thank you 
for your professionalism and kindness.” 

community center chairman 
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Children’s Unit in the Targovishte Hospital

The mobile approach has proven to be very 

appropriate for marginalized groups of children and 

their parents, but also for children who have been 

taken away from their typical environment for health 

reasons. WWO Bulgaria’s work in the hospital is 

innovative and much needed since very few hospitals 

in the country provide services to ease children’s 

hospital stay. In the children’s unit of the hospital in 

Targovishte, children receive not only healthcare but 

also emotional support to help them overcome the

stress caused by the hospital stay and the medical 

procedures. Immersing themselves in the wonderful 

world of play, children distract their attention from 

the hospital environment and cheer up while playing 

and communicating with their parents and their 

peers. Through play they learn more about the new 

situation they are in, express their emotions and gain 

confidence that they can deal with the hospital 

environment. WWO believes that this is extremely 

important for children’s physical and emotional 

recovery.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Parent Feedback: 

“I am really happy that this wonderful place exists. It is really well thought out. I was surprised when they 
called us. I am happy that we came. My little son is different now – happier and calmer. When they admitted 
him in the hospital he cried a lot.” 

mother 
“What a great idea! We have never seen something like this before!” 

parents 
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Kindergarten “Pchelitsa”

The project’s implementation in the kindergarten 

has been very beneficial for children’s development 

and in particular, for changing the staff’s attitudes 

to play. The project coordinator conducted 72 group 

play sessions with 59 children. Parents participated 

in 3 play sessions during the year and were 

encouraged to continue playing with their children 

at home. One of the major difficulties encountered 

by the coordinator was the teachers’ lack of 

motivation and understanding of the importance of 

free play for children at such a young age. Many 

teachers focused their attention solely on teaching 

the children skills and overlooked the fact that 

children learn through play. This is why the project 

activities have been as important for the 

kindergarten staff as for the children themselves.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Caregiver Feedback: 

“I see lots of smiling children who are participating willingly in all activities. This experience was very different 
for us and it was very refreshing to participate in the activities.” 
 
“I hadn’t laughed so much in a very long time. We really had a great time and I do not regret staying late at 
all. Even though I am A.’s grandmother and I was not prepared for these activities, I thank you for inviting me 
to participate. I will tell everyone at home about it. ” 
 

Staff Feedback: 

“Children feel happy. They recognize the Toy Library toys and they can’t wait for the next play session. ” 
 
“I really like the Music in Motion program. The children love it, too. I am surprised how quickly they get 
involved in the activities and how much progress they make. They do not cry as much as they did in the 
beginning. They got used to the program and they know what to expect.” 
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Future Steps

“Library on the Road” has successfully reached more 
children by being implemented in new sites. The 
project will continue in 2017 to ensure the 
sustainability of the achieved results. WWO Bulgaria 
plans to expand its work in the children’s unit of the 
Targovishte hospital and the Community center in 
Davidovo by creating Reading Corners there which 
will serve as places for parents and children to relax 
and bond while reading and spending time together. 
 

 The Reading Corner will be a child-friendly 
environment and a safe space equipped with 
children’s books that promote children’s cognitive 

and language development. The books will be 
selected on the basis of the Toy Library book list 
curated in the US specifically to promote children’s 
language development.  
 

This is crucial for many of the children visiting the 
Community center in Davidovo or  staying in the 
Targovishte hospital who are of Roma origin and are 
lagging behind their peers in terms of language and 
communication in Bulgarian. These delays are a 
significant setback to Roma children’s school 
readiness. 
 

Therefore, in addition to strengthening the parent-
child relationships and aiding children’s 
development, the Reading Corner has the potential 
to improve children’s school readiness by 
encouraging the development of their language and 
communication skills. Finally, with the continuation 
of the two projects, we will be one step closer to 
achieving its sustainability by showing the hospital 
staff the potential benefits of these services to 
children.  



fdvg  
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CAPACITY-BUILDING ACTIVITIES

EXTERNAL EXPERTS
 

Dr. Fadi Haddad, a child and adolescent psychiatrist with years 

of experience in emergency psychiatric care and special 

expertise working with adopted children and their families, 

visited Bulgaria between 28 May and 1 June 2016 where he 

gave a series of lectures, professional meetings and seminars 

which introduced another perspective to children and 

adolescent mental health diagnostics and treatment to 

Bulgarian specialists and practitioners who provide services to 

vulnerable children and their families.  
 

The program for Dr. Haddad's visit was developed with the 

participation of several key non-governmental organizations in 

Bulgaria in a way that it addressed the most pressing 

challenges professionals face and contributed to building their 

capacity to provide adequate care and services to children with 

mental health problems.   
 

Impact on the professional community 
 

Bulgaria is currently at a key stage of replacing the large 

institutions for children with family-type care, while at the 

same time developing a new model for family support aiming 

to prevent parent-child separation. It is precisely the sharing of 

a new vision of bonding between parents /carers/ and 

children, working with their past and traumas, interpreting the 

behavioral symptoms of the children and the response of the 

parents, that would make the DI process successful. All service 

providers in Bulgaria – providing foster care services, adoption 

and vulnerable family support, small group homes, etc., would 

greatly benefit from sharing this knowledge and immensely 

increase their quality of interventions.  
 

Dr. Haddad's expertise could be used in the future in two ways 

– one is to help professionals set up quality services for 

child/adolescent mental health, emergency ones included. The 

second aspect is much more practical and it corresponds to 

community capacity building on the issue of children's mental 

health based on attachment theory, trauma, system theories 

child development and mental health.  
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Impact on the professional community (continued) 
 

The integrity of these approaches in Dr. Haddad's practice is 

very useful for the development of the social practice of 

organizations based on the same theories. The way Dr. 

Haddad presents information is easy to understand, process 

and integrate in the system of knowledge of the Bulgarian 

practitioners /unlike the heavy clinical language/. His 

integrated experience provides quick and clear messages 

easily related to our practice. This very much corresponds to 

one of WWO Bulgaria lines for development and it is building 

the capacity of partner organizations by providing highly 

qualified trainings to contribute to every child’s wellbeing.  

Ideas for the future 

Dr. Haddad's visit highlighted the need for further training and 
support of practitioners working with children and 
adolescents with disabilities and behavioral and mental health 
issues. These are doctors, social workers, psychologists, 
teachers. This will lead to strengthening the partnerships of 
WWO Bulgaria and empowering stakeholders to improve the 
system of psychiatric care in the country. Some of the ideas of 
his future involvement in the work of WWO Bulgaria are: 

 Provide expert support for practitioners working with 
children and adolescents in the form of on-line 
seminars with theoretical presentations and 
discussions and case consultations 

 
 Organize trainings for FTPC staff – how to collect and 

analyze information, describe and present cases; how to 
deal with difficult behavior  

 
 Working with adopted children and their families 

 
 Promote Early childhood programs such as prevention of 

child mental problems 

 
Dr. Haddad’s book Helping Kids in Crises is an invaluable resource 
for practitioners and our team is dedicated to the idea to find 
ways for translating and publishing it in Bulgaria.  
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TRAINING SEMINAR “ELEMENT OF PLAY” 

 

Not being a direct service provider, WWO’s ultimate 

goal in Bulgaria is to strengthen the capacity of our 

partners to support children and families in the best 

possible way by providing them with innovative 

programs and capacity-building trainings. Between 

2009 and 2015, WWO established partnerships with 

over 20 partner organizations throughout the 

country, but, as the Strategic Planning Meeting in 

2015 revealed, partner staff from different 

organizations had never before met each other in 

their capacity as WWO partners. This is why, one of 

WWO Bulgaria’s strategic planning goals was to 

establish a network of WWO partners. 
 

As a result, on the 31st March 2016 WWO Bulgaria 

gathered representatives of almost all of its partner 

organizations for a training seminar for the 

implementation of the program “Element of Play” in 

Targovishte. 

The seminar aimed to achieve a unified 

understanding of WWO’s programs among the 

specialists, who have different experiences with the 

Toy Library. In addition, the meeting aimed to expand 

the specialists’ ability to monitor children’s 

development over time. Led by Melissa Willock, Chief 

Program Officer, the training introduced the main 

concepts and principles that guide the organization’s 

work. Another emphasis of the training was the 

introduction of the new monthly reporting forms , 

which allow Toy Librarians to track the development 

of individual children and also to incorporate Element 

of Play activities into the children’s action plans that 

are developed by the service providers. The 

participants were inspired by their visit to the 

Kindergarten in Targovishte and the meeting with 

parents participating in the Library on the Road 

project in Davidovo. 

 

 

 

 

 

Participants enjoyed testing out new toys from the 

Toy Library.  

Site visit at the Pchelitsa Kindergarten in Targovishte.  
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ANNUAL TOY LIBRARY NETWORK MEETING

 

WWO Bulgaria held an Annual Toy Library Network 
Meeting on December 15-16, 2016. Representatives 
from all partner organizations were invited to attend 
the meeting and discuss the successes and challenges 
encountered throughout the year as well as ideas for 
future development. The meeting was an 
opportunity for Toy Librarians from all partner 
organizations to meet each other and engage in 
constructive dialogue, exchange ideas and best 
practices from their daily work with children and 
families. In addition, it contributed to strengthening 
the connections between partners and making them 
feel part of a community 
 

The agenda included team-building activities which 
helped the participants get to know each other and 
bond and increased their sensitivity to the topic of 
play. A representative of UNICEF Bulgaria gave a 
presentation about the importance of play. The 
presentation was an opportunity for the participants 
to increase their knowledge on the subject and to 
validate their practice with children.A special part of 
the meeting was dedicated to acknowledging the 
successes and challenges faced by the participants in 
their Toy Libraries. The Librarians had the 
opportunity to raise important questions related to 
working with children with special needs and parents.   
 

 

The independent evaluators from Junction Bulgaria 
who carried out an evaluation of the organization’s 
activities in 2009-2015 period presented the results 
from their assessment to the audience. Their 
presentation was followed by a strategic planning 
discussion during which the participants expressed 
their desire to continue with the Toy Library Network 
Meetings since they view the network as a channel 
for exchanging experience and achieving common 
understanding about WWO Bulgaria’s programs.  
 

The Annual Toy Library Network Meeting was very 
useful for the participants as indicated in the 
feedback forms they filled out at the end. The 
participants shared their satisfaction from the 
meeting stating that it met their needs and provided 
them with new knowledge that they can use to 
improve their work. 
 

Among the suggestions that the participants made to 

WWO were the following: 

 Continue working with WWO Bulgaria 

 Conduct meetings twice a year and combine 

them with site visits to Toy Libraries 

 Streamline reporting by making it more 

concrete and providing specific indicators 

 Visit partner organizations more often.
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Participant Feedback
 

Below you will find a summary of the participants’ feedback:
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INTERNATIONAL EXCHANGE

ISSA CONFERENCE PARTICIPATION 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

WWO Bulgaria is a member of the International Step 

by Step Association (ISSA) - an international learning 

community for early childhood development experts 

in Europe and Central Asia. The annual early 

childhood development conference organized by the 

International Step by Step Association took place in 

Lithuania between 10-13 October, 2016. The theme 

of the conference was “Early Childhood in Times of 

Rapid Change”. Over 300 representatives of 

nongovernmental organizations, international ECD 

experts and practitioners from 48 countries attended 

the conference. 
 

The conference was  an opportunity to learn from 

distinguished experts in the field of early childhood 

development, popularize WWO’s work and network 

with other organizations. 
 

The participants shared experience and debated 

important topics in the field of early childhood 

development in the context of a rapidly changing 

interconnected world. The stability and well-being of 

all countries depend to a large extent on the 

influence of external factors.  
 

The conference brought together practitioners, 

researchers, representatives of national 

governments and nongovernmental organizations 

who discussed the influence of these external factors 

on early childhood and explored ways to adequately 

meet the needs of children and families in times of 

rapid change. 
 

During the conference it became clear that good 

results have been achieved in the ECD field, but there 

are still many challenges to overcome before every 

child can develop fully and happily from the 

beginning of his/her life. Even though the topic of 

ECD is gaining attention at the national and global 

level, 825 million children will not be on track to 

achieve the skills taught at secondary school by 2030. 

A greater focus on advocacy for investment in ECD is 

needed, as well as greater speed of action. The 

participants in the conference agreed that we need 

to invest in the workforce in the ECD sector as well as 

in the integrated delivery of services for children and 

families. 
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The conference program included plenary sessions 

and panel presentations in four main strands related 

to early childhood development – Meaningful 

Learning for Children, Meaningful Preparation of the 

Workforce, Meaningful Support to Families, and 

Meaningful Use of Technology. During the panel 

presentations, WWO Bulgaria presented its program 

“Element of Play” and the “Mobile Approach to Toy 

Library” project, which was implemented together 

with the Club of NGOs in Targovishte. WWO 

presented how we support parents to shield their 

children from the effects of toxic stress by 

encouraging positive parent-child interaction 

through play. The Foundation presented the results 

of providing mobile access to the Toy Library program 

in the village of Davidovo in Targovishte region. One 

year after the project’s launch, parents shared that 

they have learned more about early childhood 

development and know how to support their 

children’s development through play  
 

The presentation was well-attended and participants 

showed genuine interest in the program, 

participants, approaches and results. At the end of 

the presentation we gave the attendants egg-shakers 

to take with them and remember to be playful. 

Participants from Haiti and Singapore wanted to learn 

more about WWO’s programs. 
 

 

 

Current ISSA members voted to accept 11 new 

member organizations during ISSA Council Meeting in 

Vilnius, discussed the membership fees and the 

future perspective of ISSA to attract more members. 

WWO Bulgaria representative took active part in the 

discussions and was warmly welcomed by Liana 

Ghent and the other Council members. 
 

The ISSA conference was a great forum for 

networking, exchanging ideas and practices among 

ECD specialists from all over the globe. We managed 

to make contacts with colleagues from Pakistan, 

India, Haiti, the former Yugoslav republics, the former 

Soviet Union republics, Belgium, France, the 

Netherlands and many more. 
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PEER LEARNING ACTIVITY  ‘EUROPEAN QUALITY FRAMEWORK” (EQF).

 

 

ISSA’s Peer Learning Activities (PLAs) are an 

instrument of change and a vehicle for sharing best 

practices among the membership. WWO Bulgaria’s 

Program Manager Rossi Petrova participated in a 

peer learning activity (PLA-2) which took place from 

15 to 18 November in the Netherlands.  
 

The aim of this Peer Learning Activity was to 

disseminate a training package on a European Quality 

Framework (EQF) for improving quality in the field of 

Early Childhood Education and Care (ECEC) to ISSA 

members interested in implementing the EQF in their 

own country/context. Organizations from 5 countries 

met to strategize on how to introduce the EQF in their 

own countries and WWO Bulgaria was one of them. 

During the three-day workshop, members from 

Bulgaria, Moldova, Montenegro, Macedonia and 

Slovenia developed an action plan to introduce the 

training package in their own countries. 
 

The EQF for ECEC is an important policy document 

that sets standards and guidelines for improving 

quality ECEC in all EU member states. The document 

is the result of research done in 30 countries, to 

which different stakeholders gave feedback.       

 

 

 

 

The training package “5 Steps to Quality” supports 

building and improving quality in ECEC at country and 

organizational level. It focuses on the five quality 

elements in the EQF (accessibility, workforce, 

curriculum, monitoring and evaluation, finance and 

governance). The aim of the workshop was to link 

these five quality elements with the context and laws 

of each of the participant’s countries. All the 

participant have committed to keep working 

together until the training is widespread in each of 

their countries. 
 

The train-the-trainers course focused on the content 

of the EQF (five quality elements:  accessibility, 

workforce, curriculum, monitoring and evaluation, 

finance and governance) and answered questions 

such as “How to link the EQF to the national/regional 

guidelines in each country?” and  “How to use the 

training package?” The participants prepared for the 

meeting by providing a contextual sheet with the key 

data of their country according to the five EQF 

themes.   
 

As follow up of meeting participants decided to open 

an online community and to organize webinars in 
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order to work in an easier and more effective 

manner. 
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NEW PARTNERSHIPS 
I. The inspiring partnership between WWO Bulgaria 

and the National Network for Children continues in 2016 

providing new opportunities for publicizing our work at 

various events. Our team was invited and took part in the 

NNC annual meeting and several thematic group 

meetings. The NNC were our main partner in organizing 

Dr. Haddad’s visit to Bulgaria, making it possible for his 

presentation to be presented at the annual meeting in 

front of the representatives of more than 100 NNC 

member organizations in Bulgaria. Being part of the NNC, 

WWO Bulgaria benefits from having the opportunity to 

connect with other organizations working on ECD, to 

promote our work and generate ideas about further 

developing our programs.  
 

II. In 2016 WWO Bulgaria contacted three organization 

to discuss and implement Toy Libraries - the CEDAR 

Foundation (Kiustendil), Future for the Children 

Association (Kazanlak) and Helping Hand Foundation 

(Dobrich). The three organization work in the community 

with children with disabilities from institutions and 

children from the community. WWO explored the need 

for additional support and based on needs assessment 

and commitment from the partners decided to form the 

new partnerships. New sets of toys for children aged 4-7 

have been bought and delivered to the TL sites, toy 

librarians have been selected and trained and introduced 

to the reporting system of the program. These new 

partnerships come as a result of the more proactive 

approach that WWO Bulgaria has adopted since the 

organization’s Strategic planning in December 2015. 
 

III.  As a result of the political situation in Syria and the 

Middle East, Bulgaria turned into a crossing point for an 

extensive refugee flow. The migration centers are 

overcrowded with refugees, many of them being children 

and adolescents. WWO Bulgaria has wanted for a long 

time to support these marginalized children providing 

them with toys and musical instruments thus helping to 

alleviate the effects of the war and their traumatizing 

journey to a better life in Europe. The refugee centers are 

NNC members debate Vision for Family Policy in 

support of children and families in Bulgaria 

Children from Kindergarten “Hope” run by 

Helping Hand Foundation use the Toy Library 

Refugee children playing in the camps 
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run by the State Refugee Agency and a number of 

activities are carried out by CARITAS. Having already 

organized a Music in motion training in 2015 in one of the 

refugee centers in Sofia, WWO Bulgaria approached the 

organization to plan for joint activities. It was possible to 

start implementing Music in Motion by delivering 

instruments and training volunteers to carry out the 

sessions with the children. It proved that the program is 

hard to be run by volunteers as they change every three 

to six months and there is lack of continuity. The lesson 

learnt is that if we want to continue supporting the 

refugee children this can only happen with permanent 

staff. 
 

IV. For Our Children Foundation is an organization 

focused on early childhood - prevention of baby 

abandonment, early intervention, reintegration of 

children with their parents, foster care, thus covering the 

health and social aspect of early childhood. They are one 

of our partners developing the TL program. Since they 

plan to open a Complex for Early Childhood Development 

in Sofia in 2016, we discussed the idea of increasing our 

partnership by providing our expertise on ECD related to 

play and educational activities for young children. This is 

how we started planning to launch an ECD center at the 

Foundation’s Complex and hopefully will begin 

implementing it in 2016

Music in Motion training at one of the Refugee 

Camps in Sofia 

Father’s Day at the Center for Community 

Support run by For Our Children Foundation 
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ORGANIZATIONAL DEVELOPMENT

EXTERNAL EVALUATON OF WWO BULGARIA’S 2009-2015 ACTIVITIES 

 

Local Context 
 

WWO Bulgaria commissioned an independent 
evaluation of the organization’s activities for the 
period between 2009 - 2015 in order to have an 
evidence-based review of the programs’ 
development. The purpose of the evaluation was to 
provide contextual analysis of the 2009 -2015 period 
as a background of WWO Bulgaria program 
implementation. The research will contribute to the 
evaluation of the program's’ impact on children, 
families, professionals and communities and make 
recommendations for WWO’s future activity in 
Bulgaria. 
 

The evaluation was implemented by a team of 
independent consultants who have knowledge of the 
system of child protection, services and low of child 
welfare in Bulgaria and are experienced in project 
and program evaluation for NGOs. 
 

The evaluators’ report presents the results from the 

research and evaluation of the activities of WWO 

Bulgaria in the period 2009-2015. The evaluation 

outcomes will contribute to improving WWO Bulgaria 

programs in the context of the DI process and the 

state priority to develop services supporting ECD.   

 
 

Executive Summary 
 

The analysis presents that the programs of the 
organization are relevant to the needs of children at 
risk between the ages 0 and 7. Moreover, their scope 
has been widened successfully with provided support 
for children with special educational needs at an 
older age. In addition, there is a correspondence 
between the programs and the policies on 
deinstitutionalisation and early childhood 
development. 
 

Concerning partnerships and the correspondence of 
the programs to the identified needs and policies the 
main recommendation is that WWO Bulgaria should 
partner with motivated organizations which have a 
proactive approach to partnerships and share WWO 
Bulgaria’s goals. 

 

The evaluation identifies that the effect of the 
programs Toy Library and Music in Motion on the 
children, who participated in them systematically, are 
connected to improvement of their social, 
communicational and cognitive skills and knowledge. 
At the same time the effects on the family-level are 
only evident in some partner organizations and are 
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related mainly to changed understandings of the 
parents about the meaning and role of play in the 
children. 
 

Until now, the approach of applying the programs has 
mainly been individual and stationary; the group 
forms are rare and the children in the groups often 
change. The existing forms of individual or group 
work with the children, in comparison with the 
logistic approach of the Toy Library – mobile or 
stationary -  logically create a possibility for making a 
new service, which is connected with individual 
mobile work including training and involvement of 
the parents.  
 

The analysis of the strengths and weaknesses shows 
that the community services are the closest to the 
achievement of the goals due to the opportunity for 
direct work not only with the children, but also with 
the parents. Hence, the recommendation to look for 
partnership or positioning of the toys in integrated 
services for support of early childhood development. 
  

The successful partnership with intersectoral services 
(Family Consultative Centres, community centres) is 

a model, which should be encouraged and 
developed. For the children in the community, the 
games should be organised where they play or 
according to their possibilities to visit the place for 
playing.  
 

Regarding improvement of the impact of WWO 
Bulgaria’s programs the evaluation recommends to 
make a purposeful research and collect evidence for 
the effects of applying the programs when working 
with children and, more specifically, children with 
disabilities. A highly motivating impact would be to 
create a network of librarians, through which they 
would be accepted as a part of a professional 
community which is supported  from WWO Bulgaria. 
  

For the purpose for sustainable development of 
WWO Bulgaria’s programs the evaluation 
recommends to cooperate   with motivated partners, 
supporting the professional skills of the workers 
through training programs, which would be oriented 
towards a narrower specialisation, connected to the 
specifics of the services and the educational impact 
on the parents.  
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REVIEW AND RENEWAL OF ALL EXISTING PARTNERSHIP AGREEMENTS 

Between 2009 - 2015 many partnership agreements 

have been signed. Some of them have expired, others 

renewed with annexes. The format and conditions, 

however, were different and this created confusion 

about major aspects of the work. 

For this reason 15 existing partnership agreements 

(individual and organizational) have been reviewed 

and renewed and 5 new have been signed using the 

same format and terms and conditions 

 

STAFF CHANGES 

The project coordinator overseeing the Varna region 

left the organization in February 2016 and an 

organizational restructuring took place. An exit 

interview was conducted with her and all required 

administrative steps were made to ensure smooth 

handover. An organizational restructuring took place 

in May 2016. 
 

Following an analysis of the current project activities 

and results from the Strategic planning carried out in 

December 2015, a decision was made to appoint 

project coordinator responsible for the residential-

care settings. This job title is temporary until the 

transition period is over and the vision about the 

development of the organization is clear. There were 

20 applicants for the position. The selected 

candidate, Diana Ruseva, has long-term experience 

and profound knowledge about ECD, social services 

for children, and the welfare system in Bulgaria. 
 

The organization operated with 2 project 

coordinators (one overseeing the community-based 

partners while the other overseeing the residential-

care institutional partners).In October 2016 the 

project coordinator responsible for the community-

based partnerships left  WWO Bulgaria but continues 

to support it administratively.

 

MOVING OFFICES

One of the most urgent needs for the growing team 

in 2016 was to hire a bigger office space enough to 

accommodate 3 staff members, stacks of toys and 

instruments and to provide a welcoming meeting 

space. For this reason, the team moved to a larger 

room which was furnished and equipped with all the 

necessities.

 

PROMOTING WWO

One of the future steps that came out during the 

Strategic planning of the organization in December 

2015 was to promote WWO in Bulgaria and make 

more recognizable among NGOs, state institutions 

and service-users. For this reason efforts were made 

to develop a Facebook page which is also a platform 

for our Toy Librarians to discuss cases and share 

experience in a close group setting. With the new 

logo and rebranding going on we printed out 

materials - t-shirts and memory sticks - to give out to 

parents and partners we work with on a daily basis. 

Our goal is popularize WWO’s programs further and 

position WWO as one of the leading organizations in 

the field of early childhood development (ECD) in 

Bulgaria. 
 

As a result of Dr. Haddad’s visit in May, a specialized 

early childhood magazine took interest in the 

organization and the programs. An interview with Dr. 

Haddad was featured in the Fall 2016 edition of 

“Healthy Child” magazine and an interview with 

Rositsa Petrova was published in the Winter edition 

of the magazine. Along with these publications, Dr. 

Haddad’s trainings were widely publicized in other 
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media outlets, such as the Bulgarian National 

Television (BNT) and the Bulgarian Television (bTV), 

two of the most popular TV channels in Bulgaria.  
 

 We will continue to gather and publish impact stories 

from partners and materials about ECD and play and 

communicate them to various audiences.

 We aim to establish a greater social media presence 

in order to grow the network of people who know 

about the organization. By gathering evidence about 

the impact of play on child development we can use 

the results to advocate for more investments in ECD 

by the Bulgarian government, thus developing a new 

approach towards early childhood that recognizes 

the importance of play.

 

 

 

An interview with Dr. Haddad for the Fall edition 

of “Healthy Child” magazine. 

An interview with Rositsa Petrova for the Winter 

edition of “Healthy Child” magazine. 
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FUTURE PLANS

RECREATIONAL ACTIVITIES FOR REFUGEE CHILDREN

Due to the prolonged state of conflict in Syria and the 

Middle East, an increased number of refugee and 

migrant children are entering Bulgaria on a daily 

basis. According to Bulgaria’s National Ombudsman, 

2300 unaccompanied children have crossed 

Bulgaria’s borders since the beginning of 2016 alone. 

With the refugee camp in Harmanli housing more 

than 500 children at the moment, there is a dire need 

for recreational and psycho-social programs to help 

alleviate the traumatic experiences that these 

children have endured and continue to experience. 

The Bulgarian government does not provide 

educational programs to refugee children. UNICEF 

Bulgaria seeks partner organizations to provide 

recreational activities to refugee children, which can 

help relieve them from the toxic stress that they have 

experienced.  
 

WWO is currently in talks with UNICEF Bulgaria to 

provide recreational programs to refugee children in 

one of the refugee camps in Southern Bulgaria. WWO 

will provide toys and a play specialist who will 

conduct play sessions with the children and 

coordinate WWO’s programs with other activities in 

the camps. We hope to launch this new project in 

2017 in order to support refugee children in Bulgaria 

in a meaningful way.

There is already one precedent in providing play-

based educational activities to refugee children in the 

Harmanli refugee camp. A Play School run by Gil 

Clasby and Sadie Clasby, unpaid volunteers, is located 

at the refugee camp in Harmanli. The school is a 

center for play-based learning and play therapy in 

which refugee children can relax, have fun and thrive. 

The school provides children between the ages of 4 

and 14 with a range of activities and lessons to 

develop maths, science, art and English skills, 

knowledge and understanding as well as 

opportunities for personal, social and emotional 

development. 

 

WWO’s play-based programs are also uniquely suited 

to meet refugee children’s needs and can be used to 

replicate the successful results of the Harmanli 

Refugee Camp Play School. The Element of Play 

program will not only support the children’s recovery 

from trauma, but it will also allow children to learn 

through play. In this way, they will be better prepared 

for the time when they will enter the educational 

system of their country of residence. We need 

additional funding to make this project a reality and 

you can help us by donating money to cover the 

payments for toys and a play facilitator who will lead 

the play sessions with the children.  

A play session at the Harmanli Refugee Camp Play School 
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PLAY FOR ACHIEVEMENT: MEASURING THE EFFECT OF WWO PROGRAMS 

 

WWO Bulgaria plans to start a partnership project 

with the NGO Club in Targovishte in January 2017 to 

further develop the current successful practices of 

the organization in support of early childhood 

development in the region and measure the effect of 

its programs using the Ages and Stages Screening tool 

to track the development of two groups of children in 

a local kindergarten .  
 

The Play for Achievement project aims at supporting 

the development of children aged 3-5 to their full 

potential at the kindergarten by making them part of 

educational activities through play. The activities will 

be implemented by specialists using the WWO 

Element of Play program both in group sessions and 

individually for those children who have 

developmental difficulties. The design of the project  

 

provides conditions for the active involvement of the 

parents in the training and development of their 

children through participation in the achievement 

monitoring of the children and ECD seminars. The 

project provides for training seminars and 

methodological support of the teachers to help them 

implement the educational program and project 

activities 
 

The developmental outcomes of the same-age 

children will be traced in order to evaluate the 

effectiveness of the program. The play activities will 

be introduced to the children in the two groups at 

different times and will have different duration - I 

group – 12 months; II group - 6 months).The 

development of all children will be screened three 

times during the project – 0, 6th and 12th month. 

It is expected that by the end of 2017: 

 22 children will be screened twice with the involvement of the parents;  
 At least 80 group sessions with children will be carried out;  
 Children with developmental difficulties (if there are such) will be supported individually;  
 20 parents will take part in the information meetings and training seminars;   
 10 specialists will be trained to implement the project activities. 
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ECD CENTER “ELEMENT OF PLAY” 

 

The aim of the project is to provide programs for early 
childhood development through play to at-risk 
children who use the health and social services of For 
Our Children Foundation in Sofia as well as 
marginalized children from the neighboring Roma 
residential district.  
 

The project will be implemented beginning from 
March 2017 in partnership with For Our Children 
Foundation and WWO's expertise in child 
development through play will complement the 
programs of For Our Children Foundation which are 
oriented towards provision of specialized health and 
social services. 

 

The ECD Center will be located in the Complex for 
Social Services managed by For Our Children 
Foundation. The space will provide an opportunity to 
launch more Elements of Play in Bulgaria (e.g. Play 
the Story) and thus expand the range of programs 
provided in the country. Children will also be 
screened using specialized child development tools, 
such as the ASQ, which will be a way to empirically 
measure their development and observe the effect of 
working with them. In addition, WWO's EOP 
curriculum will be used to train parents in the 
importance of play and thus lead to improved 
understanding of child development and increased 
sensitivity of children's needs.  

 
 

It is expected that by the end of 2017: 

 At least 50 children and their parents using For Our Children Foundation’s Complex for Early Childhood 
Development will also be using WWO’s ECD Center; 

 At least 20 children between the ages of 0 and 8 from the Roma community and their parents will be 
using the ECD Center’s mobile services; 

 A minimum of 7 specialists working at the ECD center will be trained.  

 



 

 

 


