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MyRef IO 1 
State of play and Inspiring practices - Belgium1  
‘It’s all about trust’ 
 
An illustration from the AMIF project (see below. Vervaet and Geens, p. 52): 
The story of Jelena (by a teacher in a pilot): “Jelena is a Russian girl of 33 months at the start 
of the course. She lives with her family, mama Veronika, dad and 2 older sister in a small flat. 
Her sisters go to school. Jelena is a sweet girl and she loves to talk to me in her own 
language. She shows me her toys, plays a fantasy game with her stuffed animals in which I 
also get a part. All in fluent Russian. Her parents know a little French as they first lived in a 
reception centre in the French part of Belgium. But they lead a very isolated life. Jelena does 
not go to school, even though she’s old enough to attend. During the first class session, 
Jelana sits on her mom’s lap. During the second class session, she starts exploring and 
enjoying the games, puzzles, books that she gets from a volunteer in the project, a woman 
called Imen. The first day Imen was there, Jelena went up to her, took her by the hand and 
started talking to her all the time, in Russian. During an evaluation, Veronika mentions that 
Jelena used to be ‘not normal, nervous and stressed out all the time, panicking when I left 
the room for a minute’. Since they attend the courses, she changed. Jelena even asks when 
they will go again and Veronika even uses this as a trick: ‘when you put your shoes on now, 
we can go to class with me tomorrow.’ Seeing Jelena open up during the activities and 
encounters with other children and adults, convinced Veronika that her daughter is now 
ready for school. Before that, Veronika was convinced that it wouldn’t do her any good. This 
evolution makes it possible for Veronika to attend the official Dutch classes when 
kindergarten starts in September.” 

 
 

1 Refugee situation in general 

 
As in many other EU countries, the past years, more refugees came into the country than 
the existing services could handle. Many of them are families with (young) children and even 
babies. The mainstream reception centres are not always very well equipped to receive 
those families and usually there is no specific offer at hand for the youngest children, the 
babies and toddlers. There are policies designed for unaccompanied minors (tutors, specific 
care…) and for children of primary school age (as of 6y) but not for children under 6. It is as if 
they are unseen, or merely accessories of their parents. From the age of 6, all children are 
expected to go to school, even if they don’t have any residence documents. Education is 
deemed highly important so enrolment is not such a problem. When we know, based on 
extensive and multidisciplinary scientific evidence,  that the early years matter so much, it is 

                                                                    
1 This document contains general info on asylum in Belgium and some inspiring practices. In drafting this document, it was 
difficult to get information from official sources such as the asylum administration (Fedasil)  or the office of the state secretary 
for asylum, Theo Francken. It is hard to tell whether this means that there is no real policy in ECEC for children in asylum or that 
it is simply difficult to get the scattered information collected. Anyway, we cannot report on any structural initiative or service if 
we can’t get the information. Therefore, this text only offers an incomplete view on what is happening on the field. 
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then quite remarkable that coherent and clear policies seem almost non existing for children 
under 6 in this already vulnerable group. 
On the international level (UN, CoE, EU) the youngest children in asylum are also quite 
invisible; most attention is paid to unaccompanied minors and older children, not specifically 
to the youngest ones.  
 
During the asylum procedure, which can take many months, families are hosted in either 
group reception centres or in smaller living units, spread around the country. 
After the procedure, given that they get an asylum residence, they are referred to the local 
welfare offices for support. Then they can turn to any mainstream service available either on 
referral or after receiving the information or on their own initiative. Many ECEC services 
however are quite unknown or parents do not really trust them enough. Also, finding 
childcare e.g. may not be on their list of priorities or there are not sufficient places available. 
 
In terms of accessing all kinds of ECEC services (Childcare, parenting support, play and 
meeting spaces…) and benefitting from them, a lot depends on how people get received 
upon arrival and to what services they are guided to from the start. 
 
 

2 Asylum seekers reception centres  

2.1 - Fedasil 

Several reception centres for asylum seekers are operational in Belgium. In the course of the 
past years, some centres were added as ‘crisis’ centres and closed again as the influx 
decreased. These centres are managed by Fedasil, a federal agency (http://fedasil.be/en), 
either under Fedasil’s management or by the Red Cross and other NGO’s, funded by Fedasil 
to this end. E.g. The number of places in reception centres went up from about 16.000 in July 
2015 to 33.400 by the end of 2016. In august 2017, 23.757 places remained and in april 2019, 
22.542 places were provided (including those places in centres where people are waiting to 
get send back.) 
 
For the reception of asylum seekers, Fedasil also cooperates with other partners such as the 
Red Cross and public social services, who also manage these centres. After getting an 
asylum status, or being rejected, residents have to leave these reception centres. 
 
These centres provide basic, material care to families (about 54%) individual asylum seekers 
(about 39%) and guide them through the asylum procedure. They also take care of 
unaccompanied minors (7%) who get additional care and the support of a guardian. Asylum 
seekers are not allowed to work and receive no financial aid. The centres have an open 
regime and residents are free to enter and leave as they want. 
There is a considerable variety among the centres. Some are old buildings (former army 
bases, boarding schools or hospitals), some are new prefab buildings. Some host around 50 
people while others have over 800 residents. Some are situated in the major cities, others in 
smaller communities. Depending on these circumstances the daily life for asylum seekers 
can be quite different.   
 
Residents are offered social guidance, medical and psychological support, and legal 
assistance. 

http://fedasil.be/en
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While basic medical care is being provided when needed, little attention is paid to parental 
support or pedagogical guidance or activities for the youngest residents. Families are living 
in a collective care setting which does not always allow them to live their family life as they 
please. 
Children who have reached the age of 6 (school age) can attend school and parents are also 
invited to send their children to pre-school from the age of 2,5-3. In general, Belgium has 
had a very high attendance rate in pre-schools (over 90%), which is free of charge.  
But no specific structure or offer is provided for the youngest children who mostly spend 
their days with parents or other adults in the centre2.  
 
For integration and welcoming purposes, the centres also cooperate with partner 
organisations or community centres in the area. Initiatives like sport activities, youth work, 
visits to the centre are organised in partnership, but rather on an ad hoc basis.  
 
Upon arrival all asylum seekers stay in a collective setting. After a while, some can be 
replaced to go live in a Local Reception Initiative (managed by a public social service or 
NGO), where they can live in a more family friendly setting. This also depends on the status 
of the asylum procedure (e.g. higher changes on getting the asylum status). 
Figures of this type of setting in April 20193: 

- Public social services;  5668 places 

- Other partners: 542 places. 

 
Some specific initiatives can or have been set up for the very young children: 
 

• Fedasil has a cooperation agreement  with Kind en Gezin4 (Child and Family), 

the public agency for ECEC and family support  in the Flemish Community5. 

Besides childcare, Kind en Gezin also has a programme for parents with young 

children, containing consultation bureaus, home visits and parental advice. 

Families living in the reception centres can attend these consultation bureaus 

for the medical follow-up of their young children (growth, hearing test, 

vaccinations, and overall development). In this agreement both public 

agencies acknowledge each other’s tasks and mandates and describe how 

cooperation will be arranged in the reception centres6. 

• In some centres there is some kind of ‘play room’, with toys and play 

materials. Every now and then, activities are being organised, mostly with the 

help of local volunteers. Play or creative activities are then organised either for 

the children alone or together with the parents.  

• Some centres mention that they need parents to sign a contract, in which a.o. 

it is stated that children up to 6y old always need to be accompanied by their 

parents and that they are responsible in case something happens.  

                                                                    
2 Only 3 Fedasil centres sent in very little information. 
3 www.fedasil.be  
4 https://www.kindengezin.be/algemeen/english-pages.jsp 
5 A similar agreement would exist for the French Community, but we have not been able to check that. 
6 E.g.: K&G will be informed whenever young children get to the centre, they can adapt the services to what is needed by the 
families (e.g. providing info session on specific issues), there will be local alignment of the services and the cooperation will be 
evaluated on a regular basis. At this point we have no information on how this agreement is actually implemented.  

http://www.fedasil.be/
https://www.kindengezin.be/algemeen/english-pages.jsp
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• One centre (now closed) mentioned that the setting is far from being child 

friendly: no green space, no sports or leisure facility, too small rooms ...) 

• Sometimes parents get a referral to parenting support services. 

• The reception centres will support parents in enrolment to preschool.  

In an interview with a medical coordinator of Fedasil, the suggestion was made that more 
structural links between ECEC and the asylum sector would be a win-win situation for all: 
Fedasil could extend the support for families and young children would get stimulated and 
challenged more (instead of waiting their life away…). Their parents could also benefit and 
feel more at ease, when they would feel supported as parents. 
At this point it is difficult to establish whether there has been any follow-up on this idea and 
we do get the impression that not that much has changed.  

2.2 Red Cross 

Red Cross Belgium is in charge of several reception centres (under the supervision of 
Fedasil). A staff worker for children and unaccompanied minors provides us following 
information for the children, aged 0-6y. 

- From the age of 2,5 y., parents are motivated to let their children attend 

mainstream pre-schools. Most parents follow up on this. Most pre-schools 

however, do not have any specific approach for these newcomers. There are  

some schools with more experience in receiving children from asylum seekers, 

and who do show a bit more flexibility and an interest to really work with 

children who speak another language. 

- The Red Cross centres do not offer any childcare, there are no facilities to do 

so. Occasionally, parents can have their children attend mainstream childcare 

centres in the area but most often these are too expensive and most parents 

are not acquainted with this form of ECEC7. 

- As stated above, there is a cooperation with the different services of Kind en 

Gezin: consultation bureau, INLOOP team (see below), family centre…E.g. for 

activities such as preventive health monitoring, baby massage, potty training 

etc.  

- In all Red Cross centres there are programs for children, but not specifically for 

the youngest ones. There are weekly activities (play, creative atelier, sports…) 

or the occasional outing, together with the parents (to the zoo, to the 

beach…) and some centres have specific offers such as baby baths or a toy-

library. 

3 General support to families with young children - Kind & 
Gezin (Child & Family) 

Kind & Gezin (K&G) is the Flemish public agency in charge of several family support services: 
childcare, consultation bureaus, district nurses (home visits), family centres etc. Ever since 
the 90’s (crisis in Yugoslavia) Kind & Gezin developed more structural policies and practices 
to serve families in a migration or asylum context. The main focus is to guarantee 
                                                                    
7 As was clear in the interviews with childcare professionals (see below) there is an issue of trust. When parents are not familiar 
with this kind of childcare, when they believe that young children should be with their parents, when they are afraid they will be 
separated from their children...they will not be inclined to use childcare services or leave their children behind in a childcare 
centre.  
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accessibility of basic provision like parental support or preventive health care, bringing 
possible support to families, as they often do not know where to turn to.  
A cooperation with Fedasil, the federal agency for reception of asylum seekers, has been 
expanded throughout the years, mostly in the area of family support. The cooperation 
agreement serves as a framework for all kinds of cooperation in the different asylum centres 
and K&G. Since 2016, K&G has an agreement with Fedasil for local cooperation and services 
within the reception centres and local reception houses.8 Whereas the services of K&G are 
offered within the reception centres, it is different for refugees living in local reception 
initiatives. For them, K&G needs to cooperate with other local organisations (welfare, 
schools, youth care…) and refer the families to the most appropriate services available. The 
support is needed to help families integrate and work towards autonomous living once they 
get an asylum title.  
 
K&G wants to reach out to all children in all families and wants to make refugee families feel 
welcomed and supported. Working from a progressive universalism approach, K&G offers 
different services to refugee families with young children, as they do to all families with 
young children. Some examples: 

- Preventive health (vaccinations, monitoring development and growth, vision 

and hearing test…), pre- and post-natal care 

- Parental support, informing and referring parents to preschool and childcare, 

explaining what services are available for them  

- Home visits, group sessions, consultations 

 
The K&G registration system can shed a light on the numbers of young children in asylum, 
but these are not complete. E.g. in 2016 some 1100 young children were registered form 
Afghanistan, Iraq, Iran, Somalia and Syria. 
 
Once families get their asylum title, they will start living on their own and in principle, they 
have access to all services. However, a lot of the mainstream services or provision is 
unknown to many of them, so they still need to be informed, supported and referred 
appropriately. District nurses and K&G teams play a valuable role here (e.g. in making the 
way to childcare).  
 
“The complexity of the residence status, the uncertainty of the length of stay in reception 
centres, the sometimes abrupt moves to other housing, the limited access to society and 
thus to full citizenship, the questioned perspective on their future and how to shape their 
lives….are all elements that challenge the children’s opportunities” (De Cock, 2017) 

3.1 Consultation bureaus in asylum centres 

With the increase of refugees in 2015, more consultation bureaus, with increased opening 
hours, were established within the larger reception centres, focusing on e.g. the vaccination 
schemes for all incoming children, informing families on all the different services for families 
in Belgium, referral to school and building relations of trust. This all takes a lot of time and 
energy on both sides. Additional efforts were made on building partnerships in the 
community (with doctors, schools, translators…) and relying on additional competences of 
staff members acting as liaison, speaking different languages and so forth.  

                                                                    
8In Belgium, asylum seekers most often live in reception centres upon arrival, together with many others. After a while, they 
can be moved to more local reception initiatives, in ‘normal’ houses. 



 

6 

 

 

3.2 INLOOPteams 

In most cities, Kind &Gezin also organizes INLOOP teams9, offering different kinds 
parenting support to more vulnerable families (poverty, migration, single parents …). Most 
teams organize different activities for and with families with young children, such as 
preventive health consultation, group sessions, parenting support, fun activities and outings, 
play and meeting spaces and advice. Although the INLOOPservice is always organised in a 
very low-threshold manner, families in asylum context do not easily find their way to it. 
Additional strategies are required here.  
 
On a project basis and with additional funding by K&G, some of these teams have developed 
more specific, actions for refugee families. The main challenge here is designing actions to 
get refugee families to the INLOOP activities, but it is clear that this needs major outreach 
strategies first. Here some examples: 

- Set up of a mobile play and meeting space in places that refugee families do 

attend (e.g. material support places). This action allows children and parents 

to meet informally and engage in play. By meeting others, families can inform 

each other on existing services and possible use of them and they can extend 

their networks. The INLOOPcentre would bring this play and meeting space 

to those spots twice a month. 

- Arranging group work activities in the existing reception centres in the area of 

an INLOOPcentre in cooperation with the district nurses of K&G. These 

activities can be focused on specific topics, that are useful for families and 

they can service as a first contact with INLOOP at the same time. 

- Organising regular ‘welcome’ groups in the INLOOPcentre to show what their 

work is all about, what they could offer to families. This way a warm referral 

can be offered so that families learn to know where and what support they can 

find in the area. 

- Investing in more active invitations towards refugee families (call them, pick 

them up if they are interested to join…) during welcome moments, work in 

the reception centres etc 

- Try to find out what the actual needs are by asking the families themselves 

and adapting the activity and the communication style to that. 

- Increase communication activities and competences to get a better 

understanding, mutually, on what refugee families need and what they can 

expect from the INLOOPservice (use of film, visual aids like pictograms, learn 

from partner organisations…) 

- Design activities to support and strengthen the parent-child relationship, 

which is under great pressure for some refugee families. This can be done by 

opening welcoming meeting spaces where parents can meet, enjoy some free 

time with their children, feel at ease and increase their physical and mental 

space, engage with others and widen their social network. This requires to 

look for the refugee families in places where they actually come (material aid, 

                                                                    
9 INLOOP is an acronym for Integraal Laagdrempelig OpvoedingsOndersteuningsPunt (integrated, Low threshold point for 
parenting support). 
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community social service, food banks…) and try to refer them to INLOOP 

from there. Once they experience the offer at the INLOOPcentre (e.g. baby 

massage, group talks, cooking activities, material support, outings…) and feel 

secure enough, they can also be referred to other sectors, such as childcare, 

school, integration services and others. 

- Using specific strategies in the meeting activities in an INLOOPcentre, such as 

cultural mediators, former asylum seekers. 

 

3.3 A new initiative: Koala 

In 2018 an innovative public-private funded initiative was developed by Kind en Gezin and a 
philanthropic foundation (the Vergnes family): the establishment of Koala centres is at full 
speed now. These centres combine the efforts of several early years partners and aim to 
provide childcare for vulnerable families as well as activities for young children and their 
parents together. This should facilitate the families’ access to mainstream services and 
different support systems.   
 
 
But in between... children and parents waiting, waiting, waiting....wasting precious time 
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4 Childcare centres – some inspiring practices 

While there is a legal right to access and attend childcare for all young children (0 – 2,5/3y), 
there is no specific or targeted policy for children of refugees or asylum seeking families. In 
theory, all children can use childcare services, but in reality access is quite problematic for 
many different reasons. There is a lack of places in some areas, not all parents have the info 
they need,  there is a fee to be paid, the online enrolment system is difficult to use for some 
parents, not all families know that they would be welcome....and there can be cultural 
differences in the views on childcare: not all parents think it is ‘normal’ or ok to have very 
young children being cared for by others.  
 
However, during the asylum procedure childcare can be beneficial, not as much in the 
economic sense (so that parents can get to work, as they are not allowed to), but especially 
for its pedagogical and social function: fostering the holistic development of young children, 
getting them acquainted with peers and their living environment, offering a safe and 
stimulation place for play and learning, taking the first steps towards integration in a new 
community, learning the language etc. For parents as well, the childcare settings can offer 
them support, can be a partner in the education of their children, and parents can meet 
other parents as well, and make them a bit familiar with their new living environment.  
 
Several childcare centres were contacted and questioned about if and how asylum seekers 
find their way to childcare, how they are welcomed and what would be more specific about 
childcare for these children. Key words seem to be: trust, rhythm of child and parent, 
cooperation, don’t waste the child’s time during these important first years. 

4.1 Elmer, Brussels10 

Elmer is a childcare centre, with 4 locations in Brussels, serving families and children from 
3m to 3y old. The aim for Elmer is for children to grow up as happy, self-conscious people 
and the curriculum supports the holistic development of every child. Parents as well, are also 
welcome at Elmer, be it in as a member of the board or as a participant in the many different 
activities with parents.  
Elmer is part of the social network in the area. As neighbourhood service Elmer works with 
employees that are recruited from a group of people that stand close to the same 
environment as the parents, so we can offer them a secure place, with confidence and 
flexibility, that is easily and direct accessible.  

One child was very afraid and possibly traumatised and he 
was always frightened when people came in and out of 
the room at the child care centre. The child practitioner 
hung a paper on the door, warning colleagues to come in 
more quietly and only when necessary. 

Elmer has a very flexible approach in providing child care. They have a quite diverse public 
and team, of which many are from a (Northern) African background. Working parents, 
parents in training or looking for work, parents with some kind of emergency situation, 
single parents and their children are all welcome at Elmer. Accessibility and diversity seems 

                                                                    
10 http://www.elmer.be/node/4 

http://www.elmer.be/node/4
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to be part of the DNA in Elmer. Elmer is also recognised as a childcare for children with 
special needs. 
Elmer provides occasional, short-term, irregular, part-time, full-time or emergency day care, 
depending on the reason for the day care.  
 
In case of an emergency and if it is in the interest of the child, an immediate solution will be 
sought whatever way possible. 

For parents in the context of asylum it is very hard to let 
go of their children. One mother felt forced by the social 
worker in the reception centre to bring her child to Elmer. 
She is very afraid while her child is in childcare. “What if I 
get arrested and I don’t have my child with me??” A 
Kenyan mother, who left 2 children behind in Kenya, was 
wary about childcare at first. She only wanted her toddler 
to attend 1 or 2 half days a week “because I already left 2 
of my children behind”. 

At Elmer, Dutch is spoken and this is a conscious choice, enabling children to continue 
school in Dutch spoken kindergarten and to support their integration. On the work floor 
however, when needed and when children and parents first arrive, all languages are used: 
either known language of a staff member, or involving other parents who have the same 
language, or if necessary, hands, feet and pictograms.  
 
More specifically on young children of refugees, 2 location coordinators11 gave the following 
information during an in depth interview. 
 

• Policy 

- Overall, there is no structural policy or programs for this group of children. 

The assumption that they are invisible, can be confirmed here. 

- “Make young children of refugees visible and then design a real policy.” 

- Provide a pedagogical offer within the reception centres, possibly with 

support from or in cooperation with more experienced ECEC professionals. 

Develop a pedagogical vision on what these children need, what supports 

their development (even when they will only be here for a while)  

- Have childcare centres keep places available for this group. Open mainstream 

services, not specific targeted services for refugees, but add flexibility and 

specific focus on this group (long familiarisation period, use of different 

languages, parent involvement and support…). Always start from the same 

question as you do with every family: what do you need? How can we help in 

caring for your child? What does the child need? How can we work together in 

dialogue to make the best of it? 

- Invest in building relationship of trust with the parents 

- Don’t move families around during the whole procedure 

- The so-called ‘occasional’ childcare is only allowed for 6 months maximum; 

this is no real solution. 

- Offer ECEC centres close to where the families are residing. 

                                                                    
11 Narimane Sidali, Elmer in the City, and Bouchra Chfira, Elmer West 
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- Cooperation should be more developed between several supporting services: 

asylum reception centre, district nurses, play groups, childcare centres, 

meeting places… 

 

• Practice 

- Most initiatives happen on the basis of goodwill, committed professionals, 

and by being closely connected to different services in the area: knowing each 

other and referring families to one another (mouth to mouth). 

- Elmer has an occasional cooperation with a big reception centre in downtown 

Brussels (Klein Kasteeltje). Sometimes they get questions from social workers 

at the centre, sometimes from the district nurse visiting the centre. Hardly 

ever from the parents themselves. Once they do get to know the child care 

centre they seem more willing to use it when they get more children (also to 

get some relief for themselves), when they are in distress, or when they begin 

to see how little the children are stimulated or challenged at the reception 

centre. Most often, Elmer only gets contacted when there is a real problem 

(malnourishment, failure to thrive…) or specific question.  

- Asylum seeking families are moving quite a lot: from a big reception centre at 

their arrival, to smaller reception houses, into illegality/back to the country of 

origin or into mainstream social housing once they get admitted. It is hard in 

this context, to offer anything substantial to the children, they need to adapt 

again and again. 

- Additional efforts for this group are needed at times. When refugee parents 

are interested in a place in the childcare centre, they are welcomed and 

accepted like everyone else,  but some elements are taken care of even more 

diligently: possibly a longer period of familiarisation, link certain parents and 

children to certain child practitioners (language, certain sensitivity…), more 

explanation for parent activities, careful introduction on what childcare is and 

how Elmer works, taking time, be empathic, bending the rules when needed 

(e.g. No parents fee as asylum seekers are legally not allowed to work). Or, 

when parents are afraid to leave their children behind in childcare, Elmer 

allows them to stay in the childcare centres with their child as well.hey often 

only attend half a day a week or they don’t continue attending the centre.  

- There is also the occasional cooperation with other reception centres. E.g. in 

Beersel, where small groups for parents get the opportunity  to meet each 

other, talk and exchange experiences. Gaining trust is one of the main goals 

here as well. 

- Once the parents and children are used to Elmer, they seem like they are able 

to breathe again, feel very relieved and grateful.  

- Having diversity in the team helps a lot (e.g. one practitioner in Elmer was a 

refugee herself) 

 

• Reflection 

- There is a huge need for high quality ECEC for this group of children. There is 

hardly anything offered, especially for children during the asylum procedure. 

However, it could make a world of difference for these children.  
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- At first and during the asylum procedure, young children are not even 

registered so we don’t even know how many there are.  

- The main issue is trust: if there is no trust, nothing valuable can be done. An 

ongoing interest and empathy for the parents is vital. They are often in 

‘survival’ mode and need a lot of support and encouragement.  

- You need to be open-minded and willing to consider all possible views on 

childrearing, including the one where it is seen as ‘unfit’ parenting to bring 

your child to childcare. 

- Among refugee families there are huge differences so working with them 

needs to be tailored 

- It is also important to keep the team supported: an extra talk, intervision, 

relieve the burden for some, pay extra attention on how child practitioners are 

doing and keeping up. 

 

4.2 Tierlantuin, Gent12 

Tierlantuin is a childcare centre in Ghent, working actively on accessibility, diversity and links 
with the community. In general, partner organisations in the area are crucial in referring 
children from vulnerable families to the centre. These are e.g. streetcorner work, community 
workers, district nurses of Kind en Gezin, integration centres. Such requests are treated with 
priority to find a place in the childcare centre. 

A single mom, under 18, without residence papers is 
looking for childcare so she can continue her schooling. 
This shows how important childcare is, not only for the 
child, but also for the parents.  

Tierlantuin is more than willing to give additional support for these families but some 
challenges are hard to work on.  

• Policy  

- The Ghent department of Childcare (DIKO) has a structural cooperation with 

different services which can lead families towards childcare (e.g. Public 

Welfare Centre, ‘In Gent’) and families who are referred by these services are 

guaranteed a place. There is a system of keeping places available  for the, in 

order to make it possible for them to access childcare. The same cooperation 

exists between the childcare centres and community services in the 

surrounding area (public, NGO’s, social services...). There are also ‘open’ 

places in case of  crisis situations or requests that are entered too late. Er 

worden ook structureel plaatsen vrijgehouden voor laattijdige en 

crisisopvang.  

- DIKO and the Public Welfare Centre in Ghent have a close cooperation as well 

when it comes to allowing minimum fees . The agreement is to work in the 

best interest of the child and to allow for minimum fees as much as possible 

for families in very precarious situations (refugees, families without 

                                                                    
12 Info Katrien Reynaert, coordinator 
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documents...) Other possibilities are e.g.: using a ‘zero’ fee or acquitting those 

families from debt 

- There is an explicit policy on familiarising the families, parents and children, to 

the childcare services and vice versa. 

 

• Practice 

- Openness towards diversity is a basic attitude in Tierlantuin. (see project work 

and actions with local partners). The meeting function is considered to be very 

important, not only with and among the families attending Tierlantuin, but 

also towards the community.  

- When working with refugee families, the main issue seems to be to give ample 

time to parents to familiarize with the child care, as many of them do not 

know what this is and how their children will be treated there. The centre has 

a set procedure for familiarization, but this does not seem enough for this 

group of parents to gain the trust that is needed. There seems to be too much 

pressure which isn’t good, not for the parents, not for the practitioners.  

 

• Reflection 

 

- The centre notices a real need for some optional familiarisation period, with 

no real consequences or obligation to register the child, a time to get 

acquainted without any pressure, tailored to the needs of every family.  

- Instead of doing the individual familiarisation, it could be good also to 

organise a moment at set times (once a month), to get asylum seeking 

families to the centre, together and with their children. On such moments, 

info can be provided on how childcare is organised in Belgium, what the 

added value could be for them and their children or activities could be done 

together. This could make them feel more welcome and it could possibly 

lower some barriers. This could be organised with other partner organisations 

in the area who also know these families.  

- At this point, Tierlantuin has a project of getting acquainted in a low-threshold 

way. The Dutch ‘Kom uit je flat en zet je wat’ meaning ‘get out of your flat and 

take a seat’, aims at reaching out to families where they actually are in the 

neighbourhood to get them introduced to what childcare e is or could be for 

them. Without any pressure, they try to build relations of trust, with no 

obligations. Only later, childcare could be an option.  

- To get a place in childcare, different administrative and electronic procedures 

need to be followed, e.g. getting a ‘childcode’ which is done by computer. To 

retrieve such a code, you need an ID-card, which some parents do not have 

(yet). This adds to the difficulty to get a place in childcare. 

- Solutions are needed for the administrative hassle for persons without 

documents. 
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4.3 Het Mezennnestje, Aalst13 

Het Mezennestje is an inclusive childcare centre: every family is welcome, irrespective of 
their living situation, and every child is welcome, irrespective of his/her condition, physical or 
mental health or background. The centre tries, for each individual child, to offer its services 
in way that aligns with the home situation and the child’s needs as much as possible. Given 
this starting point, you could either say they do not do anything ‘specific’ for any child, or 
that every single child gets individualized, ‘specific’ care. Mezennestje has years of 
experience in working with vulnerable groups: families living in poverty, migrant families 
and so forth, which makes them more used to diversity among families. Also, the team has 
been diversified with team member of different backgrounds, such as a refugee from Iraq, or 
people living in poverty (so-called ‘experts by experience’). 
 

• Policy 

- As mentioned in Tierlantuin, the procedure requirements and online 

registration, raises problems for those who are still undocumented. Without 

some kind of IDcard, registration is impossible. A childcare centre can admit 

the family but it will not receive subsidies for this child. 

- Also, when you can’t prove any income (during the asylum procedure, people 

are not allowed to work…), a maximum fee is charged, which cannot be paid 

for by families in asylum procedures. 

 

• Practice 

All in all, they have no or little request for childcare from asylum seekers or 

refugees. They either don’t find their way or they don’t feel the need? The 

issue of asylum seekers has not been discussed on the local childcare platform 

either. 

 

• Reflection  

With refugee families all depends on whether or not they already have some 

support of another service who guides them to childcare as well (e.g. asylum 

centre, integration service…). Working together with these different services, 

can make quite a difference. 

 

4.4 The Wurpskes, Leuven14 

The Wurpskes is a community based childcare centre with a standing tradition in receiving 
children living in severe poverty, among others. They mention that about half of the children 
living in poverty, are children from refugees, families that went through the procedure and 
received an asylum title and residence permit. From that moment on, access to services is 
the same as it is for everyone else. They do not have any children who are still going through 
the procedure, but given the rising numbers they do expect to get some requests. 

                                                                    
13 Info Hilde Schockaert, coordinator 
14 Info Karen Daniëls, coordinator 
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The adult/child ratio allows for 2 child practitioners per group on the busiest time of the day, 
in which they can give individual attention to children who need that.  
 

• Practice  

- They notice a high doses of stress among the refugee families, because of 

what they have been through, the mourning about their home country, 

starting all over again in a country that they don’t know anything about. This 

provides a context in which it is not so simple to take care of their children and 

to figure out what the exact support that they need would be.  

- Above all, the Wurpskes try to offer people a place where they can feel 

welcome and at home, a safe place with links to social support services, 

schools and other supportive services. The childcare centre is well known 

among these services. When possible they align their care with the home 

situation. If this is not possible, they discuss it with the parents and most often 

an agreed solution is found. 

 

• Refection  

It is also mentioned that this work can demand a lot from a professional. The 

stories of the families are very harsh and staff are really affected by it. That is 

why the Wurpskes also invest in support of the team members 

 

5 The AMIF project15  

This project needs to be mentioned for its efforts to support incoming families by building 
bridges among different services. It was funded by several public agencies (Kind & Gezin, 
Agency for Integration and the Centre for Basic Education) and by the European Fund for 
Asylum, Migration and Integration. In the project, different pilots were developed on how to 
support families, who arrive or live in Belgium and do not speak the language (yet). The work 
was done with parents, (mostly) mothers, and young children together. 
The project is on integration mainly as it was noticed that the mainstream integration 
support (language courses, civic education…) did not meet the needs of parents with young 
children. The aim is to develop more tailored methods and integrated strategies for this 
group and the care for the young child served as an entrance point here. By offering 
childcare or activities with the children in the same place as the courses, mothers are offered 
an integration trajectory, with at least 4 elements: language course (none of them speak 
Dutch), support in care and education, increase development opportunities for the children 
and integrate and empower the mothers.  
The mothers all have a low literacy level, come from non EU-countries, have a legal status or 
are in the process of getting one. Some are newcomers, others aren’t. 
 
In general the mothers are getting into a course module (language, civic education/social 
orientation) and they can bring their children along. The different pilots designed this in 
different ways: mothers in the course with their children’ on their lap’ or having activities for 
mothers and children in the same building but in adjacent rooms, or a mix (e.g. a welcoming 
ritual together and then split up to different activities). Both the work and guidance of the 

                                                                    
15 Vervaet and Geens, 2016 
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mothers and the children needs to be carefully designed and professionally delivered. 
Looking at the activities for children, they can engage in play, in creative activities and 
explore different games, getting in touch with other children, while their mothers remain 
within a safe distance. Giving explicit attention to the children and what could interest them, 
results in the children feeling at ease and safe. They are taking initiative in play, choosing 
what they want to do with whom, engaging in social contact, while knowing that they can 
look for their mother whenever they need to.  
Besides the professionals involved, it should be clear that the design of the used space also 
plays a major role here. 
One inspiring example is a pilot where the choice was made explicitly to work with mothers 
and children together: the class themes, discussed with the participants, would then also be 
translated in the play materials for the children (e.g. building a home with a table and sheets 
when the class theme of that day was ‘housing facilities’). With children present, different 
educating styles become very visible, which in turn can again lead to discussions and 
dialogue with the mothers during the language course or have mothers exchange 
experiences on how they raise their children, what challenges they want to tackle etc. this 
kind of bonding can offer solid social support among these women. 

‘I opened up completely here. I gained self-confidence as 
a mother. I now trust people more, because I have seen 
how well the children are taken care of. In Afghanistan, I 
would never entrust my child to anyone’. 

As stated in the report on the project, working with children and mothers together should 
not hinder in learning to take some distance between mother and child. Quite on the 
contrary! (Vervaet & Geens, p. 91): “Observing who other people take care of your child, how 
the child begins to interact with his/her surroundings, how it opens up in the group as well as 
at home, does create a level of trust with the mothers to let go of their child. High quality 
work of child practitioners, using set rituals and a recognisable structure are important 
conditions for this. It allows the children to fully experiment and explore in meeting others 
and in play, and all this in a setting of safety and feeling secure. This kind of group in turn 
become safe transitions spaces between the home and the society around them, both for 
the children and the mothers.” In another pilot, the course started with the children present 
and after a while the mothers themselves asked to have the class in another room (albeit 
that the children stay close and the mothers can check on them when they want). It is very 
important to recognise that the mothers do not want to forsake to their mother role, while 
at the same time being eager to follow the course. Allowing for a long and warm 
familiarisation process is vital.  

‘In the reception centre, I am always with my daughter, in 
our room. Even when I go shower, I take her with me. 
When I would leave her, she always cried; but since we 
come here, she starts changing. Today, she didn’t cry’. 

In the pilots where children and mothers were separated during classes, the children would 
stay in nearby rooms with professional guidance, or in mainstream childcare. Here, some 
risks need to be taken into consideration: bringing a group of children who are not used to 
be in childcare into an existing group is not advisable. It gets too crowded for them, makes 
them restless and stressed which in turn makes other children restless as well. It is important 
to invest time and effort in sufficient familiarisation, to look for childcare that is already 
known by some of the parents (if possible) and put the children in different playgroups so 
that the can slowly become part of the group and get engaged in play with the other 
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children. Whenever the mothers bring or pick up their children, direct and detailed 
communication with the child practitioner is important (as it is for all parents, but here even 
more so). Only then trust can be built. 

‘First I was afraid that my son would  not like new people, 
but now it works out so well that I can leave him with a 
childminder when I go to Dutch class.’ 

Without getting into all the details of the project (with a learning community, formal 
agreements, steering committee etc), there is relevant information gathered from what 
happened in the pilots on the field: designing services by newly composed teams to shape 
the targeted support to this group of mothers with young children. Team members are staff 
members from integrations services, teachers in basic education, district nurses from Kind 
&Gezin, childcare centres, INLOOPteams, and some local partners (such as local welfare 
bureaus and social services…). While this innovative and integrated approach has proven to 
be very valuable for mothers, here we only cover the part where the young children are 
concerned. All in all, this project proves over and over again, that the first step is gaining 
trust, safety and well-being is essential for success and that both children and mothers can 
only learn an develop more if they feel comfortable and safe. 
 
Just some of the takeaways from the AMIF pilots16 worth mentioning are: 

- Allowing mothers to bring their young children to language classes is very 

welcoming and lowers both practical and psychological thresholds, also in 

increasing their access opportunity to other services. Also, mothers among 

themselves are learning from other mothers what services are available. 

- It is vital to respect the pace of the mothers and their children. E.g. leaving the 

possibility to follow the courses with their child on their lap, if the mother is 

not ready yet to leave her child in another room or in childcare. 

- It has proven to be important not to divide the different roles of the 

participating women in the project. They are not either a mother or a student. 

- This particular groups of mothers does not only experience thresholds in 

accessing childcare (or other ECEC services) but also may have a different 

view on childcare. Some mothers do not understand why people would leave 

their young children in someone else’s (professional) care. Allowing them not 

to make that choice (or doing so in a later phase) is in itself welcoming and a 

necessary step to take in making them aware of the mainstream ECEC 

services. 

- Mothers and children both support each other in the process of 

acculturalisation. 

- Also, the language course can avoid possible guilt induction or the feeling of 

not being a good parent (often seen in parenting support programs). 

- The targeted approach and working with the mothers on issues that are 

relevant for them (E.g. Dutch classes on daily life issues and experiences that 

are close to them) has proven to be a useful way of so-called functional 

                                                                    
16Describing the whole AMIF project would lead us too far in this context. It is a quite complex project (now extended in an ESF 
project), involving many different partners and illustrating very nicely how difficult processes of change towards more 
integrated work can be. 
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learning. This too, opens the doors to many other opportunities (E.g. making 

a doctor’s appointment, getting to know how to use public transport…). 

- Viewing language, not as a goal in itself, but as a tool for integration and social 

contact. Learning the language in interaction with other mothers in 

comparable living situations, provides safety and opportunities to speak, have 

a meaningful dialogue, a.o. on educational issues and uncertainties. 

- Through this approach, the mothers get more self-reliant, e.g. to find their 

way around, to go and find childcare. They can slowly begin to trust basic 

provision that is available for them and their families. 

- Meeting other mothers and exchanging experiences offers quite a lot of social 

support to mothers. 

- For the children, this offer serves as an important transition space for them: 

outside their home situation, they get to know other children and adults in a 

safe environment; first with their mothers close to them, later maybe in 

separate activities. They hear Dutch for the first time, they get to know some 

rules and structure, they get stimulated by the child friendly setting, learn to 

play, sing, interact with other children and they get opportunities to 

experiment with taking a slam distance from their mothers. Most children 

were very enthusiastic after a while and this experience can make it easier for 

them to start childcare or kindergarten.  

- The children’s well-being is taken care of by relating to their individual needs, 

their own pace and by common rituals. 

- This approach empowers the mothers as women, but also in their parental 

role. 

- Making the choice to design an offer for mothers and children, implies careful 

thought and preparation of the activities and approach of the children as well. 

This requires additional efforts since these young children are more than just 

‘accessories’ of the mothers. 

- Overall it is clear that investing in the necessary outreach, and not letting go 

(e.g. invite them over and over again) is quite time consuming but very 

needed to keep this vulnerable group on board and gain their trust. To be 

successful, a well thought out and thorough recruitment strategy is essential. 

- After the project, is was clear that this approach offered opportunities for 

mothers and children. Besides a gained motivation and increased courage to 

speak Dutch, there was also a gained trust in basic ECEC provision. 

 
Basic conditions for this approach: 

- Time!! 

- A competent system, combining individual with team competences and a 

facilitating and supportive framework 

- Decide on practical issues and choices (timing, used spaces, group size, 

involved partners/volunteers…) 

- Get explicit on the starting point: looking at mothers who come to the courses 

as both students and mothers. Being allowed to bring their children, 

respecting the students in their mother role, is adding lots to the accessibility 
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of the service and to the well-being of mother and child. On the other hand, 

attending a language course is a positive thing in the integration process; it is 

not a ‘parenting’ course because they would need to learn how to be good 

mothers. 

6 Issues of professional competencies17 

Professionals in ECEC services need to adapt to our multidiverse societies every day now. 
The group of refugee or asylum seeking families are now becoming  part of their overall 
users, so competences and professional development need t be aligned with these societal 
changes.  
Some elements of competence of ECEC staff are e.g.:  

- Language: respect home language, use creative ways to communicate 

- Culture-sensitivity, trauma-sensitivity 

- Basic knowledge of asylum procedures 

- Basic knowledge of background of asylum seekers 

- Cooperative attitude 

- Openness 

- Flexibility 

- Welcoming attitude 

- ... 

 But individual professionals can’t do all this on their own. On team level additional efforts 
are needed as well18 in terms of supportive working conditions: team support, in service 
training; reflection, team discussions and so forth. 
            
  

7 Some thoughts of VBJK 

 

- The main approach and strategies should be a rights-based one: rights of 

refugees and children’s rights. A child is a child first, not a ‘child of a refugee’ 

and is entitled to his or her rights as such.  

- Given the insecure and precarious situation refugee families live in , the first 

major issue is to build a relation of trust with the parents. No initiative for 

young children will ever be viable when the parents are not involved and 

informed on the potential benefits for their young children. The first goal may 

not immediately be to get refugee children to existing childcare as soon as 

possible. The first step that needs to be taken is making families feel 

welcome, provide warm and personal contact and support that allows bonds 

of trust to grow, explain about existing services, not forcing parents into 

anything. To get children into ECEC services, you need to go by the parents 

and get them on board as well.  

                                                                    
17 See e.g. http://decet.org/wp_/wp-content/uploads/2015/02/Diversity-and-Social-Inclusion.pdf 
18 See also the CoRe research http://decet.org/wp_/wp-content/uploads/2015/02/Diversity-and-Social-
Inclusion.pdfhttps://vbjk.be/files/attachments/.885/European_Journal_of_Education_2012_Towards_competent_systems_in_
Early_Childhood_Education_and_Care_Implications_for_Poli.pdf 

http://decet.org/wp_/wp-content/uploads/2015/02/Diversity-and-Social-Inclusion.pdf
http://decet.org/wp_/wp-content/uploads/2015/02/Diversity-and-Social-Inclusion.pdfhttps:/vbjk.be/files/attachments/.885/European_Journal_of_Education_2012_Towards_competent_systems_in_Early_Childhood_Education_and_Care_Implications_for_Poli.pdf
http://decet.org/wp_/wp-content/uploads/2015/02/Diversity-and-Social-Inclusion.pdfhttps:/vbjk.be/files/attachments/.885/European_Journal_of_Education_2012_Towards_competent_systems_in_Early_Childhood_Education_and_Care_Implications_for_Poli.pdf
http://decet.org/wp_/wp-content/uploads/2015/02/Diversity-and-Social-Inclusion.pdfhttps:/vbjk.be/files/attachments/.885/European_Journal_of_Education_2012_Towards_competent_systems_in_Early_Childhood_Education_and_Care_Implications_for_Poli.pdf
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- We still need quite some more info in the search for the best way to address 

the different needs of asylum seeking and refugee families. These families are 

also not all alike just because they are all refugees. Some do quite well; others 

don’t know what to do. Some get an asylum title quite easily, other are stuck 

in proceedings for years on end. Different families also have different coping 

strategies, support systems or a different level of resilience. The same is true 

for their children. Some may benefit of just ‘blending in’ with all other children 

in a centre, while some may not feel at ease at all without a parent around. 

- Overall, very young children do not really appear on structural policy level 

initiatives or strategies. One could say that ‘these children are not counted 

and they so not seem to count’. They seem to tag along with their parents and 

also feel the consequences of their parent’s precarious situation (long 

procedures, no set programmes, uncertainty, trauma…). They are not a group 

that gets structural attention in policies as such. Specific policies for children 

are designed in the case of unaccompanied children, not so much for children 

who arrive with parents or other adults.  

- VBJK supports the idea of progressive universalism, rather than a targeted 

approach: children of refugee families should eventually get access to 

mainstream ECEC, albeit that some specific care and attention should be 

offered in these mainstream centres (e.g. in familiarisation process, 

administrative issues, payment, irregular  attendance...).. 

- An additional challenge is that refugee families need to move quite a bit when 

they first get to Belgium (collective centre, a local reception initiative, move 

when places get too crowded, move after the final decision on asylum…) and 

that they have to start all over again and again, sometimes even in yet 

another language. This adds even more stress. 
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