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Compulsory Education at the Age of 5 in Belgium:
Consideration of the Legislative Intent of the 2019 Act

Hodaka FUJII

The aim of this paper is to examine the deliberative process of the 2019 law and to identify the legislative
intent to enact the law to lower the age in starting compulsory education at the age of 5. As mentioned in the
introduction, Belgium has one of the highest enrollment rates in early childhood education in comparison to
other countries, and we attempted to clarify why compulsory education starts at the age of 5, whereas countries
with French as the official language have successively achieved compulsory education from age 3 or 4.

The argument for compulsory early childhood education itself is based on the principle of equal
educational opportunities and the correction of social inequalities, and as it is the foundation for later education,
the importance of early childhood education is not much different from that of other countries.

On the other hand, what is unique to Belgium is the freedom of education enshrined in the Constitution
and the freedom of parents to choose their own educational path for their children. Often appearing in the
discussions in the Federal Assembly was the argument that the amendment was a matter concerning the
beginning of compulsory education and not the obligation to attend school, and as a premise for this argument,
it was repeatedly advocated that the amendment would not interfere with the freedom of parents to educate
their children by themselves. In addition, even though education is basically under the jurisdiction of each
community, the beginning and end of compulsory education is within the jurisdiction of the federation, which
makes the coordination between Flanderen and Wallonia essential. Despite the fact that the relationship
between the two is strained to the point of transition to a federal system, no progress can be made without their
agreement on the beginning and end of compulsory education. And it was the principle of proportionality that
emerged as the coordinating principle in these two issues. With the Conseil d’Etat opinion, the debate in the
legislature converged on compulsory education starting at age 5 instead of 3, but it was the principle of
proportionality that was the deciding factor, a principle not often seen in other countries, at least in the
discussion of compulsory early childhood education.





