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ISSA’s Journey for Providing Democratic Practices in Education

By Dawn Tankersley

ISSA Program Consultant
Since the inception of its founding program in 1995, the International Step by Step Association (ISSA) and its members have endeavored to train and mentor teachers in order to create the optimal learning environments for educating children for democracy.  However, over time, the conception of how to best educate children for democracy has changed, both for ISSA and the international educational community at large.

In the past, for many, education for democracy has meant ensuring that citizens of democratic societies have the skills needed to be producers, workers and consumers (Carr and Hartnett, 1996: 43) and to be able to make informed decisions to take part in electoral processes. Embedded in this concept is the assumption that citizenship is about the rights and responsibilities of those who qualify to engage in electoral processes. 

Today, the concept of education for democracy is much broader and, in many ways, is returning to its more classical definition. Dewey (1916: 87) saw democracy as “more than a form of government: it is primarily a mode of associated living, a conjoint communicated experience.” This conception expands our understanding of democracy to not only see that the purpose of education is to shape children to be “future citizens,” but also to see them as current active citizens who should be participating in the processes that affect them. Thus, education for democracy should include enabling children to experience the reality of democracy in their everyday lives. 

Helping children to experience democracy means that schools, teachers, families, and indeed, all of civil society, must transform their behaviors around and towards children. They must live in ways that promote collective as well as personal well-being. Teachers, caregivers, and families must model concern for others, for fairness and for justice. Schools must engender attitudes and practices that are inclusive. In such a society, everyone has a voice and a responsibility to speak up when others need to hear. The creation of such inclusive, democratic learning environments requires that education go beyond traditional curricula. The basics of reading, writing, and arithmetic need to be supplemented with helping children develop a real sensitivity to what it means to live in a democracy and the notion of supporting a greater good. This is a challenging agenda. The approach described in this article not only prepares children to be citizens, but prepares them to embrace what citizenship really means by living the values of democracy itself.

Carr and Hartnett (1996: 43-45) state that democracy is a “moral ideal of requiring expanding opportunities for direct participation.” In order to achieve full participation, members of traditionally underrepresented and disempowered groups must also be included and heard. Education’s responsibility in this endeavor is to promote the concept that everyone’s voice is important. This is done through ensuring that the ideas, needs, stories, etc. of every individual and group in a learning community are incorporated into the learning process.  

Just as the concept of education for democracy has changed in the international learning community, ISSA and its member NGOs’ interpretation of and experiences in implementing education for democracy have also changed. “Step by Step” began in 1994 as a program of the Open Society Institute with the goal of bringing democratic principles into early childhood education in the countries of Central, Eastern and Southeast Europe and the former Soviet Union. The programs main principles were to:

· Create equal access to education and care opportunities

· Promote child-centred, individualized teaching and learning

· Develop skills for life-long learning and participation in democracies

· Promote greater parent involvement

· Promote greater public engagement in public education 

· Create culturally appropriate learning environments and approaches to education

· Promote ongoing professional development for educators

The Program sought to promote participation in democratic practices by changing what teachers and children did in the classroom.  These included activities such as a morning meeting where the purpose was to build communities of learners and make sure that every child’s voice was heard. It also included introducing learning strategies to teachers and schools, such as allowing children the freedom to make choices about which learning or activity centre they would work in at a given moment, what they would do there, how they would do it and with whom. Other strategies included children having classroom responsibilities, being involved in the development of classroom rules and routines, and working together in cooperative learning activities.

In 1999, the 29 NGOs that had been implementing the Step by Step Program joined together to establish the International Step by Step Association (ISSA) with assistance and funding from the Open Society Institute. One of the functions of ISSA has been to build the capacity of its members to fulfil the organization’s mission of promoting inclusive, quality care and education experiences that create the conditions for all children to become active members of democratic knowledge societies. 

In 2001, ISSA codified its mission and principles in the ISSA Pedagogical Standards. The Standards were developed by ISSA’s members with input from international experts, and have become a living document, reflecting in subsequent revisions ISSA’s changing conception of educating children for democracy over the past decade. The original Standards reflected the members’ understanding of education for democracy that they had gained through their experiences implementing the Step by Step Program. The document consisted of 6 Standards that represented the essential knowledge, skills, strategies, dispositions and commitments of teachers who supported the philosophies and goals of the Step by Step Program: individualization, learning environment, family participation, teaching strategies for meaningful learning, planning and assessment and professional development. 

Although these were very worthy goals and ISSA’s members did an excellent job of helping schools meet the Standards, it became clear very quickly that although the teachers and children practiced democratic principles in the classroom, in many cases they were not applying these principles to their lives beyond it. It is important in education for democracy to be able to reach out to others, to be more inclusive, and to be able to challenge unjust or discriminatory behaviours. Even though the 2001 version of the Standards endorsed an appreciation for diversity, it became obvious that the language was not explicit enough in outlining how teachers could develop the habits, abilities, feelings, and understandings to truly model democracy for children in the classroom and beyond. 
In 2005, a seventh core Standard was added in the area of social inclusion that stated:  “Teachers model and promote values and behaviors that support human rights, social inclusion, and the foundation of open democratic civil societies, including protection of the rights of all minorities.”  Teachers were encouraged to develop in themselves and in the children the abilities to reflect, to think critically, to imagine the lives and experiences of others, and to envision the process of creating a better world.  Teachers were also challenged to stretch from their previous roles as educators and begin to become agents of change and advocate for the rights of all children.  

In addition to publishing the new Standard on Social Inclusion, ISSA trained trainers to be able to incorporate these concepts in all professional development opportunities for teachers. Educators were given opportunities to learn about how to be more inclusive in their work in the communities in which they were teaching as well as how to engage even very young children in social justice activities.   

Today, ISSA’s member NGOs do much more than train teachers in how to implement the Step by Step Program.  Step by Step is now much broader than a program. It has evolved into a movement of professionals who promote educational change, active participation in civil society and democratic processes that include advocacy and raising the awareness of the responsibility of all in supporting and nurturing each child according to his/her needs and unique abilities.

In order to reflect this deeper understanding of educating for democracy and the broader movement behind the Step by Step Program, ISSA has recently undertaken to revise the Pedagogical Standards once again. The Revised Standards, which will be launched in early 2009, do not just promote child centred education, but strengthen the concept of the agency of the child and her/his active involvement in his/her own development. There is a strong emphasis on the promotion of children’s autonomy, initiative, sense of individuality and identity (acknowledging the development of multiple identities that are fluid reflecting the multicultural contexts in which everyone now operates). 

The Revised Pedagogical Standards also more strongly incorporate concepts from the rights based approach to education to show the responsibility of teachers in being more inclusive in their practice. Although teachers do not have the final say as to which schools certain children attend, it is imperative for them to look at who is not in their classroom (who is excluded) and to search for ways that those children that are in the classroom can at least have contact with others to learn about their lives. 
The Revised Pedagogical Standards also build upon the development of life-long learning competences, including interpersonal and civic competences, intercultural understanding, and entrepreneurship. The Revised Standards contain specific concepts that help teachers support the development of children into be responsible members of society, including developing a sense of empathy and concern for others; openness and respect for diversity; opportunities to form, express, and justify their opinions, to listen respectfully to the views and opinions of others, and to resolve conflict. 
The challenge for ISSA and all that work in education for democracy is how to put these kinds of principles into practice when the concepts may be in conflict with other values we have in the educational process, such as wanting children to follow directions, not to question authority, and to learn the basics in reading, writing and arithmetic.  How do we ensure that principles that promote democracy take precedence over more traditional teaching goals? 
ISSA’s Pedagogical Standards are one way to approach this ideal.  Mechanisms and tools that can describe what democratic processes and principles look like in the pedagogical context and why they are important to implement need to be introduced to all so that all can advocate and take responsibility for their development in children. With such tools, parents and communities can make informed decisions about that kinds of educational and care experiences they want for their children; policy makers can make decisions about what kinds of professional development opportunities they see as most important for educators as well as what kinds of curricula they will insist on being taught, and teachers will understand what are the most important things they can do in classrooms to contribute to flourishing democracies. 
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Description of ISSA for text box:

ISSA is a membership organization that connects professionals and organizations working in the field of early childhood development and education. ISSA promotes equal access to quality education and care for all children, especially in the early years of their lives.  Established in the Netherlands in 1999, ISSA’s network today stretches across the globe from Central and Eastern Europe to Central Asia, Asia, and the Americas. While ISSA offers general information sharing to all interested individuals and organizations, ISSA’s core members are the 29 nongovernmental organizations located primarily in Central/Eastern Europe and Central Asia, which implement the Step by Step Program initiated by the Open Society Institute (OSI) in 1994. Within its network, ISSA supports a wide array of programs that collectively provide a comprehensive set of educational services and advocacy tools intended to influence policy reform for families and children, with a special focus on the years from birth through primary school.  

Mission:
ISSA’s mission is to support professional communities and develop a strong civil society that influences and assists decision makers to:

· provide high quality care and educational services for all children form birth through primary school (birth through 10 years old), with a focus on the poorest and most disadvantaged

· ensure greater inclusion of family and community participation in children’s development and learning 

· ensure social inclusion and respect for diversity. 

ISSA’s overarching goal is to promote inclusive, quality care and education experiences that create the conditions for all children to become active members of democratic knowledge societies. ISSA does this through: raising awareness of the importance of quality care and education; developing resources; disseminating information; advocating; strengthening alliances and building capacity to create conditions where all children thrive. 

Vision:
With support from family and community, every child reaches his or her full potential and develops the skills necessary for being a successful and active member of a democratic knowledge society. 

ISSA Annual 

Conferences:
ISSA’s annual conferences are organized with the aim of bringing together educational professionals from around the world and providing a forum for dialogue between East and West, as well as between practitioners, NGO representatives, researchers and policy makers. ISSA is pleased to announce its 10th Annual Conference, co-hosted by the Center for Education and Professional Development, Romania, organized with the technical support and participation of UNICEF CEE/CIS and under the sponsorship f Romania’s President, Mr. Traian Bãsescu, between 14–17 October, 2009 in Bucharest -http://www.issa.nl/events.html
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