The International Step by Step Association (ISSA) is a membership organization that connects professionals and organizations working in the field of early childhood development and education. ISSA promotes and emphasizes equal access to quality education and care for all children, especially in the early years in 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 membership and information-sharing to all interested individuals and organizations, ISSA’s core members are the 30 non-governmental organizations, located primarily in Central Eastern Europe and the former Soviet Union, that implement the Step by Step program initiated by the Open Society Institute (OSI) in 1994.  Within this network, ISSA supports a wide array of programs that collectively provide a comprehensive set of educational services, and advocacy tools in order to positively influence policy reform for children - with a special focus on children from birth through age 10 - and their families. ISSA receives generous financial support from OSI and over the years it has developed a close cooperation with OSI in several program areas. As a partner of the Consultative Group on Early Childhood Care and Development, ISSA is committed to the goals of Education for All and the Millennium Development Goals. ISSA’s own principles based on democratic values, child-centered approaches to teaching, activate parental and community involvement in children’s development and education, and a commitment to diversity and inclusion align themselves very closely with the four cornerstones of the Consultative Group.
Start at the Beginning – ISSA’s Early Childhood Education (ECE) Programs
ISSA is firmly committed to improving care and educational services for young children in its core membership countries. Activities are targeted and implemented in both the formal educational sector, in schools and institutions, as well as outside the formal system in cooperation with local communities. ISSA’s member organizations provide training to care-givers, teachers, school administrators, parents, educational authorities and other representatives of the community on the local, regional and national levels.  
Influencing the Quality of Early Formal Education
Through its Quality Early Education Program ISSA provides professional development support to educators working in infant/toddler programs and in preschools and kindergartens through training, mentoring, and the development of educational resources that stress developmentally appropriate practice, holistic child development, and active family participation. In recent years ISSA Pedagogical Standards, a network-developed tool based on principles of child-centered teaching, and which define quality in teaching practices and the classroom environment, have been introduced. The Standards offer a unique approach and an integrated set of materials to support teachers’ self-assessment, mentoring, assessment and certification within the network and are available for adaptation and implementation in new contexts. 
Promoting Inclusion and Access to Quality Education

ISSA programs pay special attention to children from ethnic minorities, with disabilities, living in remote areas or in poverty. In order to promote access to quality education ISSA has developed its Education for Social Justice Program, which provides training to a variety of target audiences in social justice, multicultural and bilingual education. The Disability Program, developed and managed in cooperation with OSI, focuses on the inclusion of children with disabilities into mainstream classrooms. The Disability Program raises the professional capacity of teachers, and advocates for the rights of children with disabilities and their families. Several ISSA projects on inclusion have received EU funding. 
Parent and Community-Based Programs
Recognizing that many children are not involved in formal preschool education, ISSA together with OSI, have developed the Parent and Community Based ECD Program. This program offers user-friendly materials, activities for parents and children, and modules for facilitators from the local community to support families in their effort to promote their children’s development and education. Uniquely, it integrates child development, early stimulation and parenting information into prenatal, early health, and education services. 
Get Ready for Success – Supporting Access to Preschool Education
Many ISSA network members have been active in providing access to and advocating for preschool programs for children from ethnic minorities (with an emphasis on the Romani minority), children with disabilities, living in remote areas or in poverty. As a result of ISSA members’ participation in OSI’s Roma Education Initiative, over 2,000 Romani children gained access to preschool programs that otherwise would not have had this opportunity. ISSA and OSI continue to work closely together on developing and implementing programs that emphasize access. 
ISSA, OSI, the UNICEF Regional Office (CEE, CIS) and the Institute of Education in London are jointly organizing a Study Tour to the UK in November 2007. Participants will include governmental representatives, UNICEF education officers and representatives of ISSA’s core members. The tour is meant to strengthen country level capacity to advocate for, plan and implement quality programs for young children, especially those pertaining to their readiness for entering primary school. 
Promoting Primary School Quality 
ISSA and its members continue building upon the success of OSI’s Step by Step program in Central and Eastern Europe and the former Soviet Union. Professional development programs and primary school level methodology have been recognized and included in the official list of services by several Ministries of Education in the region. As with the preschool/kindergarten programs, in implementing the Step by Step primary school program, ISSA is guided by the belief in child-centered, interactive pedagogy which promotes active participation, critical thinking and life-long learning habits and skills from an early age. ISSA Pedagogical Standards help ensure quality, and focus on teachers’ ability to implement well-planned, developmentally appropriate, reflective practice, to demonstrate respect for diversity and promote meaningful family participation. 
Advocating for Including Early Childhood in Policies
ISSA campaigns for effective policies and forges links with government agencies and international organizations to ensure that successful approaches and programs have policy impact, or become mainstreamed. In October 2006, ISSA, the Roma Education Fund (REF), and the European Early Childhood Research Association (EECERA) jointly submitted an Amicus Brief to the European Court of Human Rights in Strasbourg in reference to the case D.H. and others v. the Czech Republic. This brief emphasized that appropriate and effective assessment practices need to include use of multiple tests/pieces of evidence, contributions from multiple perspectives and disciplines, and the taking into account of children’s developmental, ethnic, cultural, and language diversity. 
One of ISSA’s main function to build capacity among its members, including to effectively advocate for including early childhood in policies, has been realized through a partnership with the World Forum Foundation (WFF). ISSA supports the participation of 8 representatives of its core members in the WFF’s Global Leaders for Young Children Program, which aims to improve life chances for young children by developing early childhood leaders. 
ISSA uses its annual conference and other events to promote its advocacy agenda. ISSA will host the 2007 EECERA conference in Prague, 29 August - 1 September, 2007, “Exploring Vygotsky’s Ideas: Crossing Borders”. The event will provide a rare and exciting opportunity for researchers and practitioners from East and West to engage in a dialogue which will explore the convergences and divergences in the understanding and application of Vygotsky’s work to policy, research, and practice today. The 2008 ISSA Conference, “Active Citizenship: Democratic Practices in Education”, organized jointly with the WFF in Budapest, 8-11 October, 2008 will explore the understanding of democracy in the early years and will underline the importance of advocacy for democratic practices in ECE. Panels will look at what the promotion of democracy means for practice and for advocacy/policy, highlighting global and regional advocacy priorities. 
For more information, visit ISSA’s website: www.issa.nl or contact: Liana Ghent, Executive Director, International Step by Step Association, lghent@issa.nl 
