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More than 175

participants 

convened in

Prague for the

5th Annual

Conference of

the International

Step by Step

Association

(ISSA), to 

present, discuss,

and debate the

meaning of

quality in early

childhood 

education.
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Feasting on Quality
Education

Sue Bredekamp, PhD, Director of
Research for the Council for

Professional Recognition, opened the
conference with a keynote presentation
on “Defining Quality in Early Childhood
Education and Strategies for Reaching
Our Goals.” In her article Dr. Bredekamp
offers us an appealing metaphor—the
idea that quality education “is the dif-
ference between eating and
dining”—and guides us through a com-
parative analysis of fine dining and
quality education, drawing attention to
the social and cultural dimensions of
education as well as to concerns of con-
tent and aesthetics.  As for achieving
quality, Dr. Bredekamp reinforces what
we intuitively already know, that—
“There is really only one key strategy
for providing high quality early child-
hood education: good teachers.”

Phyllis Magrab, PhD, Director of

Georgetown University’s Center for
Child and Human Development ampli-
fies this portrait of quality education,
drawing on the wisdom of the children
in Step by Step classrooms. In this arti-
cle, based on her closing keynote,
“Voices of Children,” Dr. Magrab shares
the children’s vision of quality educa-
tion, giving us their responses to the
questions “What makes your classroom
really special?” “What do you think is
really important to learn?” “What would
you change in your school?” Not sur-
prisingly, the children talk about their
teachers and the relationships that
motivate them to learn. Nastea (age 4,
Moldova) tells us what makes her class-
room really special: “Because I come in
and see you (the teacher)!”

The conference also offered, in inter-
active workshops, hands-on strategies
for achieving quality education in cur-
riculum development, parent
involvement, teacher training, and com-
munity-based programs. In “Hands
Across the River” Marika Shonia, PhD,
Step by Step Master Teacher Trainer
and her colleagues from Georgia pres-
ent a stunning example of
child-centered, theme-based curriculum
development. Enhanced by diagrams,
children’s artwork, and photographs of
classroom activities, this article
explains how teachers and family coor-
dinators can plan together around
children’s interests to build a rich and

Quality in Early Childhood
Education

Nearly a decade ago, the Step by Step Program was launched in 15 countries to fos-
ter democratic principles and promote parent and community involvement in early

childhood education. Program pioneers focused their energies on identifying effective
strategies to implement child-centered teaching methods. Today Step by Step operates
in 30 countries. Now the critical issue for program champions is quality. 

In October 2003 more than 175 participants convened in Prague for the 5th Annual
Conference of the International Step by Step Association (ISSA), to present, discuss,
and debate the meaning of quality in early childhood education. Issue 7 of Educating
Children for Democracy is devoted to the theme of that meeting and draws most of its
content from conference presentations and workshops.

Welcome to Issue 7

ISSA Conference Themes
• Defining Quality
• Achieving, Maintaining, and

Ensuring Quality
• Building a Quality Education

System
• Advocating for Quality
• Measuring and Evaluating

Quality



meaningful context for learning. The beautiful art-
work on the cover of this issue grew out of this
thematic project, “Mtkvari—Everybody’s River.”

Strategies for Evaluating Teachers
and Involving Parents

In her article on teacher evaluation, “Teacher
Evaluation Using ISSA Standards: A Tool for

Professional Development and Quality
Improvement,” Tatjana Vonta, EdD, Director of the
Developmental Research Center for Educational
Initiatives in Slovenia, describes a research study
that investigated whether the certification
process, using the ISSA Teacher Standards, could
also be an effective strategy for teacher evalua-
tion and professional development. The answer is
yes—when the use of ISSA Standards is com-
bined with constructive feedback, reflective
conversation, and the active participation of
teachers in creating a plan to improve quality.
Teachers, like the children they teach, grow and
learn through meaningful relationships with
skilled mentors.

In “Ensuring Program Quality through Family-
School Partnerships,” Corneila Cincilei, PhD,
Director of the Step by Step Program in Moldova,
and her colleagues examine how parents’ views
about what constitutes quality education change
after they participate in a Step by Step Program.
The expectations of parents about what their chil-
dren’s education “ought” to involve and about
their own role in this education, tend to change
dramatically after their experience in child-cen-
tered classrooms. As these authors remind us, “It
is worth taking a look back to where we started
in order to see signs of positive change.”

“The Garden of Mothers and Children Network
in Albania” by Linda Spahiu, Director and Suela
Cela, Project Manager at Christian Children’s Fund
(CCF) in Albania, describes a community-based pro-
gram that seeks to improve living conditions for
children and families suffering from poverty. By
establishing a network of Garden of Mothers and
Children centers, CCF mobilizes local groups,
including fathers, and community resources to
enhance early childhood development, education,
and health services. The benefits that have resulted
for children, families, and communities in Albania
underscore the importance of CCF’s key program
strategies to empower women and mobilize men to
advocate for children’s rights.

Quality Education and Democracy

Kathleen Knox, MA, Senior Correspondent at
Radio Free Europe, attended ISSA’s 5th

Annual Conference and visited Step by Step class-
rooms in Prague. On October 23, 2003, her feature,
“Czech Republic: Reform Project Tackles
Childhood Education ‘Step By Step,’” was aired
on Radio Free Europe. Her article highlighting the
conference and the Step by Step Program is
reprinted here. Ms. Knox presents the essence of
the Step by Step Program when she writes: “The
ideas behind Step by Step seem obvious. Help
young children learn through play. Encourage
them to think for themselves. Relate the things
they’re learning to the real world. Make all chil-
dren welcome. Get parents to join in. Be tolerant
of minorities. Include disabled children. The
bonus is that those are some of the things that
help foster democratic principles, too.”

Why Quality in Education Is
Important

God, Turn Me Into a Bug” is included in this
volume not because it was a conference

presentation or workshop but because it reminds
us why achieving quality in early childhood edu-
cation is of vital importance. In this heart-felt and
insightful account by Dragica Varat, a Step by
Step Master Teacher Trainer in Coatia, we meet
Damir—“a boy who knows the difference between
love and hatred, good and evil; a boy who is used
to beatings and rudeness, to hunger and poverty;
a boy who, above all, needs a lot of attention.” We
need teachers who are able to connect with chil-
dren and feel compassion. We need quality
education because what happens to children in
their families and schools and communities really
matters. As Phyllis Magrab concludes in “Voices
of Children,” “The future resides with our chil-
dren. The responsibility for their future resides
with us.”

Please join us in Budapest, November 8-10,
2004, for ISSA’s 10th Anniversary Conference “A
Decade of Change: Stepping into the Future.” We
look forward to continuing to work together to
meet the challenge of access to quality education
for all children.

Rochelle Mayer, EdD
Editor
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We don’t want

children just to

survive in child

care. We want

them to thrive.

4 Keynote Presentations from ISSA’s 5th Annual Conference Educating Children for Democracy

It was wonderful to have an opportu-
nity to visit Step by Step classrooms
during our visit to Prague. On the site visit
I was reminded of something important—
something I knew but had forgotten about
the history of early childhood education. I
asked the director of the preschool we vis-
ited why she had chosen to adopt the Step
by Step philosophy for her school. She said
that the Step by Step philosophy was con-
gruent with that of Komensky, a famous
Czech pedagogical leader who believed
that the foundation of learning is play.
Komensky’s picture was displayed on the
wall in each of the classrooms. In English,
we call Komensky—Comenius (one of the
oddities of language translation that I’ll
never understand). But in our study of
early childhood education in the United
States, we learn about Comenius. Hearing
this connection was very important to me.

It reinforced for me the fact that the Step
by Step approach to education is not the
imposition of a North American perspec-
tive on other cultures as some people,
including many Americans, have said.
Rather, Step by Step is an approach that
grows out of many diverse cultural tradi-
tions that have one thing in common—the

Defining Quality in Early
Childhood Education and
Strategies for Reaching Our Goals

by Sue Bredekamp, PhD, Director of Research, Council for
Professional Recognition, Washington, DC

Keynote Speech Delivered at the 5th Annual Conference of the
International Step by Step Association

I have worked for almost 30 years on issues of improving quality in early childhood educa-
tion and enhancing the professional development of early childhood educators. In my

experience, no effort toward that goal has impressed me more than the progress made in
the very short time that Step by Step has been working in each of your countries. Each of
you must be congratulated on your commitment to children and families, and your hard
work under difficult conditions.

Keynote
Presentations from
ISSA’s 5th Annual
Conference

P
ho

to
g

ra
p

h 
b

y 
th

e 
St

ep
 b

y 
St

ep
 P

ro
g

ra
m

, C
ro

at
ia



study of young children, how they develop and learn
optimally, and what kinds of environments and teach-
ing practices are most effective in supporting their
learning and development.

My topic—Defining Quality in Early Childhood
Education and Strategies to Reach Our Goals—could
be addressed quickly with a simple statement: study
the children, listen to the children, and learn from
them.

But that’s not always so easy, especially with
preschoolers. I have 10 great nieces and nephews,
and as you can imagine, I take an eager interest
when each of them starts preschool. One of my most
verbal nephews is Michael. When he started pre-
school, I interrogated him with questions like, “What
did you do at school? What did you like? What did
you play with? How do you like your teacher?” After
several minutes of this, Michael looked at me with
disgust and said, “You ask too many questions!” So
we usually use more formal strategies to define quali-
ty than relying on the opinions of children.

What Is Quality?

In 1981, more than 20 years ago now, I was work-
ing for the National Association for the Education

of Young Children (NAEYC) when they began to
develop an accreditation system for early
childhood centers and schools in the
United States. Today NAEYC is the largest
professional association of early childhood
educators in the world, with more than
100,000 members. Then, however, the
organization was only one-third its present
size, and the field was much less devel-
oped. At that time, the most pressing
question was, “What is quality?” We did-
n’t have as much research as we have now
about the effects of various aspects of a
program on outcomes for children,
although we did review the existing
research to develop the accreditation stan-
dards. We didn’t have consensus about
what the standards should be. So we held
meetings throughout the country and
asked people to tell us or write us their thoughts
about quality.

My job was to gather all this information and
transform it into drafts of standards. When I was
preparing for this speech, I remembered one particu-
lar response to the question, “What is quality?” Dr.
Lilian Katz, professor at the University of Illinois, who
is well known throughout the world, wrote, “Quality
is the difference between eating and dining.”

Those words came back to me as I thought
about trying to define quality now, two decades
later. The difference between eating and dining is

quality. What are the dimensions that make an
experience dining rather than merely eating? I think
that there are parallels between what defines a din-
ing experience and what makes a high quality early
education experience.

Eating is a basic human need. Eating is neces-
sary for survival. Adequate, even mediocre, care can
meet the child’s basic needs for health and safety—
survival, if you will. But we don’t want children to
just survive in child care. We want them to thrive,
and for that we need high quality early education.

Dining. What are the qualities that turn basic
eating into a memorable dining experience? Think for

a minute of a wonderful, high quality dining experi-
ence some place, some time in your life. It may have
been a special occasion, or it may have been last
night. What made it such high quality?

1. First and foremost, the dining experience is
defined by the food itself. The content of the experi-

ence matters. The food itself must be nourishing and
meet nutritional needs. Similarly, a good early child-
hood program meets all of children’s needs: their
need for loving care, their physical needs, and their
need for intellectual stimulation. The content of edu-
cational experience matters. Children need
interesting things to learn about that are worthy of
their time and attention. Their brains need nutrition
just as much as their bodies.

2. Dining is aesthetically pleasing. The best
restaurants pay almost as much attention to the
décor as to the menu. The environment also helps
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Quality is the difference between eating and

dining.… Just as an excellent chef prepares

the very best options from which to choose,

so does an excellent teacher.
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6 Keynote Presentations from ISSA’s 5th Annual Conference Educating Children for Democracy

define a high quality early childhood program. It
needs to be comfortable, aesthetically appealing, and
engaging to all the senses.

3. Social interaction sets dining apart from eat-
ing. Just as communication and conversation enliven
a good dining experience, they are essential determi-
nants of the quality of children’s experiences in early
childhood programs.

4. All dining has a cultural dimension. Our most
memorable dining experiences are probably of two

kinds: those that are culturally congruent and there-
fore most comfortable for us, and those that
broadened our cultural experience by exposing us to
the foods of another cultural group. Good early child-
hood programs provide children with both kinds of
cultural experiences—those that build children’s self-
esteem and valuing of their own identity and culture,
and those that demonstrate appreciation and respect
for other cultures. 

5. Learning is a less obvious but key dimension
of dining. Dining is an excellent context for learning
from other people, from the first-hand experience of
the interaction with objects, and it has the added

motivation of being very meaningful and engaging.
Quality programs always provide hands-on, interac-
tive, meaningful, interesting learning experiences.

6. While dining is a social experience, it is also an
individual experience. It permits choices—the best
dining experiences offer just the right number of
choices, not so many to be overwhelming but enough
to provide for preferences and opportunities to taste
new foods. Again, high quality early childhood pro-
grams provide opportunities for children to make
meaningful choices, to experience new things, take
risks, but not so much that children become frustrat-
ed or the environment is chaotic. Just as an excellent
chef prepares the very best options from which to
choose, so does an excellent teacher.

7. Family involvement is another key dimension
of dining. Perhaps our most memorable dining experi-
ences involve our extended families during holidays
or special occasions such as weddings, birthdays, or
anniversaries. The involvement of families enriches
every experience for the young child and is an
absolute essential for quality early education. To
ensure that we adequately provide all the other
dimensions of quality for children, we must have rela-
tionships with their families, who know them best.

Assessing Quality

Let’s think about the young child as restaurant
critic for a moment (or program critic to be more

accurate.) What questions should we ask about a

Children need interesting things to learn

about that are worthy of their time and 

attention. Their brains need nutrition just 

as much as their bodies.
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program from a child’s point of view?
1. Are my physical, social, emotional, and intel-

lectual needs met?
2. Is the program a welcoming, attractive, com-

fortable place where I see myself (my identity)
represented? Are furnishings my size? 

3. Do I have a sense of belonging here? Do I have
friends? Does my teacher talk just to me at
times?

4. Do I see my cultural identity represented and
respected? Do I learn to appreciate the cultural
perspectives of others?

5. Are there interesting, important topics to learn
about? Do people value my time and attention
and not waste it with endless waiting or
senseless activities?

6. Do I have real choices?
7. Is my family welcomed and valued for their

contributions?
In short, is my early childhood program child-

centered?

Examining the Role of Play

One particular dimension of program quality
deserves special mention—play. If you think

about it, dining is one of the ways that adults most
often play. And memorable dining experiences are
always playful. If they are too formal or structured,
we don’t enjoy them nearly as much. For young chil-
dren, of course, play is much more important. Play is
the context within which young children learn and
develop most effectively, and play is also a process
that contributes to children’s development in all
areas: cognitive, social, emotional, and physical.

Perhaps most important, play is powerfully moti-
vating for children. Two colleagues at the University
of Maryland, my Alma Mater, Nancy Wiltz and Elisa
Klein, did a study of four-year-olds’ perceptions of
their experiences in high and low quality child care
centers (Wiltz & Klein, 2001). First, they conducted
observations of centers and rated them as either high
or low quality using the Early Childhood Environment
Rating Scale (ECERS) and independent
measures/standards similar to those ISSA has devel-
oped. Then they asked children what they like best to
do in school. Ninety-eight percent of children
responded that play of some kind was what they
liked best about school, even in poor quality centers
where children had less opportunity to play. Those
children somehow found a way to almost subversive-
ly play. 

What did children not like about their early child-
hood programs? They didn’t like it when people were
mean to them. They didn’t like timeout (a discipline
strategy), naptime, or group time. In good centers
only 8 percent said group time, compared to 25 per-

cent in poor centers. But even in good centers, some
of the children said they didn’t like group time
because it’s too long. “I’d rather be playing,” was the
common response. 

What happens in high quality programs is that
good teachers use children’s interests, particularly
their intrinsic motivation to play, to achieve our goals
for their learning and development.

Achieving Quality

The metaphor—quality is the difference between
dining and eating—provides a concise way to

define quality. Each of us can bring meaning to this
metaphor from our own experiences, not just of din-
ing but also of good quality early childhood
programs. As for the second part of the topic—strate-

gies for reaching our goals—there is really only one
key strategy for providing high quality early child-
hood education: good teachers. What do good
teachers do? The act of teaching in early childhood
education is articulated in the ISSA standards. Good
teachers:

• Engage in positive, development-enhancing
teacher-child interactions;

• Encourage family involvement and build rela-
tionships with families;

• Are child-centered;
• Provide meaningful learning experiences and

an intellectually engaging curriculum;
• Provide a supportive learning environment;

and
• Protect children’s health and safety.

My great niece Lauren started preschool last fall.
Just as I did with her cousin Michael, I asked her all
about her experiences. “What did you do at school?”
I inquired. “Cut,” she answered. “What else did you
do?” I asked. “Cut,” she said. I know she likes scis-
sors, but that seems like a lot of cutting, I thought.
Finally, I asked, “What did you like best about
school?” To this she smiled broadly and said, “I love
my teacher!” And I was content. That’s all I needed
to know.

Reference

Wiltz, N.W., & Klein, E.L. (2001). “What do you do
in child care?” Children’s perceptions of high and low
quality classrooms. Early Childhood Research
Quarterly, 16(2), 209-236.
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… there is really only one key strategy for

providing high quality early childhood 

education: good teachers.
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• Armenia – School #198, Yerevan
• Azerbaijan – Kindergarten

#266, Baku
• Azerbaijan – School #153, Baku
• Belarus – School #3, Minsk

Region, Zaslavl
• Belarus – School #6, Grodno

Region, Volkovysk
• Georgia – Tbilisi #2

Experimental Secondary School,
Tbilisi

• Haiti – Ecole Gerard Baptiste de
Vallue

• Kazakhstan – School #79,
Almaty

• Kazakhstan – School #124,
Almaty

• Latvia – Jekabpils Primary
School, Jekabpils

• Moldova – Pre-School
• Moldova – Primary School
• Moldova – Secondary School
• Slovakia – Zakladna Skola

(Elementary School), Spisska
Nova Ves

• Slovakia – Materska Skola
(Kindergarten), Spisska Nova
Ves

• Slovakia – Materska Skola III,
Dolny Kubin (Kindergarten)

• Slovakia – I. Zakladna Skola
(Elementary School), Kremnica

• Slovakia – I. Zakladna Skola
(Elementary School), Ziar nad
Hronom

• Tajikistan – School #2,
Dushanbe

• Tajikistan – School #8 
Nizomi Ganjavi, Dushanbe

• Uzbekistan – School #145,
Tashkent City

Iam honored to give these closing words. It is with
great pleasure that I bring the voices of children to

our rich discussion of quality in education.
Earlier this year, all the Step by Step programs

were invited to participate with me in this effort—to
ask children a few simple questions—What makes your
classroom really special? What do you think is really
important to learn? What would you change in your
school?—and to share their drawings and pictures.

Reading through the many engaging responses
has been a joy. These children speak with eloquence
about the essence, value and meaning of their educa-
tion. They remind us, in their own words, what we
mean by quality education. At each stage of develop-
ment they tell us about the learning opportunities,
social life, and physical environment they value in
school. But most of all, they tell us about their teach-
ers, and the relationships that motivate them to learn
the skills they need to lead healthy, productive, digni-
fied lives and contribute to the development of their
country.

Thank you to all who have made this possible. 

Schools that Participated in Voices of Children

Iulia, Age 4, Moldova

Voices of Children

by Phyllis Magrab, PhD, Director, Georgetown University Center for Child and Human
Development, Washington, DC

Based on the Closing Keynote Delivered at the 5th Annual Conference of the
International Step by Step Association
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My friend George.
Cezar, Age 4
Moldova

Because I come in and see you 
(the teacher).
Nastea, Age 4
Moldova

I can play and there is lots of sun in our school.
Anton, Age 4
Moldova

I do stuff on the blackboard.
Vela, Age 4, 
Haiti

Because my teacher is my friend
Tomas, Age 5
Slovakia

Our cooks can make delicious meals.
Andrej, Age 6
Slovakia

My mother can play with me.
Zuzana, Age 6
Slovakia

The classroom is nice and comfortable; we have
many interesting books. 
Cristina, Age 7
Moldova

Beautiful classrooms and good teachers make great
my school.
Idona, Age 7
Tajikistan

That we understand each other, listen to and hear
each other.
Ina, Age 9
Moldova

We study according to the Step by Step Program,
we have our classroom equipped different than
others.
Robert, Age 9
Slovakia

My school is great because we learn in a Step by
Step classroom where I feel happy.
Mariam, Age 9
Georgia

Babek, Age 5, Azerbaijan

Nastea, Age 4, Moldova

What Makes Your Classroom Really Special?
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Kind relationships with teachers who help you gain
knowledge.
Malika, Age 10
Uzbekistan

We can trust each other.
Roderik, Age 10
Slovakia

My school is very clean, my pictures are often
hanged on the walls, and parents and friends can
observe them.
Alisher, Age 10
Kazakhstan

We study new things every day. We can be proud
of our school.
Zaruhi, Age 11
Armenia

That we cooperate; we are a team.
Anastasia, Age 12
Moldova

My friends, teachers, parents — we make it all
together.
Ionuts, Age 12
Moldova

We can express ourselves freely, and we like each
other very much.
Mariam, Age 13
Armenia

Our teachers are the most intelligent in
town.
Dasha, Age 13
Belarus

My school is really big. It smells with
painters. In my classroom there is new fur-
niture, and a lot of materials in the art
center.
Adilet, Age 9
Kazakhstan

But the main thing on my mind is that we
think for ourselves; we are really the most
self-dependent Eight Form in our school.
Masha, Age 14
Belarus

What Makes Your Classroom Really Special? (continued)

We are classmates, we are friends, and we

will always give a hand to those who need

it. And what matters is that we are on one

team!
Inga, Olga, and Natasha
Uzbekistan

Shodi, Tajikistan

Manizha, Age 10, Tajikistan



To write my name, and to draw and to learn 
the time.
Cristi, Age 4
Moldova

How to help myself with the missing button.
Zuzana, Age 6
Slovakia

How to live happy.
Dan, Age 7
Moldova

Everything that one learns with interest and moti-
vation.
Mariam, Age 9
Georgia

To work in groups and listen to others’ opinions.
Abgaryan, Age 10
Armenia

To include lessons on politeness, so that teenagers
don’t offend the youngest ones.
Danila
Uzbekistan

It is important to learn foreign languages to com-
municate with children all over the world.
Yevgeniya
Uzbekistan

Learning more about other cultures.
Mariam, Age 13
Armenia

To know the school heroes — the teachers who put
their heart in everyday work.
Nina, Age 15
Belarus
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What do you think is really important to learn?

To learn the language of animals so that we

can understand them better when they are

sick and help them.

Maxim
Uzbekistan

Everything is important!
Kristaps, Age 10
Latvia

Anastasia, Age 12, MoldovaVela, Age 4, Haiti



I would like to make the chairs blue because Daniela
doesn’t like these ones.
Stefan, Age 5
Moldova

I want that all weak pupils become honor pupils.
Ardasheri, Age 10
Tajikistan

I would like our school will open the big library.
Mahbubai, Age 10
Tajikistan

I would insist on mandatory computer classes.
Zaruhi, Age 11
Armenia
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Haiti

We can take heart from these words of wisdom, and from the values, concerns and

experiences they express. 

The future resides with our children. 

The responsibility for their future resides with us.

What would you change in your school?

Mariam, Age 13, Armenia

Nothing!
Martin, Age 6
Slovakia



The ideas behind

Step by Step

seem obvious.

Help young 

children learn

through play.

Encourage them

to think for

themselves.

Relate the 

things they’re

learning to the

real world. 

Make all children

welcome. 

Get parents to

join in…

Girl: “We still have danger [to
explain].”

Neubertova: “What about ‘danger’
then?”

Girl: “When I am alone in the woods.”

Neubertova: “That’s when you feel
unsafe?”

Girl: “If I’m lost, say.”

Neubertova: “What are you afraid of?”

Girl: “I’m scared some animal will jump
out at me.”

Boy: “A bear!”
The children sit in a circle on the floor,

throwing out their ideas and telling stories
from their own personal experiences.

When they return to their desks for a
math exercise, it’s in the form of a game—
and the seats are in clusters, not rows. All
of those afraid of math take note—the chil-
dren are actually cheering. It’s a typical
Step by Step approach, similar to what
you’ll now find in classrooms in some 30

former communist countries. 
Rochelle Mayer is an American early

childhood specialist who was visiting the
class. She spoke to RFE/RL during the rau-
cous school break. “The discussion was
very characteristic of what you would
want to see happen in the Step by Step
classroom because of the topic discussed,
about safety both physical and psychologi-
cal,” Mayer said. “The issues of bullying
and how you’re treated at home and in the
classroom came up, and the children were
very interested and involved in sharing
their experiences. That’s very much what
you’re trying to accomplish. And I also felt
that when children went into their groups
and did bingo, a math game, and they had
to work together as a team to try to win,
there was great enthusiasm. And I felt
throughout there was a very nice relation-
ship, a rapport between the adult and the
children. It looked very fun to be there and
involved.”

The ideas behind Step by Step seem
obvious. Help young children learn through
play. Encourage them to think for them-
selves. Relate the things they’re learning
to the real world. Make all children wel-
come. Get parents to join in. Be tolerant of

Czech Republic: Reform Project
Tackles Childhood Education
‘Step By Step’

by Kathleen Knox, MA, Senior Correspondent, Radio Free Europe,
Prague, Czech Republic

When it comes to development, there’s no more important time than a child’s early
years. But too often the traditional classroom—kids sitting silently in rows, teacher

lecturing at the front—can be off-putting, to say the least. So why not build early educa-
tion according to what young children like? That usually means lots of play, a place that
makes them feel welcome, and one where they are free to say what they think. That’s the
basis for Step by Step, an education-reform project that focuses mainly on countries in
Central and Eastern Europe and the former Soviet Union. Professionals involved in the
program gathered in Prague this week for their annual conference. 

Prague, 16 October 2003 (RFE/RL)—At Angel Elementary School in Prague,
teacher Radmila Neubertova is talking about children’s rights with her class of nine-
year-olds. They’re asked to explain words like bullying, safety, or danger:

Number 7, Summer/Fall 2004 Classroom Practices 13

Classroom Practices



14 Classroom Practices Educating Children for Democracy

minorities. Include disabled children. The bonus is
that those are some of the things that help foster
democratic principles, too.

But often parents and teachers are skeptical and
worry their children won’t do well academically. Step
by Step people say the reverse is true—often they do
better.

Regina Sabaliauskiene, the Step by Step country
director for Lithuania, told RFE/RL: “Once, one parent
came into the office [of a Step by Step school] and
asked: ‘I can’t understand what you’re doing with our
[son]. He’s going to the first grade for almost a month
and each day when he’s coming home, I ask what
have you been doing at school? Always the same
answer, “We’ve been playing.” So please tell me
when you will start to teach them.’ After that the
principal said, ‘OK, go together with us in the class-
room, and we can observe how they are playing.’ The
parent came, and after he observed the play, he came
back to her office and said: ‘What do you think—that
they are all Einsteins? Why are you giving them such
difficult tasks?’ Really, children, when they are learn-
ing through play, they can’t recognize that someone
is teaching them. They are having fun, but really they
are learning a lot.”

Step by Step was launched nine years ago by
George Soros and his Open Society Institute and is
aimed at children 10 and younger. It’s now an inter-
national network that trains teachers and
professionals—200,000 of them so far. It provides
manuals and children’s books translated into many
languages. Projects run by Step by Step have attract-
ed funding from the World Bank, the U.S. Agency for
International Development (USAID), and the
European Union.

“The idea behind it is simple, but not simplistic,”
Cornelia Cincilei said. She’s the program director for
Moldova, which has 350 participating kindergartens
and schools. Cincilei said it harnesses a child’s natu-
ral curiosity and desire to explore, as she illustrates

with a story of what happened
when a Step by Step kindergarten
merged with a traditional one.

“They had to divide the chil-
dren into two classrooms, and in a
week the parent of a child who
was moved from Step by Step to a
regular classroom came to the
principal and said, ‘Why did you
punish us? My child stopped ask-
ing questions!’ That was an
indicator of how the program
enhances children’s curiosity and
desire to discover things,” Cincilei

said.
Step by Step schools also try

to be as inclusive as possible—
and for some children that might mean their first
experience in a normal classroom.

Dina Aidzhanova is the Step by Step country
director for Kazakhstan. Three years ago she and her
Kyrgyz colleague set up a joint project to help dis-
abled children—especially from environmentally
damaged areas—join regular schools.

“Several years ago, these kind of children were

isolated, and they had no model how to develop
themselves because they were in specialized schools
where all children were disabled. Our idea was to
help these children and to make the first efforts in
this direction. It is very painful, and our national
tragedy is not to pay attention to these children,”
Aidzhanova said.

Aidzhanova’s project trained teachers and
arranged for participating schools to become more
accessible for disabled students. They got some fund-
ing from USAID and scraped together everything
from wheelchairs to books in Braille. Now, there are
some 70 disabled children in Kazakhstan and nearly
40 in Kyrgyzstan in Step by Step classrooms in regu-
lar schools.

“It’s a small start,” Aidzhanova said. “But a hero-
ic step, almost a revolution,” she added. And that,
the Step by Step people hope, is a bit like their pro-
gram itself.

Copyright © 2003. RFE/RL, Inc. Reprinted with
the permission of Radio Free Europe/Radio Liberty,
1201 Connecticut Ave., N.W., Washington, DC 20036.
http://www.rferl.org.

Step by Step schools also try to be as 

inclusive as possible—and for some children

that might mean their first experience in a

normal classroom.
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Parents visit first grade class at Primary School Zapadni 18, Plzen, Czech Republic.
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Hands Across the River: 
Child-Centered, Theme-Based Curriculum
Development in Georgia

by Marika Shonia, PhD, Step by Step Master Teacher Trainer, Center for Educational
Initiatives, Georgia and Nino Kheladze, MEd, Step by Step Family Coordinator,
Preschool #94, Georgia

For centuries Georgian poets have
been inspired to write about the

river Mtkvari. One wrote, “You have
witnessed a lot, but kept silent.”
Now this precious source of water,
fish, electricity, and cool summer
breezes is threatened with ecological
damage. In 1999 the Step by Step
team in Preschool #94 decided to
work on the thematic project,
“Mtkvari—Everybody’s River,” to
give the river a voice. Through coop-
erative planning and outreach,
teachers, children, families, and the
community were inspired to make the
river speak about its history, signifi-
cance, and needs. Classroom activities, field trips, and participation in Mtkvari Protection Day—a
community-sponsored event—created opportunities for everyone to learn about water pollution prob-
lems and how to protect the river.

The project, which began in one Step by Step school, soon spread to neighboring Step by Step
schools. Now, each year, the project is brought to life again as two or more preschools work cooperative-
ly to learn and teach each other more about the river. Ongoing development of the thematic project has
also provided invaluable experience for Step by Step teams in creating high quality child-centered edu-
cation through cooperative planning, parent involvement, and community participation.

Teachers and Family
Coordinators Plan
Together Around
Children’s Interests

Critical to the development of
the thematic project was joint

planning among teachers and
Family Coordinators from the
neighboring schools, who met
monthly to discuss the issues asso-
ciated with the project and
exchange ideas for its further
development. Teachers created a
detailed education plan based on

The River Mtkvari divides Tbilisi, the capital of Georgia, into two parts.

“The River Mtkvari”
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the interests and developmental levels of the
children, using the KWL technique (Hansen,
Kaufman, &Walsh, 1997). The KWL process
involves teachers gathering information from
children about what they Know (K), what they
Want to know (W), and what they have Learned
(L) about the topic. As a first step, teachers sat
with the whole group and filled out a large
chart, recording the children’s responses to the
questions, “What do you know about the
Mtkvari River?” and “What do you want to
know about the Mtkvari River?”

At the monthly meeting teachers and
Family Coordinators pooled their ideas and
designed a thematic curriculum web that incor-
porated all of the interests identified by the
children (Walsh, n.d. 1-5). (See web diagram
below). During this process it became clear
that the initial focus on the river (“Is the
Mtkvari River polluted?”) led to more general
questions about water (“Where do raindrops
come from?”). As a result, the project was
broadened from “Hands Across the River” to
“Hands Across the Water.”

During the monthly meetings teachers also
created instructional materials and teaching

tools in the Georgian language, which they
shared with each other. For example, they cre-
ated a mural about the water cycle and “The
Story About Tiny Raindrops” (see next page).

Children Learn Through Play

The educational plans developed by the
teachers and Family Coordinators reflected

the principle that children learn through play
and active exploration of their environment.
Teachers designed activity centers where chil-

Water Cycle Mural.

Water
“Hands Across

The River”
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Mtkvari Water For.

Who Needs it?
What Kind of

Water?

Clean Water

Mtkvari River
Pollution

Health and
Safety
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Water

___
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Thematic Curriculum Web: Water

Water
PollutionSources of
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Water in
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Mtkvari in
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How We Use
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and Using Water;

Water Usage
Monitoring
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Water Usage

Cycle

Water
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How
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Gets to Us
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Physical,

Geographical
Characteristics,

Historical
Information

Water
Resources
on Earth

Who and What
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What For?
What Kind of
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Literary
Heritage
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The Story About Tiny Raindrops
Tiny Raindrops lived happily in their home clouds.
They were all different, even their adventures and
dreams differed… but three of them—Kap-Kap ,
Kup-Kup and Kip-Kip—were real dreamers.

Kap-Kap dreamt of traveling to foreign coun-
tries; Kup-Kup dreamt of helping a rainbow glitter
in different colors; Kip-Kip
dreamt of watering thirsty
grass, flowers, bushes and
trees… All of them waited
for their dreams to come
true.

One day the strong
wind blew. The clouds
moved faster and faster,
became darker and darker
and finally the doors
opened and raindrops
were set free to come
down from the clouds: It
rained…

As soon as Kap-Kap
saw the river flowing below, she jumped out of
the cloud, fell into the river and joined the river
water drops to travel together with them. 

Kup-Kup waited for the sunrays to appear,
then together with other raindrops jumped out of
the clouds and glittered colorfully in the beautiful
rainbow arch.

Kip-Kip fell right on the top of a green leaf,
which trembled and bent down as Kip-Kip was
too heavy for the tiny leaf to hold. Kip-Kip slid
down and down until he found himself on the
earth. He disappeared almost immediately, as the
soil was too dry and cracked because of the
drought. It soaked up Kip-Kip. Kip-Kip found him-
self sliding down the crack moistening the soil.

He thought, “I wonder what will happen to me?
Will I ever return to my mother clouds? Will I ever
see the blue sky and the golden sun again?” 

Meanwhile Kip-Kip observed an adventurous
and busy underground world: worms, a mole,
mice… All were busy with their work. “Oh, what

is this white thick
strip?” thought Kip-Kip
and came closer to
examine it. As soon as
Kip-Kip approached, the
strange strip soaked up
Kip-Kip. Kip-Kip felt that
he was sliding up and
up like on an elevator
together with other rain-
drops. First they reached
the trunk, then the
branches and leaves of
the tree. It happened so

because the white thick
strip was the root of the

tree. It soaked raindrops up to alleviate the
thirst of the tree… The dried leaves gradually
came alive. Kip-Kip reached a tiny leaf on the
top of the tree and suddenly a miracle hap-
pened: Kip-Kip could see the sky, the sun and
even mother clouds… Kip –Kip became smaller
and smaller. The warm rays of the sun touched
Kip-Kip and turned him into vapor.

All of a sudden Kip-Kip felt that he was flying
high in the sky. He was so happy that he had
helped the thirsty tree. He felt so proud and
important! And besides he was returning home
again! Friends were waiting for Kip-Kip in the
mother clouds to start their round trip journey all
over again.

“Three Little Rain Drops Lived in the Clouds”

dren could learn about the water web topics
and subtopics through observation, exploration,
experimentation, inquiry, and analytical think-
ing. The children studied many aspects of
water, from its general characteristics to the
water cycle and acid rain.

The activities developed to support the
theme-based curriculum involved multiple
aspects of learning and included hands-on
classroom experiences and field trips. Children
wrote stories and poems, conducted science
experiments, made maps, and used sand and
water to create landscapes for a model of the
Mtkvari River. They exchanged ideas, letters,
and artwork with children from other schools.
Children conducted investigations into the
cleanliness of the Mtkvari River, plant growth,
water quality, and the water cycle. Favorite

topics the children explored included acid rain,
bubbles, and sink or float. Attired in national

dress, children acted out the Mtkvari’s histori-
cal events in the drama activity center. They
wrote and published their stories and pictures
in a newspaper and created a river environ-
ment in their block center. Children most
enjoyed “fishing” in the preschool yard, cook-
ing food that really came from the river, and
sitting down together to eat fish salad.

Children had a wonderful opportunity to

explore, observe, analyze, create, and find

answers to their questions—and have fun!

Continued on page 20.
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Children act out Mtkvari River folklore in the block and drama center.

Children at Preschool #162 are drawing to send their art-

work to children at Preschool #17.

Children at Preschool #17 are looking through the gifts

from the children of Preschool #162.

Experimenting with water: blowing

bubbles.

Children create a model of the Mtkvari River in the sand activity center.

Ongoing development of the

thematic project has provided

invaluable experience for Step 

by Step teams in creating high

quality child-centered education

through cooperative planning,

parent involvement, and com-

munity participation.
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Experimenting with water: sink or float?

Parents helping children cook fish salad.“Fishing” in the preschool yard.

Mtkvari Protection Day

The preschool children opened the celebration by singing the
anthem they had written dedicated to the project. Children

wearing their national dress performed dances representing their
culture and 
history. Teachers
and children
shared the expe-
rience and the
results of their
work with their
colleagues and
guests, comple-
mented by the
display of chil-
dren’s work on
the project. After
the celebration

teachers, staff, and guests gathered around the table to discuss
project outcomes and considerations for the future.

Children present “What We Learned” at Mtkvari

Protection Day.

Children perform a Georgian Folk

dance in the block center.
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Children had a wonderful opportunity to
explore, observe, analyze, create, and find
answers to their questions—and have fun!

Parents and Community Become
Involved

Parent interest and involvement increased
during the course of working on the project.

In addition to assisting the teachers and the
children in their daily activities, parents were

eager to
get more
information
about the
topic,
including
water pol-
lution
problems.
Through
the Family

Coordinator and parents, an environmental
NGO—Foundation Aquamedia—became active-
ly involved. The foundation supported a
meeting of the preschool teachers, parents, and
children on Mtkvari Protection Day. An informa-
tional brochure, “How Much Clean River Water
Means,” was distributed, and parents wrote
letters to governing agencies about their con-
cerns for more water filtering systems.
Proponents of a clean Mtkvari also met at the
mayor’s house in Tbilisi to discuss ecological
issues.

“Hands Across the Water” continued into
2003 and was enriched by new elements. A
questionnaire, “What We Know And What We
Don’t Know About Mtkvari,” was given to par-
ents. They also received a map of the
tributaries that flow into the Mtkvari, and dur-

ing the summer they collected information on
the health of these feeder streams. Teachers
used this information to compare and contrast
the Mtkvari with its tributaries.

Collaboration Pays Off

During the three years of working on the collab-
orative project, the schools realized the

following outcomes:
• Cooperation—working together on joint proj-

ects became an established practice.
• Materials for an in-depth study of water and

the River Mtkvari with associated ecological
issues.

• “Learning through Play” materials to sup-
port choices in the activity centers.

• Stories and murals about the water cycle.
• A tradition of displaying and exchanging

children’s work, along with the tradition of
celebrating ecological dates.

• The informational brochure, “Mtkvari—You
have Witnessed a Lot.”

• NGO and media involvement; articles pub-
lished in both Georgian and Russian
newspapers.

• A package of poems, songs, stories, and his-
torical events associated with the River
Mtkvari.
The goal of instilling in children an attitude

of caring for their community, country, and envi-
ronment was more than reached. Many adults
also learned to care about the ecological prob-
lems of the River Mtkvari. “Hands Across the
Water” is an example of how one school’s ecolog-
ical project became a community’s project
through collaboration among teachers, parents,
and students. At last, the Mtkvari River has
many voices.

Photographs by Nino Kheladze
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Children had a wonderful opportunity to

explore, observe, analyze, create, and find

answers to their questions—and have fun!

“Golden fish lived in a small river, and

they joined Mtkvari.”
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and professional development. A study was imple-
mented in Slovenia (Vonta, 2003) to address the
following research questions:

1. How good are ISSA Standards as a measure of
quality?

2. Does the quality of teaching improve for teach-
ers who participate in the certification
process?

3. What kinds of factors influence the results on
ISSA Standard scores?

4. What are teachers’ opinions about the certifi-
cation model and process?

5. What are certifiers’ opinions about the certifi-
cation model and process? 

6. Do these opinions change over the duration of
the whole certification process?

Research Design and Instruments

Based on the following characteristics, a represen-
tative sample of 20 preschool teachers was

drawn from all 123 preschool teachers implementing
the Step by Step methodology in classrooms for chil-
dren three- to six-years old during the 2002/2003
school year in Slovenia: 

• Years of job experience 
• Level of formal education 
• Average age of children in the classrooms 
• Amount of in-service training
• Number of Step by Step classrooms in the preschool
• In-service training of teacher assistants

Two instruments were used to measure quality:
the ISSA Teacher Standards Observation Form (ISSA,
2002) and the Early Childhood Environment Rating
Scale (ECERS) with 37 items (Harms & Clifford, 1980).
We selected ECERS as a second instrument because

Teacher Evaluation Using ISSA
Standards: A Tool for Professional
Development and Quality Improvement

by Tatjana Vonta, EdD, Director, Developmental
Research Center for Educational Initiatives, Slovenia

The ISSA Teacher Standards, developed by the International Step
by Step Association (ISSA, 2002), provide a model for teacher cer-

tification in the Step by Step Program. We were interested in the
question of whether the certification process, using the ISSA Teacher
Standards, could also be an effective strategy for teacher evaluation

Standard 1: Individualization 

Teachers use their knowledge of child develop-
ment and their relationships with children and
their families to appreciate the diversity of each
class and to respond to each child’s unique needs
and potentials. 

Standard 2: Learning Environment 

Teachers promote a caring, stimulating, and
inclusive classroom by organizing the environment
in ways that best facilitate children taking learning
risks, practicing democracy, and working both
cooperatively and independently. 

Standard 3: Family Participation 

Teachers build partnerships with families to
ensure optimum support for children’s learning and
developmental needs. 

Standard 4: Teaching Strategies for

Meaningful Learning 

Teachers design and implement varied strate-
gies to promote conceptual understanding and to
encourage innovation, creativity, independent
inquiry, social cooperation, and exploration within
and across the disciplines. 

Standard 5: Planning and Assessment 

Teachers create plans based upon national
standards, program goals, and individual needs of
children and use a systematic approach for observ-
ing and assessing each child’s progress. 

Standard 6: Professional Development 

Teachers regularly evaluate and strengthen the
quality and effectiveness of their work and collabo-
rate with colleagues to improve programs and
practices for young children and their families. 

ISSA Teacher Standards
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Personal Care Routines 

1. Greeting/departing 
2. Meals/snacks 
3. Nap/rest 
4. Diapering/ toileting
5. Personal grooming

Furnishings/Display

6. Furnishings (routine) 
7. Furnishings (learning)
8. Furnishings (relaxation) 
9. Room arrangement 
10. Child-related display 

Language/Reasoning

11. Understanding language 
12. Using language 
13. Reasoning
14. Informal language

Fine/Gross Motor

15. Fine motor 
16. Supervision (fine motor)
17. Gross motor space
18. Gross motor equipment
19. Gross motor time
20. Supervision (gross motor) 

Creative Activities 

21. Art 
22. Music/movement 
23. Blocks 
24. Sand/water 
25. Dramatic play 
26. Schedule (creative)
27. Supervision (creative) 

Social Development 

28. Space (alone) 
29. Free play
30. Group time
31. Cultural awareness
32. Tone
33. Exceptional provisions

Adults 

34. Adult personal area 
35. Adult opportunities
36. Adult meeting area
37. Parent provisions

ECERS (1980): 
37 Items organized into 7 Subscales

ECERS has frequently been used for comparative
studies on quality. 

The study proceeded in two phases: preparation
and evaluation. In the preparation phase we trained
certifiers in the use of the instruments, tested the
certifiers on inter-rater reliability, and created instru-

ments for assessing teachers’ and certifiers’ opinions.
In addition, we held meetings with teachers to share
information and materials about the certification
process. Teachers completed a self-evaluation accord-
ing to the standards and registered for certification. 

The activities in the evaluation phase of the
research are listed in Table 1.

Quality Improvement Planning

Akey strategy for promoting professional develop-
ment and quality improvement was the

development and implementation of a Quality
Improvement Plan. Based on findings from classroom
observation, the teacher and Master Teacher Trainer
(MTT) jointly developed a plan for improving the
quality of teaching. Areas identified in the plan might
include:

• Structure of the physical environment
• Individualization

• Involving children in the planning process
• Transition between activities
• Systematic observation and assessment of

children’s development and learning
• Meaningful and process-oriented learning 
• Cooperative learning
• Developing elements of critical thinking (antic-

ipation, inference, asking questions,
argumentation, planning, and assessing)

• Active parent participation in the learning
process

• Planning
• Experience-based learning
• Teamwork

Results

1) ISSA Standards are a valid tool for measuring
teacher quality.

In order to ascertain the validity of the ISSA
Standards, we compared the results of the findings
from the ISSA Standards with the ECERS findings.
We found a high and statistically significant correla-
tion between the results on the ISSA Standards and
the ECERS at the beginning of the certification
process (first observation) and at the end of the
process (second observation). After the first observa-
tion the Pearsons’ coefficient of correlation was 0.88;
after the second observation it was 0.84. We also
measured the regression between ISSA and ECERS
results and found them to be statistically significant.
These results confirm that ISSA Teachers Standards
are a valid tool for measuring teacher quality. 

Teachers who participate in the certification

process show improvement in the quality of

their teaching.



2) Teachers who participate in the certification
process show improvement in the quality of their
teaching.

The results on the ISSA Standards after the sec-
ond observation are statistically significantly higher
than after the first observation on all standards (see
Table 2). Moreover, the data indicate that teachers
improved their quality no matter what kind of instru-
ment was used to measure quality. These findings
suggest that the activities entailed in the certification
process—observation with follow-up discussion,
identification of the teacher’s strengths and weak-
nesses for each standard, and active participation of
teachers in the creation of a quality improvement

plan—provide an opportunity for teachers to reflect
on and improve their practice.
3) The amount of in-service training has a positive
effect on ISSA Standards scores.

We also examined the relationship between the
results on ISSA Standards with such variables as
amount of in-service training, amount of formal edu-
cation, and number of years of teaching experience.
As indicated in Table 3, we found that one variable—
the amount of in-service training—was positively
related to ISSA scores (Pearson’s Coefficient of
Correlation). However, we found no correlation
between the level of teacher’s formal education and
ISSA scores. This result is surprising since we are
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Table 1

Activities in Evaluation Phase

What When Who

1. First observation with
ECERS (37 items) and ISSA
Standards

2. Discussion with teachers
after observation in the
classroom

3. Quality report

4. Development of a Quality
Improvement Plan (with
teacher’s active involve-
ment)

5. Implementation of the
Quality Improvement Plan

6. Second observation with
ECERS (37 items) and ISSA
Standards

7. Discussion with teacher
after the observation in the
classroom

8. Quality Report

9. Quality Improvement Plan
(with teacher’s active
involvement)

Beginning of November

Beginning of November

Middle of November

Middle of November

Middle of November through the
end of March 

End of March to beginning of April

End of March to beginning of April

End of March to beginning of April

End of March to beginning of April

2 Master Teacher Trainers (MTT)
receive training to become ISSA cer-
tifiers

2 Master Teacher Trainers

2 Master Teacher Trainers create and
write the report; 1 MTT communi-
cates the findings in the report

Teacher coaching by 1 Master
Teacher Trainer (the same MTT who
communicated the findings from the
Quality report)

Teachers

2 Master Teacher Trainers

2 Master Teacher Trainers

2 Master Teacher Trainers writing
the report; 1 MTT communicating
the findings from the Quality Report

Teacher coaching by 1 Master
Teacher Trainer (same MTT as com-
municated the findings from the
Quality Report)
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aware from other research of the importance of a
high level of teacher education for achieving quali-
ty. It may be that the content and teaching
approaches in higher education, based on tradition-

al educational methods, are too dissimilar from the
knowledge and skills measured by the ISSA
Standards to have a positive effect on ISSA scores.
On the other hand, in-service training that was in
tune with the content and methods of the new edu-
cational paradigm—provided mostly by the Step by
Step Program—resulted in high correlations with
scores on the ISSA Standards.

4) Overall, teachers’ opinions about the certification
model and process were positive.

Teachers who were involved in the certification
process said, at the end, that they would recom-
mend certification to their colleagues. They affirmed

that quality improvement can be achieved because
it is based on a plan that is clear, operational, and
proactive. They valued the certification process
because it was goal oriented, promoted higher
responsibility, and was better than self-evaluation
because help was provided. 

5) The certifiers identified challenges as well as posi-

*Differences are statistically significant (Analysis of variance- Huynh-Feldt test). 
** Total scores without scores at Standard 6.

Table 2

Differences in Scores Between First and Second Evaluation With ISSA
Standards

STANDARD 1

Individualization

STANDARD 2 

Learning environment

STANDARD 3

Partnership with families

STANDARD 4

Strategies for meaningful

learning

STANDARD 5

Assessment and planning

STANDARD 6

Professional development

ISSA together**

MAXIMUM

9

9

18

15

21

12

72**

AVERAGE

SCORES IN 

FIRST 

EVALUATION

7.0

6.4

13.5

10.8

15.0

10.2

52.6**

AVERAGE

SCORES IN 

SECOND 

EVALUATION

8.3

7.9

16.1

13.2

18.2

11.4

63.5**

DIFFERENCE 

1.3*

1.6*

2.6*

2.4*

3.2*

1.2*

10.9*

The amount of in-service training has a 

positive effect on ISSA Standards scores.

Coaching the teacher in preparing an individual quality

improvement plan.



tive aspects about the certification process.
The certifiers noted that aspects of the certifica-

tion process were stressful and difficult, especially
the process of engaging low ISSA-scoring teachers in
reflective conversation and quality improvement
planning. However, they had a high opinion of the
ISSA observation form and their preparation for the
certification process. Moreover, they viewed their
experience as one that positively influenced their
own professional development as well as that of the
teachers.

6) Opinions change, becoming more positive, over the
duration of the certification process.

At the beginning of the process, teachers
thought that the certification process was good
because of the opportunity to receive feedback on
their teaching. At the end of the certification
process they felt it was good because it con-
tributed to their professional and personal
development and increased their satisfaction and
motivation. 

Conclusions

Our research confirmed that ISSA Standards are a
valid instrument for external evaluation of

teachers and, at the same time, can be used as an
effective tool for professional development when
combined with constructive feedback, reflective con-
versation, and the active participation of teachers in
creating a quality improvement plan. The certification
process is, however, only one small piece in a larger

system of professional development that seeks to
change the culture of the school and the culture of
teaching to improve children’s (and adults’) learning.
This larger system includes training and workshops,
exchange of ideas, and support from colleagues, prin-
cipals, and Step by Step team members. Step by Step

seeks to build capacity for coaching and mentoring
teachers in reflective teaching to achieve better quali-
ty and to develop a “learning community” on both
the school and network level.
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Table 3

Correlation Between ISSA Scores and Some Independent Variables

DAYS ON TRAINING-SUM

AVERAGE AGE OF 

CHILDREN IN THE 

CLASSROOM

JOB EXPERIENCE OF

TEACHER

NUMBER OF SBS 

CLASSROOMS IN

PRESCHOOL

N

N=20

N=20

N=20

N=20

CORRELATION OF

SCORES WITH ISSA

0.58*

-0.25

0.33

0.03

N**

N=19

N=19

N=19

N=19

CORRELATION OF

SCORES WITH ISSA 

0.61*

-0.03

0.11

0.01

*correlation coefficient is statistically significant
** One teacher didn’t participate in the second observation due to an extended leave of absence for health reasons. 

FIRST EVALUATION SECOND EVALUATION

ISSA Standards are … an effective tool for

professional development when combined

with constructive feedback, reflective conver-

sation, and the active participation of teachers

in creating a quality improvement plan.



Ensuring Program Quality through
Family-School Partnerships

by Cornelia Cincilei, PhD, Director; Svetlana Seminonov, Master Teacher Trainer for
Preschool and Valentina Lungu, Master Teacher Trainer for Primary School, Step by
Step Moldova

Family-school partnership is a cornerstone of the Step by Step philosophy and a key strength of Step by Step
programs internationally. The partnership with families has created wide support in communities, fostering

the success of the Step by Step Program and contributing to the implementation of democratic changes. This
article examines how the role of the family in the
Step by Step Program contributes to ensuring pro-
gram quality.

The issue of family input into the quality of the
Step by Step Program is quite intricate. Teachers and
administrators face a two-fold task: on the one hand,
recognizing that parents are the main educators of
their own children, they have to respect parents’
views on what parents consider quality in an educa-
tional program. On the other hand, they have to
educate parents as partners to achieve educational
goals in the best interests of the child. 
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Teachers and administrators face a two-fold

task: on the one hand… they have to respect

parents’ views on what parents consider quality

in an educational program. On the other hand,

they have to educate parents as partners to

achieve educational goals in the best interests

of the child.

In an attempt to understand
the parents’ role in ensuring

quality in the Step by Step
Program, we posed the follow-
ing questions:

• What do parents view
as quality in educational
programs?

• How do their views
change as the child
moves through stages of
development?

• How did they change
over the years of Step by
Step implementation?

In order to identify changes in parents’ under-
standing of a quality educational program, data
were collected through teacher interviews
(80+) and parent questionnaires (160+). We
interviewed teachers who had been in the pro-
gram since 1994, asking them what they
considered had changed in parents’ expecta-
tions for the classroom environment, the school

environment, the teacher’s role and the role 
of parents. We also asked if they had noticed
any difference in the types of questions or 
concerns parents used to have and have now. 
In the parent questionnaires, completed by 
parents at several sites, parents were asked
what they thought was, in fact, important in 
an educational program.
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Then
• As children approached school age, parents

placed increasing pressure on teachers to
primarily develop children’s’ pre-academic
skills, directly teaching them elements of
reading, writing, arithmetic; 

• Parents could evaluate learning by compar-
ing the products children produced.

Now
• Parents consider the development of social

skills, attitudes, and independent thinking of
much greater importance;

• They appreciate that teachers support and
develop the child’s innate curiosity (inquisi-
tiveness) and creativity;

• They want to be sure that the child’s opinion
is respected.

Analysis and Findings

We sorted the responses into three age groups—infants and toddlers, kindergarten and pre-school, and 
primary school—since parents’ expectations for each of these stages of development are quite different. In

each of the three categories, we grouped the responses as then (i.e. at the beginning of the program) and now.
Here are the results:

Parents’ Expectations for a Quality Infant and Toddler Programs
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“I don’t care so much about my child learn-

ing to read and write in the kindergarten; it

is more important for me that she learns to

communicate with peers and adults, to lis-

ten and think, and to be responsible.”

— from a parent’s questionnaire

It is important that the child “has his own

opinion, is able to formulate it and that he

feels that his opinion matters.”

— from a parent’s questionnaire

Then
• The requirements that parents stated were

minimal: children should not be wet, hungry,
or cold; they should have a bed to sleep in and
be safe;

• The caregiver was not expected to be a skilled
educator. 

Now
• Parents expect to find a caring and skilled

teacher, able to recognize and respect the
child’s individuality, enhance children’s cog-
nitive and socio-emotional development, and
accept the family in the classroom as part-
ners; 

• They look for a stimulating environment
(understanding its value, parents contribute a
lot to it, enriching the physical environment
with cozy furniture brought from home, help-
ing create materials, books, etc.)

Parents’ Expectations for a Quality Kindergarten and Preschool Program 
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Parents’ Expectations for a Quality Primary Program

Then
• The academic performance of children was of

primary importance for the parents, with aca-
demic success measured by the child’s ability
to reproduce an amount of pre-established
knowledge;

• Discipline—i.e., for the child “to be obedi-
ent”—was viewed as a value in itself.

Now
• Parents place a high value on the teacher’s

ability to maintain the child’s inner motivation
for continuous learning; 

• They appreciate that teachers help children
become independent in discovering knowledge
and evaluating their own progress.

I like that

teachers in

Step by Step

“give chil-

dren the

opportunity

to experience

pleasure

from finding

out things

and to

reflect on

their own

activity.”

— from a parent’s questionnaire

I like that teachers develop “skills that are

needed for his (the child’s) successful func-

tioning in everyday life.”

— from a parent’s questionnaire

“I like that in

this classroom

children learn

to work in

teams, develop

respect for

their peers’

opinion,

become respon-

sible for joint

work.” — from a parent’s questionnaire



Discussion

No doubt, changes that happened in society dur-
ing the years of the program’s existence in

Moldova made many parents realize that the values
promoted by the old system of education were
meant to support an old system of socio-economic
relations and that modern dynamic societies need
other kinds of skills and attitudes. Herein lies the big
difference between the Step by Step Program and
the old education system that was highly disciplinar-
ian and academically oriented. 

Parents who understand this new paradigm have
already made a big step forward. Still, there is anoth-
er big step to be made between understanding an
objective and reaching it in terms of daily classroom
practice. Here the supporting and educating role of
the teacher inside the partnership is very important:
teachers help parents see how the strategies they
use help develop the skills parents realize (or don’t
realize, for the moment) are important for their child,
who will be active as an adult in a society quite dif-
ferent from the one they grew up in or live in today.

When parents understand how their new aspira-
tions for their children’s education are translated into
new teaching strategies and learning activities, they
become really important partners in the mainte-
nance and improvement of program quality. Their
input into ensuring program quality is considerable
and diverse:

• Parents cooperate with the teacher in iden-
tifying child’s interests and needs, as well
as in identifying strategies that facilitate
the child’s learning. 

• They contribute to classroom curriculum
with topics to study and get involved in
study projects (sharing expertise, organiz-

ing field trips, providing materials, etc.)
• Parents get actively involved in the new

way of qualitative evaluation of children
and understand its benefits and positive
effects upon children’s attitude toward
learning (for this reason there is a lot of
pressure coming from parents to revise the
traditional system of evaluation in middle
school).

• They contribute to the establishment of a
true community of learners, where every-
body is a learner.

Changing a person’s mentality is a very diffi-
cult process: it requires a new paradigm that
implies a change of values, and it is not always
easy to see which is a real value and which can be
lightheartedly traded for another. This change also

happens very slowly, and one may become frus-
trated, and even discouraged, particularly if the
country stagnates or suffers reverses in the imple-
mentation of democratic reforms. For this reason
alone, it is worth taking a look back to where we
started in order to see signs of positive change.
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When parents understand how their new aspira-

tions for their children’s education are

translated into new teaching strategies and

learning activities, they become really important

partners in the maintenance and improvement

of program quality.



By the time the moon sickle had emerged over
the school building, I had forgotten about Damir
and our first encounter.

Autumn 2000. A deep blue, dewy morning
announced the first day of school. Two Romany
boys—Eljko and Damir—who had failed and were
retained in the same form, came to my class.
Apart from them, there was also a new, tiny,
blonde girl named Meri, who had finished the first
three grades in Switzerland. My “old” pupils sur-
rounded me at once, pricking me
with their noses and their furi-
ous eyes and saying: “That’s
Damir: he lies, he steals,
he smokes, he is the
worst, he is crazy.” I
was afraid of their
words and the fury in
their eyes. I
approached the new-
comers to welcome them.
Damir stood in the corner.
He was pouting and
muttered something
under his breath. I wanted
to touch him, but he backed
away, lifting his hands over his face.
“You don’t have the right to push me,”
he snapped, not even looking at me. I
lowered my hands, and sorrow over-
came my body. That was our
second encounter.

Days went by. Eljko
and Meri soon became
friends with everyone in
the class. Damir, capricious,
rough, always ready to
fight, didn’t have any
friends in the class. No one

wanted to sit next to him. He became worse and
worse. During class he jumped on other people’s
words, made grimaces, cursed, didn’t learn, and

didn’t do his homework. What should I do? There
was no help. It was as if I had received a

package that was not supposed to be
opened but to be left to stand

still in the darkest corner for
ten more months so that I
could then hand it over to
somebody else next year. 

I often tried to peek
into Damir’s soul, to reach

his feelings, but I remained
helpless before his dark eyes.
But on a Wednesday, late in

September, the children
draw an autumn tree. Damir

draws, too. He is calm then,
doesn’t make any scenes, and it seems
to me as if he is almost enjoying it. I
put drawings on the painting wall;
among them is Damir’s. He looks at me
and distrustfully asks: “Is my drawing

good? It is not as others.” He
remains standing in
front of the painting
wall looking at his
drawing and a satis-

fied smile shows up on his
lips for the first time: “I didn’t
draw it well, I’ll do my best

next time!” he retorts and

God, Turn Me Into A Bug

by Dragica Varat, Step by Step Master Teacher Trainer, Croatia

On a night when the sky was full of stars and the bats flew over the sleepy school playground, the
pupils of the seventh grade were assembling a telescope and, blinking, looked toward the stars. In

the corner of the playground, near the school wall, a young Romany boy was smoking. He ran toward us
with fists held ready to fight. Short, with uncombed black hair and a dirty face, he cursed several times
and disappeared in the darkness. Then it struck me: that was Damir—the “problem” from fourth grade of
the morning shift.

It was as if I had received a package that was

not supposed to be opened but to be left to

stand still in the darkest corner…
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runs to Eljko. “She put my drawing on the paint-
ing wall! My drawing is on the painting wall!!!”
he yelled and jumped for joy all over the class-
room.

“How little it takes to make one happy,”
crossed my mind, and I realized that Damir had
slightly opened the door to his heart. 

About that time, I started attending the ini-

tial seminar of Step by Step. Delighted with the
idea of forming a class oriented to the child, I
decided to consult the principal, children, and
parents and ask them to give me their permission
to start practicing the program in my class.

Dark autumn-clouds hung over the town, and
a festive atmosphere ruled our class—our class
passed class rules of conduct—the Class
Constitution. Negotiations lasted for almost ten
days, and there were even some heated
exchanges about the constitutional proposals. “If
our proposals are
passed, does that
mean that we
should stick to all
those rules?”
asked the playful
ones uneasily. “If
they break the
rules, will we pun-
ish them?” the
girls chuckled. It
wasn’t hard for my
pupils to assume
responsibility for
their behavior. But,
at last, the Class
Constitution was
ready to be adopt-
ed, and the first
paragraph, “We
come to school
regularly, clean
and tidy,” was put
there on Damir’s
suggestion.

The principal
and secretary
came to witness
the correctness of
the procedure of
enacting the con-

stitution, lending solemnity to such an important
event for us.

Before the signing ceremony, Damir asked if
he could explain to the guests what kind of class
a Step by Step class is. “This is my class and
here are my friends. What happened today is
going to change our lives. We will go step by
step ahead; it is not allowed to take a step back-
wards. I am changing my life, too.” “God
willing!” crossed my mind. We came over to sign
the class rules. Damir put his signature next to
Ivan’s and Tomislav’s, the signatures of his
friends, with whom he played more and more
often during the break. 

Days went by lazily. Soon it was All Saints’
Day. We read the text Ships of Memories. Each of
us has his/her ship with which he/she sails
through memories:

“I have a ship of memories too,” said Damir.
“It’s a small pillow my little sister used to sleep
on.”

“Beautiful,” I said clumsily, “that pillow
reminds you of your sister and the days when you
were small?”

“No, that pillow reminds me of my sister who
was burned alive in the fire started by my broth-

er from Fourth B
class. Jasna was
only one-year old.
My mother and I
were in the barn,
and we couldn’t
break through the
fire. A neighbor
pulled her out. She
was totally
burned.” His eyes
brimmed with
tears. A hush fell
in the class. I was
so overcome with
sorrow that I for-
got to speak. I
couldn’t move from
my place. I let the
bell, which denot-
ed the end of
class, save me.

Next morning
during the news
report at the morn-
ing meeting,
Perica said,
“Damir, is your sis-
ter’s grave on the
edge of the forest,
and is Jasna B., 1

“She put my drawing on the painting wall! My

drawing is on the painting wall!!!” he yelled

and jumped for joy all over the classroom. 
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year written on the tombstone?” 
“Yes. How do you know?”
“Yesterday afternoon we, the boys from the

class, were searching for the grave of your sister.
When we found it, we lighted a candle and said a
prayer for her.”

I was left speechless again.
The fourth-graders, ten-year-old boys, acted

as adults at that moment, and I learned some-
thing from them: that Damir needs attention and
love.

Little by little, step by step, Damir started to
participate in the activities and, out of the cor-
ner of my eyes, I used to notice that he listened
to me when I talked, contentedly blinking his
dark eyes. During the break, he used to match
mathematical dominoes with the girls or wipe
the blackboard. He helped the cleaning women,
he greeted his teachers, and the school soon for-
got about Damir—the problem. Everybody
except teacher D. Unfortunately, she couldn’t
accept changes that happened within the class,
and I often saw how she chased him through
the halls and how he called her names.
Sometimes he was calm during her class, for me.
As he used to say, “Because of you I will behave
well, but she doesn’t like me. Why is she like
that? What happened in her life? She wants me
to turn into a bug, so I would disappear from
this world.”

Spring set in, with all its flowers and scents.
Through the classroom window we were watch-
ing a swallow that rose up skyward and rolled
for joy when Damir suddenly interrupted us say-
ing: “Teacher, God forbid, if my last night’s
dream comes true! You were walking home
across the playground when you suddenly fell. I
ran to you and tried to help you. Suddenly, I
woke up, and my face was all wet. I was
afraid.” We laughed at Damir’s dream, and until
the end of class I totally forgot about it. That
day I left school at about half-past one. At the
school entrance door there was Damir waiting
for me, and it had been a long time since his bus
left. He walked with me across the playground.
Feeling relieved, he said: “Now, you can go on
alone.” He wanted to be sure that the dream
would not come true. I gave him some sweets:
“Thank you, Damir, for your concern.”

Summer set in early that year. Everything
was bathed in a shiny river of light. Everything
except Damir. He was coming to school exhaust-
ed and often threw up. I learned that his mother
had left for Zagorje, to visit her relatives. His
father drinks, and Damir takes care of his broth-
ers all alone. They don’t have much to eat. They
get along somehow. “Teacher, no one wanted to

sit next to Damir on the bus because he stinks,”
Eljko reported one day. I approached Damir. He
smelled like a carcass.

I took him to the bathroom to brush his teeth
and wash his face. But the odor was still there.
“I have eaten only milk, I swear,” he tried to jus-
tify himself, although I didn’t ask him what he
had had for breakfast. 

Children were tidying the sports hall when I
noticed Damir carefully putting something into
his bag. I sent the children out and I peeked into
his bag. In the bag there was a young cooked rat,
wrapped up in a piece of paper. I was shocked. I
was panicking. 

“Is he so hungry, or is he demented? What
should I do?” 

“Report the parents to child welfare.”
“Call the police.”
“Expel him,” the other teachers advised me.

I decided to talk to Damir. He told me that he
was hungry, and he wanted to see how a rat tast-
ed. “I cooked it really well, but my brother didn’t
want to eat it.”

The end of the school year. We say goodbye
to each other. Many pupils will move to other
schools, and about 15 “old” pupils will move up
to fifth grade in my school. Damir is among
them—the Romany; a boy who knows the differ-
ence between love and hatred, good and evil; a
boy who is used to beatings and rudeness, to
hunger and poverty; a boy who, above all, needs
a lot of attention.

Autumn, 2001. Beginning of another school
year. I meet Damir. He is angry, sullen, dirty.
“Teacher slapped me first, and then asked me
what my name was. She asked me who the hell
let me move up to fifth grade!” 

The schoolyard is frozen. On the freshly
whitewashed wall Damir writes, “____ is a
cow.” Once again, Damir is the problem in our
school.

The names of the children in this story have been
changed.

… a boy who knows the difference between

love and hatred, good and evil; a boy who is

used to beatings and rudeness, to hunger and

poverty; a boy who, above all, needs a lot of

attention …
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The ECCD 

project in

Albania seeks 

to empower

parents to lead

the process 

of improving

child care and

education by

participating 

in local groups

and mobilizing

community

resources.

School and Community
Partnerships

A “Very Hard” Life

The Garden of Mothers and
Children Network in Albania

by Linda Spahiu, Director, Christian Children’s Fund (CCF), Albania
and Suela Cela, Project Manager, Early Childhood and Care
Development Project, CCF, Albania

Fabiola, six- years old, and her sister Ina, four, live in Maqellara. They have never
gone to kindergarten because the only one in their area was closed many years

ago. Both sisters were having developmental difficulties; they did not communicate
with peers or adults, only with their mother. 

Genta, their mother, is poor and unemployed. In addition to the two girls, she
has two younger children. Her husband, Shpetim, is an illegal emigrant who has
never seen his newly born son. He cannot make enough money to feed his family.
The mother is worried about her daughters’ development. 

Since June 2003, both Fabiola and Ina have attended the Garden of Mothers and
Children center in their village, where they are engaged in many activities. They
have the opportunity to participate in group activities—drawing, putting on plays,
climbing—with the rest of their peers. Since then, their language and social skills
have been improving. Their mother also participates regularly at the center in infor-
mal education and is strongly supported by the other mothers.

“Now I’m more confident of my capacities. I know my daughters are improving,
and I try to find more time to spend with them.”

The social, economic, and political situation in Albania in the last decades, and
especially in the last ten years, has been very grave. The collapse of the state

system of production and inefficient agricultural cooperatives after the fall of the
communist regime exposed many Albanian families to a struggle for survival.
According to the UNDP annual Human
Development Report, nearly two-thirds
of Albanian families live in a situation
considered “very hard.” The average
declared income is only half of the offi-
cial poverty level. 

In the last seven years, the demo-
graphic movement of people from the
northeast and rural areas to the capital
has almost quadrupled the population of
the capital. As a result of this rapid pop-
ulation growth, there is very limited
access to social and health services in
these areas. Although the infant mortal-
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ity rate in the first nine months of life, and for
children birth to five-years-old, has decreased in
the last several years, it remains the highest in
Europe. Twenty-five percent of children age
birth to three suffer from low to moderate forms

of malnutrition, while 10 percent experience
severe malnutrition (Report on the National
Strategy for Children in Albania, 2001). 

During the last 10 years, most of the crèches
and kindergartens have closed, particularly in
villages, rural areas, and suburban areas. The
official figures show that while 37 percent of
children nationwide attend kindergarten, only 12

percent do so in the northeast—a decrease of 50
percent, and the number of children attending
elementary school has decreased by 18 percent.
At present little attention is being paid to the
psycho-affective development of children, and
educators and child caregivers lack professional
knowledge and training.

The Early Childhood and Care
Development (ECCD) Project

In the last four years the Christian Children’s
Fund (CCF) in Albania has developed the

Early Childhood and Care Development (ECCD)
project to provide intensive, community-based
programs to improve living conditions for chil-
dren and families in those areas that have been

hardest hit by the massive population migra-
tion. The ECCD project in Albania seeks to
empower parents to lead the process of improv-
ing child care and education by participating in
local groups and mobilizing community
resources. Since March 2003, project implemen-
tation has begun in the northeast areas of
Kukes, Has, and Tropoja. 

The project is inspired by the successful 
experience of communities, parents, and local
authorities in Tirana who are involved in the
network of the Garden of Mothers and Children
centers established and supported by CCF.
These centers aim to develop a holistic and
community-driven system of child attentive
care, with a view to advancing the well being
of children in northern Albania and contribut-
ing to community reconciliation.

The main objectives of the ECCD project are: 
• To develop community-based, low-cost, and

child-friendly services through expanding the
Garden of Mothers and Children model to the
target areas in northern Albania and upgrad-
ing local child care facilities.

• To humanize existing child care services and
practice by enhancing the responsibilities and
professionalism of health and social work
practitioners. 

• To develop the capacity of mothers’ groups,
community leaders, fathers’ groups, and other
local caregivers in delivering quality early
childhood care by providing training.

• To provide seed funding to local initiatives
that ensure the humane treatment of children
and help build strong communities.

• To disseminate positive child care practices
and attitudes by conducting regional and
national media campaigns, peer round tables,
and community events.

Children playing, led by mothers within gardens.

These centers aim to develop a holistic and

community-driven system of child attentive

care, with a view to advancing the well being

of children.

Sara, Age 4, Tropoja, North Albania
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The Garden of Mothers and
Children Network

At present, 57 Garden of Mothers and
Children centers are functioning around the

country. Thirty of these centers are located in
remote and hard-to-reach villages in the north,
where there is very limited access to health and
education services. 

Typical center services include social and
educational activities for the children; medical
services for mothers and children provided by
local health specialists; information sharing,
counseling, and education related to early child-

hood for mothers and pregnant women; training
for community caregivers, including ex-nurses,
midwives, youth volunteers, and fathers; and
community activities such as workshops, cooking
fairs, holiday celebrations, and community events
to support the construction of playgrounds or
other community initiatives.

“I have learned a lot from the experience of
the project. I am aware of things I didn’t
know before, and this knowledge helps
me raise my children. The project is a big
help for my son, who used to have diffi-
culty speaking, especially after his father
emigrated.”

Gilere Haxhiu, 
Lead Mother,
Shishtavec, Kukes 
Northern Albania

Each center serves approximately 30 children,
ages three to seven-years old, under the care of
community mothers. The centers are equipped
with learning and play materials and provide a
safe and friendly environment for children. The
educators are supplied with Ministry of

Education pre-school instruction guides and pro-
gram booklets.

The mothers themselves organize the educa-
tional activities, social events, medical visits, and
informal counseling. Five lead mothers and an
administrative mother implement the program
with active support from a larger group of 15 to
20 mothers and grandmothers who visit the cen-
ter when they can. 

The mothers are divided into groups of preg-
nant women, mothers with children birth to
one-year old, mothers with children three to
seven-years old, and mothers who care for orphan
children. Information, counseling, awareness rais-
ing, and parenting education is provided to
mothers in groups formed in the centers or
through home visits and a peer process in the
community. 

The philosophy of this approach is to support
all of the stakeholders in the community by
encouraging active participation and self-help in
improving the community and the lives of its chil-
dren and families. Lead mothers govern the
network of centers in partnership with communi-
ty members, local government, state institutions,
and community elders. CCF provides critical man-
agerial, financial, and technical input. 

“We used to limit ourselves to feeding our
children, to having them properly dressed
and to slapping them when they gave us
too much trouble. Now I am convinced
that slapping children doesn’t get you
anywhere, and I try to inform other moth-
ers about child development and
children’s needs.”

Sibe Shehu, 
Administrative Mother, 
Borovian, Peshkopia, 
North Albania

"Garden of Mothers and Children" in Sohodoll area (Diber-

Northeast area of Albania).

Outdoor activities at the "Garden of Mothers and Children."



Involving Fathers 

Respecting cultural norms that place the
responsibility for raising children on mothers

while fathers provide the family income, the proj-
ect has stressed:

• Strengthening the father’s role in program
and policy development.

• Recognizing the father as a powerful element
in the child’s well being.

• Involving fathers in project activities.
• Encouraging the father’s support in the

establishment of the centers.
• Increasing the participation of fathers in

early childhood activities. 

A key strategy to achieving these goals has
been the establishment of Boards of Fathers,
groups made up of representatives from multi-

ple sectors of the community, including
education, health, and local government. These
boards support the implementation and sus-
tainability of the program by involving the
local male power structure, including mayors,
community leaders, councils of elders, admin-
istrators of local hospitals and schools, heads of

large traditional families, religious leaders, and
intellectuals.

Three Boards of Fathers have been estab-
lished in the north. These, in turn, have created
30 satellite Boards of Fathers in areas where

centers are located. Boards of Fathers address
the need for improving child care and health
and education services in the region and have
participated in decisions to establish some of
the centers in very remote and hard-to-reach
areas. They are also actively involved in train-
ing activities. Topics such as the role of fathers
in the family, the importance of playing with
children, and domestic violence are discussed
during informal training.

“I never knew that I could play an impor-
tant role in my child’s development,
even from the earliest ages. All I knew
and inherited is the tough style of
behavior with kids. This is the way I
was brought up and that was all I was
able to give. In my culture, men are
ashamed to talk about children’s needs.
The man who does is not a real man.
This has been the way I was taught.
But now I’m ready at least to try to
change my behavior, even though it’s
difficult.”

Mr. Zef Ukcama, 
Member of Father’s Board in Cernice, 
Tropoja, Northern Albania

The Boards of Fathers have also increased
the partnership and coordination between com-
munity members and local governments. For
example, in Maquellara the Board of Fathers,
the local government, and local businesses
agreed to rehabilitate the state kindergarten
with financial support from parents in the com-
munity, local businessmen, and local
government agencies.
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Boards of Fathers [are] made up of represen-

tatives from multiple sectors of the

community, including education, health, and

local government.

Fathers at workshop.

Fathers in workshops representing different areas — local

authorities, health, and education.
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Health Service Delivery

In the last decade the health system in Albania
has seriously deteriorated. As a result, there

are many areas, particularly in the north, that do
not have access to health services, birth registra-
tion or control, and children’s immunizations. In
each of the areas where a Garden of Mothers and
Children center is located, CCF Albania, in part-
nership with local health practitioners, provides
outreach services to pregnant mothers, including
those living in remote areas. 

A Health Task Force was established in each
program area, composed of 11 local health practi-
tioners who provide pediatric, gynecological, and
family planning services. Services for the mother

and child include care before and after birth and
promotion of breastfeeding. Medical check-ups,
group conversations, information and education,
and referral to other specialized services take
place at the centers. Great attention is paid to
involving local health personnel in the formal and
informal training and services offered by task
force members. 

Benefits for Children and Mothers 

The Garden of Mothers and Children centers
offer a safe and friendly space for children,

socialization activities, and pre-school education,
health services, and the celebration of community
events. These activities and services attract the
interest and commitment of mothers in the com-
munity. The centers, supported financially by
community members, are contributing to the
social life, healthy development, and well being
of children and families in the community. 

Mothers have demonstrated higher self-
esteem and have developed and improved their
individual and social capacities, resulting in
healthy relations in and outside their families.
Even though coping with extreme poverty and
other difficulties such as vendettas and blood
feuds, they can now contribute to the improve-
ment of their lives and the lives of their children. 

“I’m lucky that I can come here in the cen-
ter when possible. I’m glad to have
learned how to take care of my newborn
baby, seeing that it’s my first child. I
know now the importance of speaking
and communicating even with babies.
Thanks to the ongoing health care provid-
ed at the center, my son is receiving
better healthcare.”

Marieta Cupaj-Young 
Mother, beneficiary of the program, 
Has, Nikoliq, 
Northern Albania

Conclusion

CCF Albania uses Early Childhood Care and
Development as a tool to promote community

reconciliation and social peace. Implementation
of the program is based on empowering local and
regional groups to establish early childhood
development, education, and health services. Key
strategies involve the mobilization and empower-

ment of women and the mobilization of men to
advocate for children’s rights. The establishment
of active community-based groups and involve-
ment of local and central government to support
the project in the region has produced an
increase in health and education services and has
resulted in significant benefits to children, fami-
lies, and communities in Albania.

The Garden of Mothers and Children centers

offer a safe and friendly space for children,

socialization activities, and pre-school educa-

tion, health services, and the celebration of

community events.



Step by Step Case Study Project

Inspired by the upcoming 10th Anniversary of the Step by Step Program in September 2004,
ISSA has embarked on a two-year, large-scale initiative to develop national case studies in

the 29 countries in which it operates, as well as cross-cutting issue papers that document the
project’s enormous experience. While one aim of the project is to provide a series of country
papers that describe core implementation issues, another equally important aim is to develop
expertise in the field of case study research. Through in-person and online training and mentor-
ing, the Case Study Project is cultivating an international cadre of qualitative researchers and a
network of evaluation expertise in countries where Step by Step is active.

The Step by Step case studies must, collectively, reflect a complex and multi-layered pro-
gram. For this reason, topics for case studies were carefully coordinated across the countries
participating in the Step by Step Program. Topics cover all areas of the Step by Step Program:
preschool, primary school, infant/toddler, higher education, teacher professional development,
networking, and partnerships. Within a topic area, each country defined a specific case to study.
For example, Bosnia’s case study will focus on professional development through networking
and partnership in one Step by Step training center. Russia will examine how parents select
preschools and are involved in them in one impoverished rural setting and one middle-class,
suburban setting. Bulgaria will look at the impact of the Education for Social Justice (anti-bias)

We discovered

that many of the

problems that

teachers face are

truly universal,

and yet these

exist in unique

cultural settings.
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Step by Step Arrives in Argentina

Step by Step has taken its first exciting step in a new country on the Latin American
continent.
It was more than a year ago that the Director of the Leer Foundation, Patricia Mejalelaty, met

with Liz Lorant at the Step by Step office in New York, inquiring about possible cooperation.
Patricia had already successfully introduced the RIF (Reading is Fundamental) Project extensively
throughout Argentina. Leer has established reading libraries in the neediest schools throughout
the country and provided training to teachers and parents on reading to children. She is also pio-
neering exciting human rights projects in the country—her latest initiative is to establish soup
kitchens and libraries for children in women’s prisons.

Following one year of planning and thoughtful preparation to select schools and teachers to
participate in the pilot Step by Step project, an excellent team of fluent, Spanish-speaking Step
by Step trainers (Evelyne Magron, Margaret Stine, Dawn Tankersely, and Rita Kanell) arrived in
Buenos Aires to offer initial training for preschool and primary school teachers from eight schools.
The training, focusing on how to achieve Step by Step standards in the classroom, also marked
the beginning of the process of developing Step by Step trainers for the Leer Foundation. In order
to monitor the progress of the students over the initial three-year period in these new Step by
Step classrooms, outcomes will be monitored by Linda Lee of Proactive Information Services. One
unique feature of the Argentinean Step by Step Program is that the Leer Foundation raised all
funds for implementation from corporate sponsors. Because of the economic crisis in Argentina,
scant funding is available from the Ministry of Education for projects of this nature.

Although the education system is economically stressed and there is significant overcrowd-
ing and lack of resources in all the schools we visited, there is nevertheless great interest among
the teachers, as well as a great depth of understanding of the philosophy and methodology that
was presented to them. The Step by Step team was enthusiastic throughout the week of training.
We discovered that many of the problems that teachers face are truly universal, and yet these
exist in unique cultural settings.

We appreciated the warm reception by Patricia Mejalelaty and her staff and look forward to
working closely with them. Welcome aboard Step by Step Argentina!

ISSA Network News
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initiative, which is being implemented in cooperation with the university and Step by Step model sites in one city.

In addition, several cross-cutting thematic areas have been identified for deeper investigation, including:
• Children’s outcomes;
• Family and community engagement;
• Equal opportunities for each child to develop to his/her full potential;
• Enabling networks and partnerships;
• Sustainability.

The project is guided by a training and research plan devised by Hugh McLean, Open Society Institute’s evalua-
tion expert, in cooperation with Sarah Klaus, ISSA Executive Director, both based in Budapest, Hungary. The work is
mentored by McLean and a steering group consisting of Iryna Lapitskaya of Belarus; Larry Bremner and Linda Lee of
Canada; Teresa Vasconcelos of Portugal; Tatjana Vonta of Slovenia; and David Caughlin, Cassie Landers, Steffen Saifer,
and Robert Stake of the United States. Each mentor is responsible for assisting four to five national research teams.

The 29 participating national research teams, which consist of between two to four early childhood education profes-
sionals, were selected by the Step by Step director in each country. Teams have participated in a six-week online course
and a four-day seminar in Budapest, Hungary. Field research and development of the case studies, now in progress, will
be followed by a seminar for case study writers to be held in Visegrad, Hungary, in May. Initial copies of the case studies
and cross-cutting issue papers will be available at the 10th Anniversary Conference in November in Budapest.

Parenting Education Workshop: 
Children from Birth to Three

Participants from Step by Step and UNICEF-assisted
programs in eight countries attended a parent edu-

cation workshop in Sarajevo, Bosnia, February 22-26,
2004. The goal of the five-day training workshop was to
develop a range of strategies and materials to help par-
ents support the social, emotional, cognitive, language,
and physical development of young children during the
first three years of life. The workshop was conducted by
Cassie Landers, Kris Hansen, Jan Martner, and Ruth
Uhlmann. Jill Zarchin, Education Program Officer
UNICEF, Bosnia, and Radmila Rangelov-Josovic, Step by
Step Country Director, Bosnia, were involved in planning
and hosting the event.

The fifty participants from Albania, Bosnia, Croatia,
Kosovo, Macedonia, Serbia, Slovakia, and Slovenia repre-
sented a wide range of professions including pediatrics,
nursing, early childhood education, policy, and educa-
tional planning. These various perspectives created a
lively and participatory training environment.

The workshop objectives were to help participants:
• Understand the goals and objectives of different

approaches to parenting education programs and
their benefits for families and children;

• Understand basic principles of adult learning and
the implications for developing effective parent
education programs;

• Recognize the steps involved in strengthening
families and the mechanisms inherent in effective
partnerships;

• Observe and participate in a series of workshops

modeled by trainers on parenting children from
birth to three years of age;

• Practice designing both the content and meth-
ods for conducting additional parent education
sessions; 

• Outline an implementation strategy for conduct-
ing a series of parent education workshops; and

• Understand the project-specific monitoring and
evaluation tools. 

The workshop was organized around three major
areas. The first section introduced participants to the
field of parent education, reviewing existing programs
and lessons learned from past successes and failures. 

Part two of the workshop focused on selected
themes. These included:

• The Amazing Newborn 
• Social and Emotional Development
• Behavioral Aspects of Feeding Young Children
• Fun with Language and Literacy 
• Building Relationships
• Preventing Problems: Setting Limits
• Playing and Learning
• Safety

During the third part of the workshop country teams
prepared a project proposal to implement a series of par-
ent education workshops. When appropriate, the
strategy was developed to encourage collaboration
between UNICEF and Step by Step country offices.
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International Step by Step Association
10th Anniversary Conference

Location: Budapest, Hungary

Congress Park Hotel Flamenco
http://www.danubiusgroup.com/flamenco

Dates: November 8–10, 2004

A Decade of Change: Stepping into the Future

T en years ago the Step by Step program was launched in 15 countries, serving 5,000 children in
preschools. Today the network serves children birth through grade eight in 30 countries in Central
and Eastern Europe, Central Asia, Asia, and the Americas. The program has reached hundreds of

thousands of teachers and millions of young children and their families. 

Join us to celebrate the 10th Anniversary of Step by Step and engage in dialogue around:
• Change in Early Childhood Education practices and policy in regions where ISSA is active, 
• Achievements of the Step by Step program and other international development programs, 
• Challenges within the Step by Step program and the field of Early Childhood Education worldwide. 

In honor of this milestone, Mr. George Soros, founder of Step by Step, will attend the opening ceremony. 

Participants from more than 40 countries will gather to share their knowledge and ideas by engaging in
discussions and presentations. Like ISSA’s past events, the conference offers many opportunities for par-
ticipants to actively exchange ideas and experiences in small groups. To take advantage of this valuable
opportunity for professional development and networking, register now!

Official Languages of the Conference: English and Russian

For further information please contact:
Eva Izsak
Manager, Membership Division
Budapest, Hungary
Phone: +36 1 486 2856
Fax: +36 1 266 3463
E-mail: eizsak@issa.hu
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For conference information and registration forms,
visit the ISSA website: http://www.issa.nl
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ISSA offers several levels of membership and welcomes applications for 
membership from individuals and organizations that promote child-

centered, community-based approaches to early childhood care and education.  

Membership for Organizations

Benefits:
• Invitation to the Annual Conference and General Assembly
• One-year subscription to Educating Children for Democracy

(3 copies of each issue)
• Subscription to ISSA Member Newsletter (by email)
• Discounts on ISSA books, events, and trainings

Fee: $125 USD or €100 euros for one year ($65 USD or €50 euros for organizations from developing 
countries)

Current Organizational Members Include:
• Educational, Non-Governmental, and Public Benefit Organizations
• Teacher Training Institutions, Universities, Retraining Institutes, and Technical Colleges
• Schools and Preschools
• Parent Associations
• National and International Development Organizations
• Other Network and Membership Organizations
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• Discounts on ISSA books, events, and trainings

Fee: $65 USD or €50 euros for one year ($30 USD or €25 euros for individuals from developing 
countries)
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• University Faculty Members
• Preschool and Primary School Teachers and Staff
• Early Childhood Experts
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The International Step by Step Association publishes the journal, Educating Children for Democracy, on a
semi-annual basis, in English, both in print and online, and in Russian online. 

Educating Children for Democracy seeks:
1. Practical articles with ideas for teaching children and administering education programs that are child-

centered in philosophy and implementation. 
2. Scholarly articles that link current research and theory to practice, where at least one-third of the article

describes practical applications of the research. (Note: research studies should be written as articles
rather than research reports.)

3. Articles about how an individual or group of people changed a program or policy to become more child-
centered.

4. Essays related to the experience of educational transformation, including such topics as cultural diversity,
inclusion of minority children and children with disabilities, and family involvement in schools, etc.

5. Reprinted articles from national journals with limited circulation, with proper attribution and permission. 

Article Format and Style

Interested authors are invited to submit articles of three to six pages (1,000 to 3,000 words) that meet the 
following criteria:

1. Ideas must be consistent with child-centered theory and research.
2. Articles should be written in a readable style that generates interest and enthusiasm. (Articles in lan-

guages other than English should be professionally translated to ensure accuracy of interpretation.)
3. Complete references must be provided for all citations in the text. [The concept of “fair use” of copyright-

ed material includes the right to quote briefly for scholarly purposes (up to 100 words) from most
published materials, if the source of the quote is cited. More extensive quotations require written permis-
sion from the original source. This permission must be included with the article submission.] 

4. Authors are responsible for ensuring that all persons photographed have given their permission for the
photograph to be published.

Preparing the Manuscript

Articles should be typed (12–14 point font), double-spaced, with at least 1.25 inch margins on all sides. All
pages should be numbered. Include author(s) name and contact information (name, degree, title, institu-

tional affiliation, address, telephone, fax, and email, if available) on the cover page. Submissions on computer
disk (format Microsoft Word) or by email are preferred. Please indicate the kind of computer and the name of
the word processing program used. Photographs or drawings related to the article are encouraged and should
be included with the submission, along with descriptive information in a caption. When submitting children’s
artwork, please include the name and age of the child.  When submitting photographs, please include the
name of the photographer.

Review Procedure

During 2003 ISSA recruited and trained a cadre of Editorial Associates from Step by Step countries in order to
create an international editorial infrastructure for the journal. These Editorial Associates will review articles

submitted for publication and will cultivate original articles from teachers, parents, administrators, and faculty
involved in early childhood programs and reforms in Central and Eastern Europe, the Commonwealth of
Independent States, the Baltic States, Mongolia, and Haiti. Authors are encouraged to contact an Editorial
Associate in their region to receive guidance in the preparation of articles. A list of Editorial Associates follows
the Guidelines. 

Articles that are deemed appropriate by both the Editorial Associate and the Country Director are forwarded
to the Editor. The Editor will review all articles received and determine if the article merits publication in
Educating Children for Democracy. Authors will be notified when their article is accepted and will be sent a brief
agreement outlining terms of publication. All accepted articles are edited for style and content. Authors may be
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asked for assistance in the editing process. Educating Children for Democracy offers no payment for articles sub-
mitted. Articles and illustrations are considered a contribution to the early childhood education profession.

Where to Send Prepared Manuscripts

Authors located in Step by Step countries should submit articles in English or the national language to an
Editorial Associate or listed country contact. A list of National Step by Step organizations, along with con-

tact information, is provided on the back inside cover of this publication, as well as online at the ISSA website
http://www.issa.nl  A list of Editorial Associates is provided below. Authors from all other countries may submit
articles for consideration to:

Rochelle Mayer, EdD, ECD Editor, Georgetown University Center for Child and Human Development, 3307 M
Street, N.W., Suite 401, Washington DC 20007  Email: mayerr@georgetown.edu

Albania
Rebeka Pali and 
Gerda Sula 
sbsal@interalb.net

Armenia
Anahit Arnaudyan
anahamlt@arminco.com
Gayaneh Terzyan
yane@freenet.am

Azerbaijan
Leyla Ismayilova
leylaismayilova@hotmail.com
Vafa Yagublu 
vefayagublu@yahoo.com

Belarus
Irina Lapitskaya
stbyst@open.by
Ala Maslava
N_asveta@tut.by

Bosnia and
Herzegovina
Milena Maric
milena.maric@smartnet.ba
Daniela Valenta
dv071@yahoo.com

Bulgaria
Dimitar K. Dimitrov
dkd@aix.swu.bg

Croatia
Sanja Brajkovic 
sanja@korakpokorak.hr

Czech Republic
Lucie Rastocna
Lucie.Rastocna@sbscr.cz

Estonia
Juri Ginter
jyri.ginter@mail.ee
Raivo Juurak
juurak@opleht.ee

Georgia
Tamar Kerdzaia and 
Manana Porchkhidze
manana@mega.osgf.ge

Haiti
Johnny Cesar
johnnycesar2001@hotmail.com

Hungary
Melinda Petho
pethomelinda@ecpec.hu

Kazakhstan
Moussa Asset
amussa@sbs.soros.kz
Elena Malygina
elena_malygina@mail.ru

Kosovo
Ganimete Kulinxha
gkulinxha@kec-ks.org
Hana Zylfiu
hzylfiu@kec-ks.org

Kyrgyzstan
Anara Tentimisheva
anara_t@list.ru

Latvia
Daiga Kalnina
Daiga77@inbox.lv
Daiga Zake
daiga@iic.lv

Lithuania
Regina Rimkiene
gina@uic.lt
Regina Sabaliauskiene
regina@uic.lt

Macedonia
Lidija Angelovska-Isajlovska
lidijais@hotmail.com
Atina Tasevska
atas@soros.org.mk

Moldova
Svetlana Semionov
svetlanasemionov@yahoo.com

Mongolia
Narmandakh Adiya
nmandah@soros.org.mn

Montenegro 
Tatjana Jovovic
tanjaj@cg.yu
Sanja Subaric
ssanja@cg.ac.yu

Romania
Carmen Lica
carmenlia@dnt.ro

Russia
Natalia I. Koriakina
nik@vodokanal.spb.ru
Lidiya Vasilievna Svirskaya
osvita@unitel.spb.ru

Serbia
Milena Mihajlovic and
Dino Pasalic
ciip@sezampro.yu

Slovakia
Dasa Oravcova
asad@centrum.sk

Slovenia
Mateja Rezek
mateja.rezek1@guest.arnes.si
Alenka Veler
alenka.veler@mkz-lj.si

Tajikistan
Azim Baizoev and
Sami’ullo Saifulloev
Send in care of Nazarkhudo:
peaks@osi.tajik.net

Ukraine
Vira Kuzmenko
anna_kuzmenko@aerosvit.com
Oksana Taranchenko
taranya_leha@mail.ru

Uzbekistan
Mavluda Salikhova
msalikhova@osi.uz
Liliya Zekiryaeva
lzekiryaeva@list.ru
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