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Background: 

Ambassador Ospina, Ambassador Castro de Pérez, Assistant Secretary General Ramdin, Ambassador Quiñonez, distinguished members of the Working Group, it is a pleasure to join you today to report on the Inter-American Program on Education for Democratic Values and Practices, an initiative of this Organization whose objectives and activities are intimately tied to the topic of the next General Assembly.  Since I have reported previously to the Permanent Council on this Program, I will focus on recent outcomes and on plans for 2008 and 2009. I would also like to share with you some of the findings from research in this topic of education for democratic values, gathered both from OAS analyses and from those of outside experts, that may inform your deliberations.

This Inter-American Program was adopted by Ministers of Education of the OAS member states at their meeting in Scarborough, Tobago, in August 2005.  It was adopted with the understanding that it would be financed primarily with funds obtained from outside the OAS Regular Budget.  It is coordinated by the SEDI Department of Education and Culture in coordination with the Department of State Modernization and Governance of the Secretariat for Political Affairs; in addition, several of its main activities are executed by the Program’s partners throughout the hemisphere. The Program has an Advisory Board of some 40 experts from throughout the region – from ministries of education, international and civil society organizations, universities, and other key actors in the Americas working to promote democratic values and practices in both formal and non-formal education settings.  

Based on recommendations of the Advisory Board, which met in April of 2006, the Inter-American Program developed activities in three components: Research, Professional Development/Educational Materials, and Information Exchange.  

Research Component: 

The Program launched two key products during the V Meeting of Ministers of Education in Cartagena last November:

· The Inter-American Journal on Education for Democracy, a bilingual, online academic journal

· An analytical Report on national policies for education for democratic citizenship in OAS member states

The main purpose of the Inter-American Journal on Education for Democracy is to promote quality research in the Americas on education for democratic citizenship. The Journal is being published twice a year on-line in partnership with coeditors at the University of Indiana, University of Toronto, and the Pontificia Universidad Católica de Chile.  The Journal’s website is www.ried-ijed.org .

The Analytical Report on national policies in education for democratic citizenship provides an initial “mapping” of policies in member states, at the formal and non-formal levels. 25 member states responded to a survey.  We found that 76% of these member states indicate that they have a national policy in place, and several more have policies at the state or provincial level.  Nonetheless, only 16% say that they have evaluations of the impact of these policies, and none said they had good empirical evidence of the policies´ impact.

All those member states responding said they would like to have more information and support; in particular, technical and methodological support including teacher training strategies; the opportunity to learn about successful experiences from other countries; and help with research and evaluation.

We know from prior research that educational programs, including those in schools, can make a difference in what young people know, how much they participate, and what they believe.  For example, schools that model democratic processes in the classroom by creating an open climate for discussion of issues are most effective at promoting civic knowledge and engagement.  Students learn more and expect to participate in civic activities more in these types of classrooms.  But many of our young people are not learning in classrooms such as these. And of course young people do not just learn in classrooms, and what they learn is not just what is in the explicit curriculum. In schools and communities where some groups are clearly favored and others excluded, for instance, young people are drawing lessons on equality.

We also know that teachers sometimes are reluctant or even fearful of introducing controversial topics in the classroom, particularly when there are deep-seated divisions in the community that might come to the surface, for example, in a discussion of human rights, the role of the military in society, gender orientation, or many others.  Since teacher quality is the number one most important factor in student learning, it is important to consider how teachers can be supported as they seek to convey democratic values and practices.

Professional Development Component:

In the Professional Development Component the Program, I would like to highlight three activities: 

1. Hemispheric distance education courses for teachers on the Inter-American Democratic Charter and Teaching of Democratic Values and Practices.

2. A Hemispheric Course for the Evaluation of Policies and National Programs in Citizenship Education to be developed and offered in 2008.
3. And the recently launched “Young Scholars Program”

The hemispheric distance education course based on the Inter-American Democratic Charter was piloted in Peru in 2006 with 750 teachers taking part. Since 2006 Peru has moved towards integrating the contents of this course into its National Teacher Training policy and program. This means that the course will have an impact on thousands of teachers in Peru for several years to come. 

In a related development, FEMCIDI will support a project that intends to extend the lessons learned in the initial stage to other parts of Peru as well as to Guatemala and Colombia.  Future versions of the course could be made available to all OAS member states. 

This project received essential financial support by the United States Permanent Mission, and the valuable contributions of the Ministry of Education of Peru, and other partners. I also wish to acknowledge the contributions of the Secretariat for Political Affairs, which developed this project in its initial stages.

The Department of Education and Culture is currently adapting the Spanish version of the distance course for teachers for the English-speaking Caribbean. The three-year pilot project, “Education for Democratic Citizenship in the Caribbean: An On-Line Course for Educators,” begun in 2007 and ending in 2009, aims to provide primary and secondary teachers in the Caribbean with the knowledge, concrete tools and resources to promote democratic values and practices in their classrooms. Our main partner on the Project is the newly launched Open University of the West Indies (formerly the University of the West Indies Distance Education Center, UWIDEC).  While this course builds on the experience of the pilot in Peru, the course content and delivery strategy is going to be significantly different because a lot of work is going into adapting the course to the realities and interests of the Caribbean.   So far, three member states have volunteered to pilot this course in their territory, and we are seeking to include up to three more.  This project is supported by the Canadian International Development Agency (CIDA).

In addition to the courses on teaching democratic values, the Program is developing an on-line course on evaluation of policies and programs in citizenship education, to respond to the growing need for evaluation of policies and programs which I mentioned earlier.  The main objective of this course is to build the capacity of officials in charge of evaluating national policies and programs in education for democratic citizenship and related areas. 

We expect that after the three-month course, which includes an on-site seminar, officials from each of the 34 member states, selected through an open call for candidates, will have exchanged experiences, reflected critically on the current state and culture of evaluation in their countries, and broadened their academic and technical tools to implement evaluations in the future. The OAS Department of Human Development, the Permanent Mission of Colombia to the OAS, and the OAS Inter-American Committee on Education have provided support for this initiative. 

In 1999 and 2000, a worldwide initiative to assess citizenship knowledge, skills and values was organized.  Only three countries from our region participated – Chile, Colombia, and the United States.  The results were fascinating, showing for example that while 14 and 17 year olds in all three countries differed little on their grasp of basic concepts, there were significant differences regarding students’ knowledge about threats to democracy, like corruption, nepotism, and control of the media.  But this research is now eight years old.  This year, six countries of Latin America are not only participating in the next round of the Civic Education Study administered by the IEA, including the assessment of student knowledge, skills and attitudes, but they have also entered into a consortium to produce a Latin American module of the test.  This initiative is largely funded by the IDB’s Regional Public Goods facility, and its work is directly relevant to your work here. The Regional System on Evaluation and Development of Citizenship Competencies SREDECC, which also involves establishing a common understanding of minimum competencies in citizenship knowledge and skills and identifying good practices, is being executed through CERLALC, the Regional Center for the Book based in Bogota, where interest has been expressed in continuing to coordinate this work with that of the OAS Inter-American Program.  This is an important initiative.

Finally, in an effort to incorporate youth into the planning and implementation of the Inter-American Program, the Program has recently developed a Young Scholar Program.  The objective is to provide an opportunity for young people from the Americas, and other regions, to work actively in the Inter-American Program's activities, as part of their college coursework or as an independent initiative. We have already received more than 60 applications to this Program.  Seven young people have already participated, or are participating in the Program, from Brazil, Canada, Costa Rica, Colombia, Paraguay and the United States. Their profiles may be found on our website.  It provides an opportunity for us to hear their views and benefit from their contributions. 

The OAS promotes other opportunities for youth involvement, including the Model OAS and the Young Americas Business Trust.  The General Assembly could encourage the Organization and the member states to do even more to involve young people directly in their activities, to listen to the voices of youth, and to provide information specifically tailored to them.

Information Exchange Component: 

The third and final component of the Program promotes horizontal cooperation workshops and other forms of information exchange on priority topics defined by member states and the Advisory Board.  

Research studies indicate that many of the cognitive and emotional competencies that are developed in individuals that contribute to the peaceful resolution of conflicts and learning to live together are formed at a very early age. Research also shows that public investments in quality early childhood education have a higher return than investment in any other age group, and these programs can have a significant impact on reducing school dropout and repetition, as well as numerous other social benefits.  As you know, this was the topic chosen by the Ministers of Education for their recent V Ministerial in Cartagena, and some of what needs to be done to fulfill the Ministerial mandates touches on developing democratic values.  In March of 2009, the Program, together with the World Association of Early Childhood Educators, will host the 2nd World Conference on Early Childhood Education for Peace, here at OAS headquarters. The objective of this event, aimed at Ministers of Education and other key experts, is to promote increasing awareness by high level policymakers of the importance of devoting attention to encouraging children´s development of positive values and practices at an early age. 

Culture and the arts are very powerful in engaging youth, and should be considered not only as positive leisure activities but also as indispensable pathways to helping youth find value in themselves.  And we know that in today’s world, mass media including television and the Internet can and do have a powerful influence on the values and attitudes that children and young people form.  Not only do students watch these media, they tend to trust them.  In the 2000 study discussed above, both the 14-year olds and the 17-year olds said that they are more likely to trust television news than they are to trust information coming from their national governments. Older students are less trusting of the media, but they also are less trusting of their governments.  Both teaching students how to think critically about the information they get from the media, and working with the media themselves, are important.

In early 2009, the Program will sponsor, together with Sesame Street Workshop, an Inter-American Conference on the Role of the Arts and the Media in Education for Democratic Citizenship, possibly in Brazil. The objective of this conference is to bring attention to the power of the arts and media to influence values, attitudes and social behavior, to highlight and share programs and initiatives throughout the hemisphere which are successfully using the arts and media to educate for democratic citizenship, and to open up new lines of communication and interaction among governments, civil society and the private sector. 

Finally, I would like to touch on the financial status of this Inter-American Program.

Since the Program’s approval, various donors and member states have provided financial and in-kind resources for specific Program Activities. Only Regular Fund contribution is the salary of the Education Specialist who coordinates the Program.  

The Inter-American Committee on Education (CIE) approved $225,100 in 2006 and 2007 for specific activities to be carried out in 2007-2008.  

The Program has received financial and in-kind contributions from member states including the Governments of Argentina, Canada, Colombia, Mexico, Peru, and the United States.  It has also been supported by resources from external sources including the UNDP, the Center for Civic Education, and in-kind support from a number of Ministries of Education, for which we are grateful.

However, to continue the initiatives and products launched in 2006 and 2007, and to undertake any new initiatives, additional financial support will be required. 

In sum, the Inter-American Program has been successfully launched and is now providing concrete resources and tools for policymakers, practitioners, and researchers who are working to develop democratic values and practices in young people throughout the hemisphere.   The Program aims to have an impact not just on the formal education system but also those important spaces outside of the formal education system in the family, community, media, and private sector. 

Before closing I would like to recognize and thank those key individuals whose work has made this Program come alive – education specialist Jorge Baxter, who manages the Program, and consultants Adriana Cepeda, Dierdre Williams, and Carla Jimenez. I also wish to recognize the collaboration of our colleague Pablo Zúñiga from Political Affairs Secretariat.

In conclusion, distinguished members of the drafting committee, this Inter-American Program is being developed in an environment in which many individual member states are placing new emphasis, in their formal and informal educational programs, on the importance of developing civic and ethical values, replacing old programs of civic education with programs that cut across the curriculum and go outside the school, seeking to infuse values such as respect for diversity, human rights, and the environment.  These same member states are looking for concrete, proven ways to develop skills in their young people such as critical thinking, self-expression, community service, and learning to live with others in a diverse society.  This hemisphere is filled with young people who have a burning desire to make a difference in their own lives and in those of others.  They can do so, if they are listened to and taken seriously, encouraged and given the tools to acquire knowledge and skills and apply their energy and creativity to the real problems of their communities.

Thank you very much for this opportunity to address you today on this OAS program whose central focus is youth and democratic values.  The Department of Education and Culture stands ready to support your work.
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