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Partnering to Suppoxrt
Early Childhood Development
in Eastern Europe
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ties include the maintenance of effec-
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to develop a range of strategic part-
nerships with civic society, ECD (ear-
ly childhood development), and other
governmental and nongovernmental
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in Eastern Europe and beyond.
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NIPPA—The Early Years Organisation is the largest non-
governmental organization in Northern Ireland working with children (in-
fancy to 12 years) and their families and communities. The organization is
rooted in a firm value base that considers all young children as strong and
competent and as participants in their communities. The work of the orga-
nization is based on a children’s rights approach, and it endorses the U.N.
Convention on the Rights of the Child as its philosophical foundation.

NIPPA was founded in 1965, just a few years before Northern Ireland
erupted in violence. Two groups have fought bitterly and violently over
Northern Ireland’s governance and political identity: (1) Repub-
licans (primarily Roman Catholic), who hold that Northern
Ireland should be joined as one nation with the country of
Ireland, and (2) Loyalists (primarily Protestant), who be-
lieve that Northern Ireland should remain part of the Unit-
ed Kingdom. The story of NIPPA is inextricably linked with
the history of the region.

During the many years of violence, NIPPA consistent-
ly worked to meet the needs of children and their families on
both sides of the political divide. Throughout the 1970s and 1980s, ‘)
this support manifested itself in the provision of shared space for par- \
ents (mainly mothers) to come together to develop and manage servic- \
es in their local communities for their preschool children.

With the ceasefires in 1994, NIPPA became an Intermediary Funding
Body to deliver the child care and early education funds provided by the
European Union Special Support Program for Peace and Reconciliation in
Northern Ireland. Since that time, the European Union has invested over
$40 million (approximately $81 million) in young children, their families,
and their communities in Northern Ireland, with the recognition that such
an investment can begin the process of building a more peaceful, stable,
tolerant, and inclusive society.

As a result of this role in dispersing funds, in 2001 representatives from
NIPPA attended an international conference in Athens where they met
representatives from the Christian Children’s Fund, Inc. (CCF). The two
groups discussed the needs of children and families in the emerging de-
mocracies of Eastern Europe.
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Partnership for professional development in Eastern Europe

CCF and NIPPA share common goals. Both organizations are committed to
promoting high-quality care and education and supporting families and commu-
nity development at the regional, national, and international levels. In the two
years following the Athens conference, representatives of both organizations at-
tended each other’s annual conferences and made study visits to CCF project
sites in Eastern Europe and to early years settings in Northern Ireland and in
each Eastern European country where CCF worked—Albania, Belarus, Moldova,
Serbia, and Ukraine.

These countries had been isolated from the rest of the world for many de-
cades. Totalitarian governments, centralized economies, and a collectivist men-
tality had been key influences on the social structures in place. During the tran-
sition to independence, the countries experienced severe economic problems,
massive unemployment, undesired migration, and in some cases, armed con-
flicts. Public services such as education (including early years) and health care
deteriorated. The slow development of democratic society, weakness of civil so-
ciety, and widespread discrimination against minorities and women were also
major problems.

In this social context, CCF in-country staff took NIPPA representatives to visit
services for children in small isolated communities in the northern hills of Alba-
nia, and other villages in Moldova, Belarus, Serbia, and Ukraine. These services
had been organized by local communities with the support of families and local
CCF staff. CCF had focused much attention and work on engaging parents, iden-
tifying partners—local municipalities, pedagogical institutions, or nongovern-
mental organizations (NGOs)—and developing the partnerships to increase ac-
cess to services for young children and their families.

To address the quality and consistency of services provided for young chil-
dren, CCF and their local partners asked NIPPA to provide training on quality
early childhood care and education. NIPPA personnel provided the trainings to
CCF stalff or local people working in the services for young children based on
their needs.

Preparing for the training programs

NIPPA representatives hosted a one-day
Round Table consultation in each of the five
countries. The Round Table discussions
brought together organizations and individu-
als with an interest in services for young chil-
dren—representatives of Ministries of Edu-
cation and Health, representatives from local
and regional governments, teachers and pre-
school providers (including those from state-
run kindergartens, where present), educators
from teacher training colleges, social work-
ers, psychologists, and representatives of oth-
er NGOs.

The meetings served to identify the needs of
young children and their families in each coun-
try. They raised the profile and awareness of
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CCF’s work in local communities and examined how to improve the organiza-
tion’s services to children and families. Participants discussed quality early care
and education and what it would look like in the local settings. They agreed that
those who worked in state kindergartens would receive training alongside those
working in community settings. The participants also identified the following as
needed training topics: child observation and evaluation, learning through play,
adult/child interaction, physical environment and layout, and use of local re-
sources for learning development, including outdoor areas

The training programs

The training design included formal elements (training workshops) and infor-
mal ones (trainers working side-by-side with local practitioners). The training
allowed educators from government-based services and those working in the
nongovernmental sector to develop working relationships. It also facilitated the
further development of relationships between CCF and relevant government de-
partments and agencies to explore how the initiative could be integrated with
state programs.

In each country, NIPPA Early Childhood Specialists provided training in six
weeklong blocks over a 12-month period. The programs included information
on education theories, practical demonstrations, model-
ing, site visits, and reflective practice. The challenge for
trainers was to enable the adult learners to experience a
learner-centered approach. Trainers provided materials
to enable the adult learners to collaborate with each oth-
er to manage their own learning activities. The hope was
that such experiences during training would lead the ed-
ucators to use child-centered approaches in their deliv-
ery of learning activities for children when they returned
to their classrooms.

Peer support and reflective practices for teachers

While the original design for the training program had
included site visits, the NIPPA trainers decided, in consul-
tation with CCF, to make the visits a more central feature
of the program to enable mentoring, modeling, and peer-
support strategies. The site visits allowed the trainers to
provide individual training to staff, while staff from other
sites acted as observers. To maximize the learning poten-
tial from this strategy, trainers introduced participants
to the concept of reflective practice. These changes to
the training program enabled the creation of a rich peer-
learning environment and the development of supportive relationships among
the participants, staff members from multiple sites training together.

Administrative and community support

The training also focused on building the knowledge of local CCF staff mem-
bers, in particular the country directors and others leading the early childhood
programs in each country. NIPPA hosted these leaders during two weeklong visits
to NIPPA programs in Northern Ireland to familiarize them with early childhood
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Educators’ Voices

Participants said they learned
much from the training—new
philosophies, practical activ-
ities, information about how
children learn, how to man-
age activities in a center, how
to plan and observe activi-
ties, and the adult’s role in the
classroom. Their comments
included:

“We learned the pleasure of play
because we experienced play. We
were children with drawing, junk
art, water, and dough play.”

“| learned in a very clear way the
importance of good treatment for
preschoolers.”

“| [now] understand how many
things a child can learn from play-
ing and the different areas of
development.”

Participants were also able
to identify how they would
change the practice in centers
as a result of the training:

“| can change and improve my
communication with children and
help mothers do the same.”

“| saw your role modeling. | did not
understand my role before.”

“You managed activities very care-
fully; I did not know | needed to do
this with children.”
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settings. They learned about developing strategies for supporting partnerships,
governance, and leadership for nongovernmental organizations. This program
included training in democracy, advocacy, and relationships with policy makers.

Evaluating the effectiveness of the training

The evaluation of the training addressed a range of questions, which can be
summarized under these two broad themes:

1. To what extent have the activities been undertaken as planned, within sched-
ule and budget?

2. To what extent have the trainings resulted in the anticipated outcomes, and
are these of high quality?

To perform the evaluations, CCF and NIPPA staff used a number of instru-
ments. The NIPPA Early Years Specialists, who provided the training, used daily
monitoring sheets to assist them in planning. The forms focused on asking the
participants about what they had learned that day and identifying further infor-
mation needs or questions. Participants completed weekly monitoring question-
naires to evaluate the training venues, duration of sessions, and the methods
used by trainers and to indicate which ideas they would use from the training
and what support they felt they would need to implement the training.

During site visits, trainers taught reflective practice techniques to partici-
pants to support them in evaluating what they learned in the trainings and how
they used the information in
their classrooms. The reflec-
tive practice exercise includ-
ed these five questions:

e What were the children
doing?

e What were the children
learning?

e How worthwhile was it?

e What did you, the adult,
do?

e What did you learn?

Teachers were to answer
these after working with the
children in their classrooms.
NIPPA trainers held a

weekly meeting with CCF
staff and the CCF country di-
rector to review the trainings using the information from the evaluations, estab-
lish in-country support structures to help learners implement the practice, and
plan the follow-up training program. Evaluation also included group interviews
with participants and with the CCF country directors and regional directors.



Impact on Families

Socialization, networking, and
integration into new communi-
ties are all benefits parents can
enjoy when their children attend
early childhood education pro-
grams. The NIPPA Early Years
Specialist visiting a center one
year after training had taken
place observed that parents who
had been sitting around knitting
in the past were now commu-
nicating freely and openly with
each other and participating in
activities with the children.

“When | came to this village, | felt
very isolated and lonely, and now |
have friends in this center.”

“We have learned how to deal with
our children and how to play with
them. We have learned this from
the educator and from each other.”

The role of fathers and the re-
lationship between mothers and
fathers has also shifted with
the growing confidence of the
mothers.

Next steps for the trainers

NIPPA was aware that participating as a trainer in this program presented a
creative and innovative area of work for members of its staff. The organization
introduced debriefing meetings for staff returning from work in Albania and
Belarus lead by the international project manager. NIPPA used this information
from these meetings to inform the induction and orientation of staff who would
be undertaking in-
ternational work in
the future for the
organization. In-
country CCF staff
continued with
trainings after the
NIPPA trainers com-
pleted the original
program.

Conclusion

In total, 90 adults
across the five
countries partic-
ipated in the pro-
gram. Those partic-
ipants teach over 4,500 children. The project has shown very positive effects for
children, mothers, families, ECD (early childhood development) practitioners,
and communities in the areas of child development and family support. The
project has confirmed that the NIPPA model of high-quality care, education, fam-
ily support, and community development has relevance in Eastern Europe and
can be replicated in a culturally appropriate way.

Copyright © 2007 by the National Association for the Education of Young Children. See Permissions and Reprints online at www.journal.naeyc.org/about/permissions.asp.

A AR ARRAR AR AR AR AR AR AR

© Stefanie Timmermann

Beyond the Journal: Young Children on the Web+ November 2007 5


http://www.journal.naeyc.org/about/permissions.asp

