ORGANIZATION OF AMERICAN STATES

4th MEETING OF MINISTERS OF EDUCATION

CONSULTATION WITH CIVIL SOCIETY

QUALITY EDUCATION FOR SOCIAL INCLUSION,

DEVELOPMENT OF A DEMOCRATIC CITIZENRY

AND PREPARATION FOR PRODUCTIVE EMPLOYMENT

Educational problems we are facing across the Americas are undoubtedly serious, varied and highly complex. This has been demonstrated in studies carried out by our researchers as well as in reports presented by national and international organizations, and we can actually experience their effect in our daily life. Even if advances and improvement are made in educational programs, there are still problems related to delays, coverage and quality, not only in education systems, policies and actions, but also and mostly in the relevance, impact and consequences of institutional education on our life conditions. Civil society organizations have a lot to say and do about this crucial aspect. 

To that end, the Organization of American States, with the support of the Inter-American Organization for Higher Education, invites civil society organizations to participate in a discussion forum on the theme that will be discussed at the 4th Meeting of Ministers of Education, to be held in Trinidad and Tobago: “Quality Education for Social Inclusion, Development of a Democratic Citizenry and Preparation for Productive Employment”. The following questions will direct discussions in this consultation process:

a) How can we evaluate the success of our actions in the provision of quality education to all our citizens?

b) How can education fulfill the social agenda of building a more inclusive and democratic society?

c) How can education contribute to the Summit priorities of job creation, reduction in levels of poverty and strengthening of democratic governance?
d) How might we best design a roadmap for the development of a more democratic and productive citizenry?  
Answers to these questions will serve to highlight the principal actors of education systems in the Americas, the perception of civil society organizations towards general policies in education and the consequences of this perspective on the quality of life of the population of the hemisphere. It is hoped that valuable insights and proposals will arise throughout the meeting, which will focus on four main topics: quality education; making society more inclusive and democratic; the development of a democratic citizenry, and preparation for productive employment.  

Beyond statistical indicators, a quality education is a reflection of better life conditions and a response to the expectations of those entrusted with making schools and universities a path towards a life with improved welfare. Educational institutions are where people learn to learn, to work, to live and to share. In everyday life, this means learning how to develop and live in a fair, democratic and citizen-based society where work is a right exercised by all, within an environment of fair working relations, and where productivity leads to improved life conditions for everybody. Here comes from the concern on how to assess the success of educational actions; discuss how education can help build a more democratic and inclusive society; discuss whether education can help reduce levels of poverty and how to design a roadmap to a more democratic and productive citizenry. Educational institutions can make crucial contributions to help develop roadmaps and guidelines, but the whole of society sets the course and is responsible for following-up. This the reason behind the consultation.

In order to guide the analysis of broad issues, some basic premises need to be reconsidered even if they are generally acknowledged:

a) Traditional solutions have been exhausted and there is a resulting need for innovative ideas, keeping in mind that innovation can also mean new ways to approach existing contributions.

b) Education policies are crucial components of global social policies and therefore, education problems and solutions are not limited to the field of education systems.

c) The participation of civil society must go beyond expressing views on institutional roadmaps or strategies for education and must involve active participation in the development of proposals and solutions.

Of course, the participation of society is not limited to simply voicing opinions but should include expressing how these organizations see themselves in this joint effort to solve education-related problems. It is important that innovative ideas be linked to the fundamental elements defining the theme of this meeting. This need not imply a limitation but rather a starting point, which could be modified and enriched as discussions proceed.  

The participation of organized society to the world of education takes on multiple forms: in the area of funding; provision of services; research on school systems and their impact; curriculum recommendations; daily relations between parents and teachers, or between public servants, businessmen and leaders of social organizations. On this occasion, as we can see in the guiding questions listed above, the invitation is made to organizations of civil society to present recommendations and help assess the results of education services and their impact on quality of life. 

Recommendations relating to discussions dynamics:

a) Representatives of organizations are asked to explain their title or position within their organization, and articulate their argumentation both empirically and theoretically. If documents are used to substantiate opinions and proposals, participants are to be provided with copies. 

b) It is hoped that a spirit of constructive contribution to the collective development of educational knowledge in the Americas will be maintained.

c) Thoughtful and critical participation is expected in order to formulate creative solutions to our education problems.

d) Participants are asked to manage and make use of available space and tools. 

Considering the vast complexity of nations and societies of the Americas and their rich cultural diversity, gaining knowledge about the opinions and expectations of civil society is not an easy task. However, we can strive to improve our knowledge through the input of their recognized representatives such as civil society organizations, including teacher organizations, parents’ associations, trade unions, inter-university associations, education researchers, indigenous organizations and business companies. We are convening and expecting this wide range of social representatives to participate in this consultation, in the hope that the society will take an active role in the decision-making regarding our educational policies and strategies, and the observation, follow-up and assessment of derived initiatives. 
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