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During the 1970s, Mexico was characterized by ever faster migration from rural and indigenous areas to the major cities.  This was a result of increasing poverty and the lack of government responses to the problems of the countryside.

Accordingly, in Nuevo León a popular-based urban movement developed made up of irregular migrant settlements.  One such territorial movement which emerged with particular force was known as “Tierra y Libertad” [Land and Liberty], which distinguished itself for its organizational, administrative and self-management capacities.  It developed a notion of progressive urbanization through voluntary collective labor.  Organizationally, it worked through Neighborhood Committees (Juntas Vecinales) promoting consensus as the basis for internal democracy.

The involvement of professionals to support the social development of these communities took place particularly in education and health.  Members of the community constructed schools and health centers, providing voluntary labor.

Progress was slow, but basic education (primary and secondary) was provided within months of the formation of these settlements.  

Sixteen years after we started off as teachers in these marginal areas, we formed a team to undertake a survey to find out what percentage of former secondary students had continued with their studies,

From 1973 to 1989

- Around 150 pupils completed primary education per school year, or in other words 2400 over 16 years.

- Over the same period, an average of 100-120 completed secondary education, or some 1920 pupils.

Of these students, no more than 365 young people continued with higher education, of which we estimate that some 200 went into technical fields and only 18 achieved a degree.  The rest abandoned their studies.  At the same time, we observed that many former pupils were members of vandalistic gangs or involved in anti-social behavior.

We viewed this failure of human development as our own failure and began reflecting on its causes: 

Ill health and infant malnutrition = low levels of physical, intellectual, social and emotional development.

Failure at school = Reprobation, drop-out, low achievement and virtually zero chances of future educational development.

EMERGENCE OF AN INTEGRAL EDUCATION PROJECT

The answer came about by combining two possibilities that enable the scope of educational provision in marginal communities to be widened: budgets and educational programs with an accent on quality, equity and respect for diversity.

We integrated the initial pre-school level with basic levels in primary and secondary, and broadened the range of opportunities open to young people with schools of arts and trades and technical preparatory schools.  This educational initiative began in 1990.  Since then, the number of pupils has increased very significantly.  At the initial and pre-school levels, we began with 1,000 schoolchildren; currently there are some 4,000 in the two modalities (institutional and informal).  In the schools of arts and trades there are over 1,000 young people who are preparing themselves for technical careers in fields with employment potential, whereas in the preparatory schools there is a school population of over 3,000.  They are not only highly valued in the job market, but also receive support in applying for university scholarships.  There are more than 350 young people who embark on professional careers each year.

This new social variable has significantly improved the situation in these communities.  On top of this, however, other initiatives have been taken by the educational institutions themselves through extramural programs to enhance this social transformation.  

The growth in the amount of knowledge, derived from the different branches of science conducting research into early child development, confirms over and over again the enormous impact of quality education and good upbringing in the early years of childhood for the whole duration of human life.  Proper intervention at an early stage brings innumerable benefits, not just for the individual concerned but for society as a whole.

This affirmation is backed up by studies from across the world, such as the famous and pioneering High/ScopePerry Preschool Study.  This shows, after nearly four decades of monitoring of a sample of individuals who came from disadvantaged socio-economic backgrounds in early childhood and who received a high quality pre-school education, that these people exhibited significant differences that led to more successful school careers, higher levels of income, and a lower incidence of criminality than for those who did not have access to pre-school education.  

ABECEDARIAN, another similar study initiated in the United States but copied in countries such as Jamaica, Sweden and England, has led to similar conclusions, showing that children who attend quality pre-school and initial educational programs achieve higher levels of success in subsequent levels of schooling. 

On the other hand, the research conducted by Dr. Fraser Mustard at the Canadian Institute for Advanced Research shows that early childhood development has an impact on physical and mental health in adult life.

The benefits of investment in education in early childhood are recognized in economics in a study undertaken by Heckman, the 2000 Nobel prizewinner for economics, which shows that the highest return on investment in human capital is precisely achieved by investment in pre-school education, rather than by investment in human capital in adult years, when the return is low or even zero.

PRE-SCHOOL EDUCATION IN MEXICO

What is the situation with respect to pre-school education in Mexico, following the commitments taken on by our country at the Pre-School Summit held in New York in November 1990 and the approval of the Convention of Rights of the Child in the UN Assembly on November 20, 1989?  In the wake of these events, the Mexican government produced a National Program for Infancy 1990-2000, which, in its section on education, included modalities for initial and pre-school education.

Actions undertaken during the 1990s had the following results:

· In initial education (school and non-school), the numbers of children increased by more than 100% from 295,000 to 629,000.  Coverage of potential demand rose from 3.2 to 7.3%.

· In pre-school education, in the period between 1990/91 and 1999/2000, enrolment increased at an annual average of 2.4%.  In 2002, pre-school education was provided for 3.4 million pupils. Nine out of ten primary school entrants had received pre-school education, at least for one year.  

IN THE NEW 2002-2010 ACTION PLAN TO FORGE ‘A MEXICO FIT FOR CHILDREN AND ADOLESCENTS’, THE TARGETS ARE:

· To raise enrolment in initial education to 904,642 by 2010.

· To raise coverage in pre-school education to 97.3%.

The 2004 Annual Report for the 2002-2010 Program, mentions that enrolment in initial education in 2003-2004 was 660,300, an 11.3% advance towards the target.  The gross rate for pre-school education for the population between four and five was 87.2%, a 54.9% advance towards the target set.  

These advances are the result of the November 2002 amendment of Article 3 of the Mexican Constitution to the effect that basic compulsory education in Mexico should include not just primary and secondary but also pre-school and initial education. 

So as to define and regulate the modalities of initial and pre-school education, the Education Law was reformed in 2004.

As regards pre-school education, legislation forced federal and state governments to include it and make it a part of public policy.  They should provide sufficient public funds to comply not just with international commitments but the potential demand within the country.  

As regards initial education in Mexico, the importance of the early years of childhood has been recognized, along with the many reasons for investing in it.  Children have a right to integral development from the moment they are born; indeed, even prior to birth.

THE CENDI: A PROJECT OF RELEVANCE, FOR QUALITY AND SOCIAL JUSTICE

The Frente Popular ‘Tierra y Libertad’ Children’s Development Centers arose in 1990 as an initial education project in areas with high poverty and marginalization. The basic idea behind the institution is to provide high-quality educational services and other assistance to children from 45 days after birth to entry into school. 

The project arose as a federal government response to the demands and battles of hundreds of working women demanding crèche facilities to enable their children to be cared for while they were at work.

To provide this attention, the Children’s Development Centers (CENDI) envisaged groups of 18-25 children being breast-fed, 25-35 at the maternal care level, and 40-45 in pre-school.  

Although the CENDI primarily attend to children living in marginal areas, enrolment is not exclusively for families who reside in such areas.  They developed along broader lines in order to encourage closer ties between households from different social backgrounds and economic status, while also providing a service to those working in the centers.  Around 70% of those enrolled belong to marginal areas, 15% to other families from outside the district, and the remaining 15% to the children of those working in the CENDI (as a benefit that goes with the job).

The way in which the CENDI are organized entails providing care in five basic areas:  medical, nutritional, pedagogic, psychological and social.  This reflects the needs of the children in these marginal areas and the importance of integrating other forms of co-curricular and extramural programs with official educational ones, so as to widen the scope and objectives of the project as originally construed.  

In this way the teaching/educational aspect of the CENDI’s work was organized, applying the official program for initial education directed by the education ministry to the breast-fed and maternal care groups up until the age of three and then to the pre-school education program for pre-school groups between the ages of four and six. 

***

The initial education program aims to help provide harmonious education and balanced development through the pre-school years, setting the foundations and prerequisites for the qualities and basic skills of that stage of development.  The pre-school education program is structured according to the skills that it is hoped the children will achieve, divided into six formative areas: artistic expression and appreciation, social and personal development, mathematical skills, physical development and health, language and communication, and exploration and knowledge of the world.  Taken together, these provide children with the development and preparation required for primary school and study thereafter.

Over the years to date, these programs have been enriched with other co-curricular programs aimed at achieving greater integral development for children, such as programs for drawing and modeling, music and dance, physical education and karate, English and computing.  These provide children with the opportunity to penetrate areas of their personal development not normally available to them, given their economic status, the idea being to afford them social compensation and greater equity, deprived as they are of opportunities to develop themselves and lead dignified lives.  These are rights to which they are entitled by virtue of the charters and conventions signed since the mid-20th century by all countries -- Mexico among them -- but which have remained a dead letter for many of them.

Alongside these educational programs, the importance of extramural activities has also become clear.  These include those aimed at parents and the community, designed to improve levels of care that they can offer to the children enrolled in the centers for child development and to attempt to reverse (where possible) some of the adverse social conditions that affect the environment in which these children grow up.

Policies and strategies

The Action Plan is the basic strategy for developing formative activities for children and involves prior planning of solutions to educational needs.  Built into the Action Plan are the following strategies:

A. Identifying children’s educational needs, which presupposes a diagnostic assessment providing the information required by the CENDI' s technical team in order to enable it to design and carry out activities and also to upgrade them constantly during the life of an educational program.

B. Establishing priorities, for which it is vital to determine the overall needs of the centers that may encourage or retard improved child development.

C. Determining what to do and how to assign responsibilities among the various educational agencies involved in the plan.

D. Planning and implementing activities, taking full advantage of the resources and spaces available and developing parental participation.

E. Overseeing and monitoring, in order to verify that what takes place is in accordance with what was planned, and to gauge what changes may be necessary to ensure that the original objectives are achieved.  

The Action Plan covers the five basic areas of the CENDI’s work (medical, nutritional, pedagogic, psychological, and social work) that generate the various types of activities that make up a single and overall plan for the institution. 

In this way, the educational and welfare work of each CENDI is seen from the outset as the joint action of different areas of work, areas which come together to achieve its institutional objectives, and whose overall purpose is to achieve optimum development of the physical and mental potentialities of the children that attend it.

Despite this planned and orderly notion of the CENDIs, from the outset it was believed that – given that they were to be built in extremely disadvantaged areas – restricting their work purely to the educational sphere would mean that they would not achieve the more general objectives established as their main social function.  This meant not just reaching a specific level of development for the children, but also achieving changes in the overall environment, of both family and community, as a necessary condition for attaining the educational and formative goals for the children. 

The areas in which the CENDI of the Frente Popular Tierra y Libertad were built are notoriously lacking in basic amenities for family and social life, such as basic services (water, electricity, drainage) and medical services (medical care, and sanitary and environmental education), and fraught with social problems: unemployment and low wages, low parental educational levels, high educational drop-out rates among children and young people, family break-ups and violence, alcoholism, drug addiction, delinquency, gangs, prostitution and other issues.  These areas, therefore, are particularly prone to conflict and the families that live there are particularly challenging for both teachers and social workers. 

These data are derived from descriptions of deprived areas obtained when the Community Action Program (see below) got under way.

For this reason, it was clear from the outset that if the institutional educative work of the CENDIs was not accompanied by appropriate action on the family and community, transcending the institution’s usually narrow terms of reference, there would be little likelihood of achieving the development of children in such socially pathological communities.  There would be little point in building an efficient organization within a CENDI and devising scientifically-based educational programs, if the living environment for these children was not changed, at least enough to enable proper participation of the family and community in the educational plans of such an institution. 

Moreover, and as we saw above, enrolling children from other, less conflictive areas and neighborhoods – whilst providing a factor for change – was not sufficient to produce any noticeable change on its own.

Thus, the existence of such extremely problematic family and social difficulties constituted one of the most serious barriers to the CENDI’s work in providing education and welfare, and warranted a special effort to find appropriate ways to confront them.

INNOVATION AS AN EDUCATIONAL STRATEGY TO ADDRESS BACKWARDNESS IN CHILD DEVELOPMENT IN MARGINALIZED AREAS.

In order to strengthen the delivery of educational services, we put in practice a number of initiatives from 1990 onwards: an ongoing system of personnel training, the system for integral evaluation of the child, the creation of co-curricular programs, education reinforcement, and extramural programs.  

The first diagnostic evaluation (1990) came up with alarming data.  In its development indicators, more than 50% of children were below the national development norm.  It was imperative for our institution to come up with solutions to this serious problem affecting the majority of children in the 0-6 year old range.

Innovations in our systems and processes were designed according to needs detected.  Once these were identified, strategies were devised and the Action Plan  designed, with monitoring being the next step, along with evaluation as a mechanism for demonstrating results.

The first innovative strategy was to establish a system for ongoing training for personnel as a basic condition for building up our own intellectual capital and developing skills.  This system of training involved different modalities: promoting doctorates, masters’ degrees, diplomas and ordinary degrees for teachers, forums, and workshops.  Experts and specialists in the various different aspects of early childhood took part.  All personnel received training, focusing on their function or job.

Understanding our educational situation was the initial task we carried out as an institution.  This knowledge pushed us towards educational innovation. We set out strategies and relevant actions geared toward integral solutions that would impact on three levels: the child, the family, and the community.

The first strategy was to undertake a comprehensive evaluation of the child and his/her social and family environment.  Although we knew in general terms how poverty impacted on these settlements, we decided to introduce indicators and parameters in each service area: pedagogy, medical conditions, nutrition, psychology and social work.

The integral evaluation of the child is another key approach adopted.  Each service area was given indicators and parameters to measure child development in order opportunely to detect risks and incidents through relevant strategies to tackle each negative indicator.

The evaluation is carried out at three points during the school year.  In August, an analysis is carried out, through which strategies and action lines are established for the short, medium and longer term.  In January, an interim evaluation is undertaken in which results are verified, the efficacy of previous strategies confirmed or not, and new action lines are decided upon.  The final evaluation is done in June, to ascertain whether progress was made in risk areas and whether the targets and objectives have been met.  New strategies are also established for future child development up to the age of six.  

Comprehensive Child Evaluation System

	Key process
	Indicators
	Parameter
	Person responsible
	Evaluation

	Nutrition
	· Weight

· Age

· Size

· Brachial Circumference

· Cephalic Circumference 
	Nutritional state
	Nutritionist
	· Initial

· Interim

· Final

	Medical condition
	· Incidence of acute diseases 

· Prevalent diseases

· Nutritional state

· Evaluation of neuro-motor development

· Laboratory examinations 

· Accident frequency.
	Health index
	Medical doctor
	· Initial

· Interim

· Final

	Psychology
	· Posture control.

· Motor coordination.

· Language.

· Socialization.
	Development coefficient
	Psychologist
	· Initial

· Interim

· Final

	Pedagogy
	· Personal sphere

· Social sphere 

· Environmental sphere.
	Maturation
	Area head
	· Initial

· Interim

· Final

	Social work
	· Socio-cultural level

· Educational level
	Socio-economic status
	Social worker
	· Initial

· Interim

· Final


Examples of the formats used for daily evaluation are set out below, according to the various areas of the CENDI’s work.  These relate solely to an evolving phase.

Pedagogy

A) Evaluation guide for children between 3 and 6 months old

B) Evaluation guide for children between 6 and 9 months old

Medical

A) Daily evaluation: register of illness, accidents, symptoms, DX, number of days of suspension
Nutrition

A) Daily register of child food consumption.

Psychology:  Two instruments are used: 

A) Brunet Lezine Development Scale from LI to MII

B) Brunet Lezine Gross motor test from MIII to PIII

Social work: A socio-economic study is submitted prior to the child’s entry into the CENDI.  (THE GRAPHS ARE ANALYSED IN THE PRESENTATION)

Our evaluative procedures involve a progress tally from the moment of entry into the CENDI (45 days after birth) up until the end of pre-school education at the age of six.

The progress tally is filled in by each working area and contains the results of the three annual evaluation procedures (initial, interim and final), along with any observations, emphasizing outstanding skills that the child is developing.

SUMMARY OF ANNUAL EVALUATIONS (2000-2005).

Illustrations for the annual evaluations for the school years 2000/01, 2001/02, 2002/03, 2003/04, and 2004/05 are set out below.

Results obtained are analyzed for the areas of pedagogy, medical conditions, nutrition and psychology.  The parameters used are: the maturity index, health index, the nutritional state and the development coefficient.

High trends are observable in the development results; however there are signs of lack of harmony, albeit at low levels.

EVALUATION RESULTS

Pedagogy.

Results for pedagogy for the 2000-2005 period show that at the end of each school year more than 70% of children are in the upper range of the evaluation.

Medical

Medical specialists found that in the last five years the children attending the CENDI had a high health index.

Nutrition.

Of the children attending the CENDI over the years 2000-2005, 80% were normal weight, while 13% were overweight, and only 3% underweight.

Psychology

According to the psychology evaluation for the last five years, 95% of our pupils had a development coefficient in the normal or higher range.

Social

Regarding the socio-economic status of our pupils’ families, 70% were from a low level. 

STRATEGY: EDUCATIONAL SUPPORT PROGRAMS.

Low development results, still prevalent for a segment of the population provided for by the CENDI, have driven us towards developing a new strategy for intervening, attending and streaming such cases.  To deal with this properly, we created Educational Support Programs.  Each program is specific and is designed to develop areas or aspects that need special attention or where backwardness is most evident.  The following chart mentions the Support Programs in each area of work, designed for the medium and long term.

	Pedagogy
	Medical 

	Co-curricular programs.

Early stimulation programs.

Intelligence bits

Group control 

Primary induction program.

Ecological programs.


	Healthy child programs.

Preventative program (vaccination)

Security program

Contingency program

First aid program.

	Psychology
	Nutrition

	Adaptation program

Sphincter control program

Speech therapy

Group control

Language programs

Psycho-motor program.
	‘Developing Intelligence’ nutritional support program.

Weaning program.

Special diets

“H” or Nutritional excellence program.


Strategy: Community Action Program.

The Community Action program is a strategy aimed at the community to help improve social conditions.  It is a systematic program, based on the evaluation of the most acute problems to be found in urban marginal areas.  

In spite of the positive results achieved for families through the parental education system, we realized that in order to achieve more consistent results, work was required aimed directly at the community itself.  Notwithstanding the systematic work undertaken by the CENDI, research during this period on the levels of early child development in the CENDI on the one hand, and those educated in the community on the other, showed that the differences -- though marked -- were not really that significant.  This indicated to us that what was needed were improved and more extensive steps to achieve more radical change within the family, and consequently among their children.

It became clear that what was required was more direct action in the community, especially the immediate surrounding community for those families whose children attended the CENDI.  For this it was essential to develop innovative methods for which Mexico had practically no experience.  

The community and the educational work of the CENDI 

Eminent futurologists like A. Tofler predict a future in which man will return once again to his primary sphere of coexistence:  the community.

Notwithstanding such long-term predictions, every day pressures now push us (albeit for different reasons) to re-examine the potentiality of the community for solving the most pressing problems afflicting humanity.

The permanent interactions between members of the community, the social milieu, and indeed everyday life, represent basic forms of education that need to be strengthened.  This notion is important for two reasons.  Firstly, this changes our view of the specific role to be played by educational institutions, whether pre-school or school, toward such wider educational processes; secondly, it helps us think about the educational potential of everyday relations taking place within the family and community.

In each micro-world made up of the community closest to the child, school and family intermingle in the CENDI, tinged by the whole set of positive and negative interactions.

The concept of community

In the literature, community is defined as “a social unit with specific socio-economic and cultural characteristics that gives it a degree of organization within a given area”.  For others, such as Kelly, who adopts an ecological approach, the community is a series of inter-related systems of persons, organizations, and events.  The first definition thus stems from the structural characteristics of the community; the second the functional.

A proper definition of the community should combine both structural and functional elements.  From this point of view, the definition adopted by F. Violich seems appropriate.  This defines it as a group of persons living in a specific geographical area whose members share activities and common interests, in which they may or may not cooperate, either formally or informally, in resolving common problems.  This definition helps describe the areas in which the CENDI of the Frente Popular Tierra y Libertad are to be found.

The community as such provides the natural and most immediate socio-cultural context in which individuals develop, and its characteristics necessarily color the way in which all those who live in it develop.  This is reflected in its cultural, economic, intellectual, socio-political, emotional and motivational development, expressed in the personality of each subject and consequently in each family.

Irrespective of the specific characteristics of each family, this means that the surrounding community determines common ways of thinking and acting, norms and values, beliefs and views.  Seen from this angle -- whatever may be achieved with respect to transforming the family -- such change will be fleeting and superficial if the immediate social context does not change.

For the purposes of the educational work of the CENDI,  this means that work with the community becomes a priority, especially when the family comes from an area of social marginality.  Indeed, it may be more of a priority than the direct and exclusive work with the family, even though this is also a task that is necessary and indispensable.  

Of course, when we refer to community action, the work of the CENDI relates directly to the immediate community of families, meaning those that most closely surround the family.  The CENDI cannot set itself the objective of radically transforming the whole community, or even the immediate community, since its nature is a consequence of a whole social system, a socio-historical legal context that has helped shape it and develop it.  Such transformation requires far wide-ranging and more radical measures than can be undertaken by the CENDI as an educational agency.

Even so, this represents an important step.  Community development can be rated as one of those processes by which the efforts of the immediate community combine with those of the CENDI and other community authorities to improve general living conditions, especially in the area of education and culture.  

Various studies have been conducted in Latin America on community development, prominent among them those by C. Arensberg, T.R. Batten, and F. Escobar.  So far as Mexico is concerned there is the work of O.F. Leonard.  However, many of these studies focus on housing problems, community study methods, economic planning, perspectives for living, and the evaluation of social development, among others.  However, studies on the educational sphere and particularly the potential role of schools as a medium for community development are very few in number.

There is no wide-ranging experience in Mexico on how to do this, although in countries like Cuba – where there has been a long tradition of community work ever since the triumph of the revolution – there are studies and research, such as those of P.L. Castro, E. Nuñez, S. Medina and A. Alvarez, and most notably the work of H. Arias.  Arias was responsible for a study aimed at teachers to help them influence and change the environment surrounding educational centers, to help these stimulate, orient and guide local initiatives for raising living standards and making the environment more conducive to initiative, creativity and the development of capacities for human coexistence.

The study of a community involves depicting its socio-economic conditions and its social dynamics.  This means determining, among other things, its main sources of production, the available services, the potential for education and culture, the degree of development of its communal associations and grass-roots organizations, its employment prospects, the areas of major social problems, and the degree of community involvement in cooperation and participation in collective activities.

Detailed analysis of families and the community thus helps better to define the community activities that need to take place across the board, to have a clearer idea of how to organize these, and to appraise the potentialities, advantages and disadvantages of carrying out effective work with the community. 

The basic conceptual idea behind the Community Action Program is to create a single, coordinated system of parental education within the CENDI, alongside educational work in the immediate neighborhood in which families develop within the community.

As a result of the social context, the level of community health – and particularly that of children under six – was really appalling.  This is clear from the health statistics arising from research into child development undertaken the General Directorate of the CENDI.  This involved a comparative analysis of children who had the chance to attend a CENDI and those that developed only within the family.  The data from 1996 produce an alarming picture in this respect, even including those children attending a CENDI who obviously received better medical, dentist and nutritional attention than those brought up exclusively in a domestic environment.

The 1996 research showed that 65% of children attending the CENDIs had a health profile considered regular or deficient.  This was more acute for children brought up in the community, for which the proportion was 73%.  34% of these suffered from anemia, considered light to moderate, as opposed to 20% for the former.  Some 50% of these had suffered contagious diseases, with the proportion rising to 70% among children from the community.  Nearly 70% of those in both samples had not received regular dental attention with the result that they suffered from cavities and bacterial plaque.  They suffered high levels of parasites, a very low calorie intake and a high intake of fats and junk food which produced a very unfavorable nutritional profile and its consequent effects on weight and size, to name but a few of the more important indicators.

The state of psychological development was also critical, with 23% of the children from the community beneath the norm, as opposed to 39% of those from the CENDI.

As regards the harmonic development for children attending the CENDI, only 27.8% revealed harmonic development in all areas, whilst for the children of the community the level of disharmony reached the dramatic figure of 83.7%, a truly alarming profile and one indicative of unequal development.

Of course, the educational characteristics of children at the outset of the research project revealed serious deficiencies in learning skills and general behavior.  This was much more significant for those lacking the opportunity for systematic learning than for those attending the CENDI, for all the deficiencies of the latter.

Obviously, the nature of the community produced a highly unfavorable profile, which indicated the need to carry out systematic and sustained action in order to modify those factors that impacted on the development levels of children attending the CENDI.  This reflected the fact that the parental education routinely carried out in the CENDI was not sufficient a condition to achieving a real transformation of the family, and therefore the hoped-for development levels for children of these families.

To achieve this, it was vital that, as well as providing scientifically led parental education with clear educational targets, to undertake a range of community action programs that that would bring changes to the immediate environment in which these family nuclei had settled and which, as a result, would bring with it  transformations in the dynamic within the family itself.  

To this end,, it was suggested that the CENDI take on an active role in the social transformation of the community and to cease being a closed institution geared exclusively to educational work.

How to rise to this challenge was a really difficult task, given the Mexico’s lack of experience in this field, the lack of any proper preparation among those who should act as educational agents, and the particular nature of the areas where such actions would have to be carried out.  

We can sum up the impact of twelve years of the CENDI project regarding the Community Action Plan by saying that 60% of families see the community environment more favorably than before, and that the high rate of criminality has diminished to the point that at least the number of fatalities caused is almost non-existent.  

INFORMAL PROGRAM “LEARNING TOGETHER”

Another program that forms part of the community action strategy is the informal program “Learning Together”, which arose out of the recommendations that concluded the 1994-96 research project.  It is based on the fact that children not attending the CENDI revealed serious levels of development deficiency. 

The 1996 study into the overall development of children up to the age of six in these areas revealed serious deficiencies in their profiles for health, nutrition, psychological and pedagogical development.  These were much more critical among children not attending the CENDI.

In 2000, after four years of work, a comparative study showed a positive change among children attending the CENDI, while the situation for children in the community continued at the same insufficient level.  

In 2001, with the help and advice of CELEP in Cuba, a social program for education was initiated, known as ‘Learning Together’ (‘Aprendiendo Juntos’).  Its main objective was to raise the levels of information and preparation among parents, and at the same time to improve the quality child upbringing.

FEATURES OF THE PROGRAM

· Our target population are children who inhabit popular urban neighborhoods who do not attend any school

· Linking institutional with informal approaches.

· We work to reach the same development levels as in the institutional approach, but through an informal approach.

· Implementing a system of child evaluation and program impact on the family and community.

· Dissemination and promotion through participation of community members. 

· Specialist multi-disciplinary attention.

To promote the development of intelligence, we work with exercises and activities to stimulate areas that cover the various dimensions of the early stages of life.  In particular, we focus on the areas of motor development, the development of language, cognitive development and social development 

Our main achievements over these first few years have been:

· Adapting the model to the reality and needs of our environment.

· A continual increase in the number of children taking part in the program. 

· The design and planning of an annual program of pedagogical activities based on the child needs, targeted on stimulating the developing intelligence.

· Enriching the program content through a multidisciplinary approach.

· Developing a program of nutritional support to promote the physical and intellectual development of our children.   

· Carrying out strategies to motivate personnel to participate actively and enthusiastically in fulfilling the objectives of the program. 

· Design of an information system integrated into the program for administration and oversight.

Our main challenges are:

· Integrating all the target population into the program

· Enabling children who take part in this informal educational program to reach the same level of development as children educated through the institutional approach.

· Systematizing our beliefs and pedagogical practice in early education through informal approaches so as to build a pedagogical model that is appropriate to our country’s socio-economic environment.   . 

To become a reference center in Mexico, Latin America and the Caribbean, and to act as a catalyst for promoting and expanding early education through informal approaches.

Alongside this program, there is another that seeks to have an effect on children’s nutritional state, the ‘Forming Intelligence’ (‘Formando Inteligencias’) program.  It is well known that through gestation, the nutritional requirements of the mother are related to the needs of the fetus.  Finding herself in a dizzying process of physiological change and changes in metabolism, the mother requires a balanced diet.  Otherwise, both mother and baby will suffer nutritional deficiencies that will affect the baby in gestation and in birth.  If at birth the baby does not receive the necessary nutrients for healthy growth, its cerebral development may be affected, especially in the first year of life, if it fails to take in vital nutrients for the building and working of its organism, especially the brain.  Proteins are required, as well as lipids (Omega 3, 6 and 9), vitamin A, iron, zinc, folic acid and water, key elements of early nutrition.  

Acute malnutrition causes permanent brain damage.  The brain is the organ that is most vulnerable to dysmyelinization.  During the stage of cerebral growth, a child malnourished during gestation may present a below average brain weight and DNA.  The dysmyelinization after birth may cause irreversible damage.  The Carnegie Corporation (USA) carried out a study that showed that children born into poverty can show irreversible cognitive deficiencies at 18 months.  Early intervention for children of high-risk or with social disadvantage can avert lives of mental backwardness.

These considerations form the basis for our nutritional program which involves fortnightly delivery of cans of calcium caseinate to children in poverty up to four years old.  This program comes under the medical, nutritional and social work areas.  The introduction of this strategy consists of the following phases:

·  A census

·  Formation of the team

· Parental training workshops.

· Delivery of calcium caseinate.

· Follow-up 

· Evaluation.

For two years we have maintained this program free of charge for the CENDI children and those participating in the ‘Learning Together’ informal program.  The results that we can observe in the children are the increase in their development achievements.  This we consider can be linked to what they are receiving in stimulation and their improved nutritional levels.  The number of tins delivered in the school year 2004-05 was 8,816.

Before concluding, we believe that it is interesting to add two results from the follow-up of former pupils between 1994 and 2005.  This study is conducted on the basis of interviews with the teachers at the various levels at which the pupils took part, their parents and the ex-pupils themselves.  A survey is undertaken each year in which such data are recorded as the study level, their academic situation, their level of social integration and the factors determining success or failure. 

The following illustrations show that the majority of former CENDI pupils continued with their academic preparation, and have overcome school failure, low attainment, drop-out, failure to adapt and rejection.  They also show that the earlier children receive educational attention and help, the better their educational attainment and levels of social integration will be.


Finally, we conclude by saying that our initial and pre-school education project for marginalized children has demonstrated the cost-benefit gains of early education, so long as it is high in quality, relevance and commitment.  

We have also shown that to start early in economically and socially disadvantaged areas, it is not enough just to work within a center with educational projects, systems and processes.

Finally, by way of a brief word of conclusion, we maintain that our project of early education for disadvantaged children has shown the cost-benefit profitability of this important formative period of human life, thereby breaking the tendency for poverty to reproduce itself from the first years of life.  Our former pupils are a testimony to this.  However, we are certain that this cannot be achieved unless the education provided is one of quality, equality and relevance, provided by a team that takes on the role of an agent of change and transformation with passion, dedication, commitment, vocation and much love.  

We may also conclude by saying that the task of education in a context of poverty needs not only to include the child, but the family and the community, because these are the main components of the living environment.
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