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EARLY CHILD DEVELOPMENT – A PRIORITY FOR SUSTAINED ECONOMIC GROWTH AND EQUITY 
The development, care and education of children under six in the frame of the Organization of American States (OAS)

The OAS is an intergovernmental organism constituted by 34 countries
. Its policies follow the orientation of the Summits of the Americas and are established by its political organisms: the General Assembly, the Permanent Council and the Inter-American Council for Integral Development (CIDI). The Executive Secretariat of Integral Development (SEDI) implements the different policies through projects, activities and programs. The SEDI counts on six specialized offices, among which is the Office of Education, Science and Technology (OEST); inside of the OEST is the Division of Education and Culture. The organization promotes dialogue and consensus and mobilizes resources for member States to carry out projects in prioritized areas. In addition, relying on the Educational Portal of the Americas, the SEDI annually distributes 8 million dollars in scholarships. http://www.educoas.org/Portal
One of the main responsibilities of the OEST is the support of ministerial meetings that take place in the hemisphere every other year. As part of the process of the Summit of the Americas, the OAS summons the ministerial meetings, prepares the base documents and serves as the Technical Secretariat. Recently, the ministers of education of the Hemisphere gathered from the 10th to the 12th of August, in Tobago, to examine common challenges the region faces and the ways to improve the quality of the education in the member States.

The OAS is one of the institutions of the hemisphere that, during the last three decades, have advocated and supported actions and projects of attention and development of Early Childhood Education, Initial Education, Preschool and “Parvularia”. During the World-wide Forum on the Education for All, Jomtien 1990, the ECD basics in the educational systems that had been supported by the UNICEF and the OAS were ratified. The Declaration on the Education for All (Jomtien, 1990), and the commitment that of governments undertook by accepting, first, that learning begins at birth and, second, that education can be achieved with the participation of family and the community, were both important pronouncements that supported the decisions of certain governments.

The OAS lead the production of the Latin American consensus of Early Childhood Education, where contributions were made with specialized meetings of Early Childhood education in coordination with the Mexican SEP, in 1991; the Ecuadorian Government in 1992; four Latin American Symposiums on the Integral Attention of Children Under Six, that were achieved between 1993 and 1996 the Ministries of Education if Chile, Peru, Costa Rica and Brazil; and in 2000, by Chilean initiative, the development of the World Symposium. The exercise demonstrated that the collaboration between governmental institutions, international agencies, academicians, civil society delegates, directors, teachers and firms was possible, as they all contributed in the identification of quality criteria, conditions of services, Teacher training and specialization, Family and community participation, the conditions of child poverty, and the execution of research, evaluation and the follow-up processes of projects and programs.

The contributions of the Symposiums marked solid concepts and processes, and were of great importance to specialists, academicians, policy makers and international agencies. The reports are published in the OAS webpage
http://www.oas.org/udse                                        http://www.oas.org/udse/dit.

These events sensitized the political will of the ministers of education, in there different meetings, for they secure financial, human and administrative resources; guarantee the encouragement of teachers and other educative agents; support the development of more flexible norms and regulations; guarantee inter-sect oral  coordination’s, decentralization, and innovation support; offer the administrative space at the level of initial education with its own identity and economic resources; protect the equitable delivery of services; carry the voice of the centers and programs to international political agendas; and, finally, allow the participation in networks through internet connections.
The region advanced in the development of norms and policies of curriculum development, considering the age group form 0 to 6 years of age and the responses to the comprehensive attention of children. The pedagogic practice and the elaboration and formulation of educational materials for children and parents were more pertinent, although challenges still remain and the learning environments are diverse. We also advanced in the basic quality criteria of curriculums: activities centered on the child, cultural pertinence, relevance and integrity of learning, while taking advantage of cultural the diversity and emphasizing the construction of the Latin American identity.

With respect to the conditions of infrastructure and work environments, in both (formal and non-formal) services, challenges of coverage and quality still remain. In the creation of non-formal approaches that respond to the existing diversity, there are specialized networks that socialize actualized information and wealth for children from 0 to 6 years old. The services are developed by the governments, civil society, families, and other diverse sectors: education, health, justice, welfare, municipalities, amongst others.

The greatest weaknesses of the system are found internally in the evaluation process, despite scarce advancement in the entire region. Chile and CENDI in Monterrey, Mexico, are the best examples. Scant and dispersed studies or researches can be found. They contribute, with information and knowledge, for the improvement of the quality of the processes of attention to youth, and in the demonstration of their results, especially for non-formal services.

Contributions of Research and Investigations:

The research and investigations of neuroscience has contributed not only to pedagogy, demonstrating the need to address early and adequately the needs of children, but also helped to incorporate international and regional political commitments that generated the requirements of formulation and political execution, and decisions aimed to follow through with the commitment to assure the permanence, equality, effectiveness, and appropriateness of the supported actions to the situation of childhood.
The contribution of the investigations described has created a world and hemispheric scale, a consensus about international policies and commitments of governments towards two large common goals: the expansion of coverage and improving the quality of services. Commitment specified since the Declaration of Jomtien in 1990.

The topics of evaluation, systemization, and investigation have developed incipiently, in precise programs or experiences, evaluations aimed at categorizing loans, projects, non-formal services, and sectors that work with children with specific objectives.

OAS Current Situation:

The OEST, between 2004-2005, with the financial support of the Inter-American Commission of Education and the Office of Scholarships has qualified 26 national directors of Early Childhood Education, preschool, and “Parvularia” of Latin America and the Caribbean countries.  In cooperation with CENDI, the Dominican Republic, UNICEF, the World-wide Association of Early Childhood Educators, the OEST is developing capacities oriented towards the quality of education.

The OEST is technically supporting non formal education, educational policies, Teachers exchange and projects that depend on loans from IADB and the World Bank.  OEST technically advises via the internet to universities, institutions, and governments.

The OEST updates and improves the Early Childhood Development web page with translations of the most recent investigations and experiences for the countries of Latin America, in coordination with the World Bank.  They are conducting studies involving State-of-the-Art Early Childhood Education in the hemisphere.  OEST searches to become partners with other efforts.

The OEST depends on the explicit commitment of the Ministries of Education to strengthen the expansion of infrastructure and Early Childhood Education services, and preschools in the hemisphere.  The 2003 Declaration of Mexico and the 2005 Declaration of Scarborough in Tobago, number 7 Says:”
Reconocemos la necesidad de ampliar la estructura educativa desde la educación inicial por su muy positivo impacto en la calidad de la educación y en la reducción de la desigualdad.
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