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Report on the sub-regional conference on Education for All in the Baltic States
(Vilnius, Lithuania, 23-25 October 2003)

"QUALITY EDUCATION FOR ALL: BASIC COMPETENCIES FOR LIFELONG LEARNING. THE EUROPEAN DIMENSION AND THE BALTIC VISION"

Basic competencies for lifelong learning was the topic of a sub-regional conference that took place on October 23-25, 2003. It was attended by representatives from the countries of the sub-region (Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania, Poland, Russia, Denmark, Sweden, Norway and Finland), educators from Canada, Georgia, Armenia, Uzbekistan, Ukraine, and the European Commission. The meeting was organized by the Lithuanian National Education Forum and the Ministry of Education and Science of the Republic of Lithuania in cooperation with the UNESCO Secretariat in Paris, the World Bank Mission in Lithuania, UNDP Lithuania, and the Open Society Fund Lithuania. It was the first sub-regional conference during Lithuania's stint as leading country of the informal Working Group for coordination of EFA implementation in the sub-region; earlier, this task was undertaken by Latvia (2002-2003). 

Acknowledgement
"This Conference marks an international acknowledgement of our country", affirmed Arturas Paulauskas, Chairman of the Seimas (Parliament). Aleksandre Sannikov, Regional Education Adviser for Europe in UNESCO Paris, who had assisted with Conference planning, said that the work of Lithuania's National Education Forum could be an excellent example for other countries: "The activities of the Lithuanian National Education Forum are very impressive in their capacity for drawing members of civil society into the drafting process and discussions of conceptual education white papers and legislation."

Indeed, the cooperation among Lithuanian politicians, education experts and community representatives in the preparation of the new law on education was a frequently mentioned during the meeting. Lithuania has adopted new key documents: The Lithuanian National Education Strategy Guidelines (2003-2112) and the Lithuanian National Action Plan Guidelines and Action Plan for implementation of the UNESCO "Education for All" programme. The spontaneous formation of local Education forums in various cities and regions (there are now about 30 in Lithuania) is a cutting-edge phenomenon in the sub-region. According to Mr. Sannikov, UNESCO is committed to supporting such civic initiatives; Lithuania could and should share its experience widely.

"A full-fledged democracy and civil society cannot exist without quality education", said former President of Lithuania, UNESCO Goodwill Ambassador Valdas Adamkus in his welcoming speech. He was impressed by the broad representation of many countries in the conference. "Mutual discussions of essential issues in education prove that education is not solely the province of national policy. It is a powerful force in solving the development goals of the new millennium", said Cihan Sultanoglu, UNDP representative in Lithuania. Tapio Saavala, Administrator of the Education and Culture General Directorate of the European Commission, commented that Europe could become the most competitive of continents through quality education.

What is 'Quality Education'?
The three principal Conference speakers (Maureen McLaughlin, Education Sector Manager, Europe and Central Asia Region, the World Bank, Rupert Maclean, Director of the UNESCO- UNEVOC Centre in Bonn and Tapio Saavala, Administrator, European Commission) all proposed definitions of quality education. These speakers used different key words essential to understanding the quality of attained curriculum for lifelong learning ("basic competencies", "general abilities", "life skills", "learning to know, to be, to do and to live together"). Yet, although their key words differed, it was clear that their general ideas are in concord. Mr. Maclean emphasized that various institutions and experts focus on differing aspects of the quality of attained curriculum for lifelong learning and noted the importance of developing a common denominator. Lithuanian National Education Forum chairwoman Vaiva Vebraite agreed. "The most valuable ideas are those that we discover together, by comparing and by sharing our separate experiences," she said.

Challenges and 'danger zones'
The word 'challenge' was heard a lot during the Conference. World Bank's McLaughlin highlighted the hidden challenges to education systems: developing a new understanding of the goals of education; guaranteeing fairness in education; ensuring adequate funding and effective use of resources and improving management and accountability. In speaking to these challenges, she remarked that they were difficult to overcome for countries in transition and suggested that priority might be placed on curriculum renewal, teacher training reform and life-long learning. According to her, international studies (such as PISA, of the literacy levels of 15-year olds) are very important for clarifying needs and trends in achieving quality education.

Ricardas Alisauskas, Head of the Education Development Division at the Lithuanian Ministry of Education and Science commented that a challenge particularly important to post-communist countries is that of freedom and accompanying responsibility for decisions taken. Ms Vebraite raised the issue of whether we will be able to modernize curriculum to bring it into a present-day context, whether we will be able to bring drop-outs back into the stream of education, whether we will develop an education program serving both men and women fairly and equally, whether we will reduce illiteracy and how we will increase quality in basic education - also rang out as challenges to education in Lithuania. Pranas Gudynas, Director of the Lithuanian Education Development Centre, called the "Education for All" Lithuanian National Action Plan a serious challenge. "The achievement of its goals will require tremendous effort," he said. Meanwhile, Lithuanian Minister of Education and Science Algirdas Monkevicius cautioned that "we do understand that globalization and information technologies open up new possibilities for our civilization, but they also open the way for new dangers and conflicts." Some of the danger zones that reforms - particular to each country - may lead to were identified by P. Gudynas: "Miscommunication, misuse of rhetoric, misunderstanding of basic ideas and an inability to reconsider and reflect upon them; teachers' desires for cookie-cutter solutions and societal stereotypes, political populism - these are just a few. Each country has its own list," Gudynas said.

A Need for Openness
According to R. Maclean, education cannot be isolated from other systems. It is not an end in itself. "Its provisions must accord with society's needs, its values must accord with those of society," he said. Participants suggested that this is not easily achieved. Education policy experts and managers (for ease of communication) tend to speak in the 'slang' of the profession, which is off-putting to others. "How should information about education reach the public?" asked Aija Tuna, Coordinator of Latvian Soros Fund programmes. Member of the Lithuanian National Education Forum, Professor at Vytautas Magnus University, Egidijus Aleksandravicius pointed out the flip side to this coin: the current passivity of civic society, an unwillingness to participate in policy dialogue. Conference participant Aurimas Juozaitis pointed out that an Education forum is an excellent 'space' for constructive participation. "The National and regional forums are a very good venue for working together to develop Education for All implementation methods", said Minister Monkevicius. 

One endeavor to facilitate mutual communication was initiated on the second day of the Conference: the Lithuanian coalition of education nongovernmental organizations called "Connections" (Jungtys) formalized an agreement with the Lithuanian Ministry of Education and Science that will provide a broader platform for discussions of education reform.

The need for a continuing multinational (sub-regional) Education for All dialogue was emphasized throughout the Conference. Such an ongoing dialogue would provide the opportunity to share national experience regarding both education reforms and public engagement in the reform process. The Conference resolution, passed in the final plenary session, proposed a mechanism: the creation of a webpage for all of the National Education Forums of the sub-region, so that they could meet and share information in virtual space. Such a webpage could be constructed by the Working Group on EFA implementation coordination. Mr. Peder Kjøgx, Chairman of the Committee on Education, Danish National Commission for UNESCO, suggested that Denmark may be interested in working collaboratively on this project.

Learning by Doing
Participation in the Conference was an active enterprise for everyone. Firstly, the Conference agenda provided for intense small group discussions of principal Conference topics: quality issues, basic competencies and congruency between European Union policies and Education for All initiative. On the second conference day, participants had the opportunity to form a clear impression of Lithuanian education reform processes through study visits. A number chose to explore the National Examination Centre and discuss the experience gained through implementation of a single-channel external exam system. Others traveled southeast to a post-independence school in the small city of Salcininkai (where Polish inhabitants are a majority population). New roles for teachers and recent innovations including decentralization of funding for professional development were at the center of discussions in Salcininkai. A third group toured the Vileisis Basic School and learned about implementation of the "School Improvement Programme", an investment in quality basic education in Lithuania (with support from a World Bank loan). Finally, Conference members were able to visit a rather 'exotic' location - a men's prison - to discuss provision of education for those adults who have little or no formal education, as well as other issues of skills for life-long learning. 

Russian Minister of Education Vladimir Filippov took part in the Conference on its second day. Minister Filippov spoke of Russian education reforms and took part in a remarkable public dialogue with Lithuanian Minister of Education and Science, Algirdas Monkevicius. Lithuanian National Education Forum member Virginija Budiene, of the Open Society Institute (Budapest), acting as moderator, spurred both ministers to answer questions about their views of the role and the responsibility of political parties, education professionals and civic society in devising and supporting educational change. The final speaker, Lithuanian State Secretary for Education Dainius Numgaudis said: "As organizers, we didn't want to candy-coat Lithuanian education. We wanted you to see things as they truly are here. Our intent was that you sense and that you understand our hopes for our country's future." "The reality was impressive. You have quite a lot to be proud of", said State Secretary of the Swedish Ministry of Education Carl Lindberg.
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