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Introduction

The problems of exclusion, of cultural and/or social segregation and of unequal opportunities challenge the educational system in all European countries as well as educational practice on all levels, but particularly the early childhood education. 

Nevertheless in the field of early childhood education not much has been implemented so far, although we are aware this early age is crucial for the development of prejudices. The vocational and initial training in this field does not in general prepare staff in early childhood education to take into account the diversity of children and families, with respect to culture, family structures and socio-economic circumstances. Educational practices are often based on the dominant cultural model (the model of the hosting country) and are not adapted to the needs of all children and families. Many children and families do not feel recognised or respected. 

Whether we want it or not, as workers with children we continuously send out messages about each child and his or her family. Gomez is a toddler whose parents recently arrived from Malawi. What kind of message does he receive when the group leader tells the children that ‘Here, we eat nicely with a spoon because eating with your hands is dirty’, while every evening at home he sees his parents kneading millet with their bare hands? Or what message does Femke, the daughter of a lesbian couple, receive when the children work on a little gift for Father’s Day? Or again, what message do the children give Leander who cannot be a Peter Pan because he is ‘too fat’?

As we see in practice, it is particularly difficult to avoid negative messages of this kind. What is more, we cannot shelter children from reality. Children are quick to detect structural inequalities in the world around them. They notice, for example, that children from the Muslim countries seldom, if ever, appear in their favourite programmes or books. They notice that adults encourage the use of other languages where, say, French, English or Spanish are concerned – but not in the case of Urdu or Berber. They notice how negative comments about Islam dominate news items on terrorist attacks and reprisals. They are influenced by these images of Muslims, and they need adults to give honest and clear answers to such questions as ‘Who did it?’ ‘Was it a terrorist?’ ‘What does he look like?’ ‘Is the man on his way to the mosque in his long white robe a terrorist because he looks just like the people you see on television?’ and ‘Are Youssouf’s family terrorists because they come from Afghanistan?’ Both adults and children like to have a visible enemy. When no one can be seen to blame, we regard the innocent as guilty, a scapegoat. In other instances of difference, children notice absolutely nothing, because certain groups are simply made invisible. Think, for example, of children with a disability. 

For all of these reasons, we can no longer simply hope that children, if brought into contact with diversity, will avoid becoming prejudiced. That is what we thought in the past: that if you showed the diversity in our society to children from a young age onwards they would acknowledge this diversity and prejudice and racism would disappear. The result was often a rather folksy or tourist-like approach. At the end of Ramadan, for example, several Moroccan parents were asked to prepare a ‘typical’ Moroccan meal, North African music was played, everyone enjoyed themselves – and the next day we returned to the ‘normal’ routine. Or some travel posters were put up, showing a mosque or a little black boy posing in front of his mud hut. 

Research has shown that this multicultural approach has not had the hoped-for effect or that it has even had the opposite effect. It has pointed moreover to different ways of working with diversity. Consequently, more and more childcare services have adopted an increasingly active approach to combating prejudice and discrimination. They try to turn the existing diversity, perceived all around by the children, into something visible and discussible. Prejudices can then be expressed and questioned without being threatening. They also try to work actively with the whole child and with his or her background including his or her family and culture.

The European network DECET (Diversity in Early Childhood Education and Training) has been established to challenge the issues of Diversity and Equity. The European DECET Network promotes equity and celebrates diversity in early childhood education services and in training, in the spirit of the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child. The network exists since 1998 and at the moment partners in the UK, Ireland, The Netherlands, Germany, France, Belgium and Greece actively promote its goals. 

The organisations in the network represent the diverse occupational fields in Early Childhood Education. Some are organisations connected to Universities or institutions in the University structure itself ( i.e. Berlin, Gent and Glasgow), others are private agencies working as NGO’s in the field of ECD (The Netherlands and Greece), schools for Teacher Training (France), organisations representing the issues of parents and educators and / or minorities (France, Ireland).

DECET network objectives

The European network DECET is working by:

· networking with trainers, practitioners, researchers and policy makers throughout Europe,

· actively and critically promoting quality in early childhood education services which includes equity, accessibility and respect for diversity,

· developing new knowledge,

· working in collaboration with other networks in Europe and international.

DECET’s mission statement and legal framework

The United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child and the EU Treaty of Amsterdam are (among many other international and European laws) clear policies concerning exclusion and discrimination. Many European countries have national or regional legislation concerning discrimination and diversity in education. Beside that the European Commission Network on Childcare published 40 targets in “Quality Targets in Services for Young Children” (1996) to be achieved by 2006. A number of targets are concerned with access to services “which positively assert the value of diversity: i.e. language, ethnicity, religion, gender and disability and challenge stereotypes” as well as providing for diversity and equality training and provision. 

DECET’s mission statement based on the UN Convention of the Rights of the Child (art. 2) , is: 

‘All children and adults have the right to evolve and to develop in a context of equity and respect for diversity. Children, parents and educators have a right to good quality in early childhood education services, free from any form of – overt and covert, individual and structural – discrimination due to race, colour, sex, language, religion, political or other opinion, national, ethnic or social origin, property, disability, birth or other status.’ 

Therefore the DECET Network will strengthen knowledge, skills and attitudes to enable children and adults together to build early childhood education services and communities where everyone:

- feels that he/she belongs;

· is stimulated to develop the diverse aspects of his/her identity;

- can learn from each other across cultural and other boundaries;

· can participate as an active citizen; 

- actively addresses bias through open communication and willingness to grow;

- works together to challenge institutional forms of prejudice and discrimination.

Development and planning

After the first two years of the DECET Network, the network succeeded in creating a basis for future work. In the next networking phase (2000 − 2003) three workpacks were established in accordance with promoting outcome-orientated transnational cooperation in the network.  All partners in the network were engaged in at least one of the three work packs.

- Work pack 1 “Training Approach Diversity and Equity in Early Childhood” developed a training publication with examples in the different European countries on equity and respect for diversity in early childhood education services. The manual describes the framework of the DECET cooperation and appropriate methods to work on equity and respect for diversity with practitioners. The training experiences were tested in different countries before composing a training manual. The training manual will be implemented in the mainstream initial training and in service training in the different countries.

- Work pack 2 “Best Practice” aimed to produce a video which could be used for training purposes, showing good anti-bias practices in different countries and explaining why practices can vary according to the contexts. The video shows four examples in Ghent/Belgium, Auby/France, Berlin/Germany and Birmingham/England. A journalist leads the spectators from one childcare provision to the other using the language of the country he is visiting. 

The video/ DVD is done in four different versions: in English, in German, in Flemish and in French and in the meantime has been translated in Greek and Spanish. A booklet is accompanying the video giving some more information about the four childcare provisions and their context.

- Work pack 3 “Dissemination” aimed at promoting and valorising the existing materials (books, videos, articles etc.) which were the results of actions or research by the network members.  The product resulting from this work pack will be a databank supplying information concerning various publications on diversity in theory and practice which will be put on the website.. 
In the current programme 2003 −2006 three new workpacks are running

- WP1 Improving and Disseminating Methods and Approaches: 

This workpack focuses on improving and disseminating methods of working with practitioners and trainers (documenting the family in the child care centre) and with practitioners and children (artistic activities). 

· WP2 Training for Trainers will prepare and realise a “European Training of Trainers on Equity and Respect for Diversity”. The work is based on the training manual that the former WP1 has developed and based on the experiences of the train-the-trainer courses provided by several partners.

· WP3 Participatory Research on Making Sense of Good Practice: the issue of this workpack is to define good quality of childcare provisions under the focus of equity and respect for diversity, heightening the exchange and development of theories in Europe that focus on or touch diversity issues (the results will be a compendium of international research and projects, a conference with leading researchers and the exchange between researchers and the network partners);

The network structure

All the organisations make up the DECET network and, at the same time, the members of the annual plenary meeting. In order to work, jointly, towards creating concrete products that promote diversity issues, the partners decided to establish three projects for the network. Each partner participates in at least one of the three work packs. Each work pack is coordinated by a work pack manager (limited to the period set for the work pack) who, through this function, is also a member of the steering group. The work pack managers have the budget responsibility for the work pack and coordinate all actions within the work pack. One organisation within the network is asked to undertake the task of the overall coordination. The time period is limited to two or three years (this corresponds approximately to one working phase of the network) after which the overall coordination rotates to the next partner organisation. The overall coordination is responsible for all the administrative and so-called overhead tasks of the network. 

The DECET Network is funded by the Bernard van Leer Foundation (BVLF).  The network also aims at  attaining supplementary funding (e.g. European Social Fund or other EU programmes, grants from other foundations).
Benefits and commitment

The benefits of networking on a European level are clearly recognised by all partners in the DECET Network. The DECET network promotes its goals in a number of ways, resulting in many benefits for the partners. 

 It facilitates exchanges among trainers, practitioners, researchers and policy makers throughout Europe. Examples of such actions are:

- the DECET partner meetings twice a year; 

- transnational projects in which two or more countries collaborate on development in training and methodology (Grundtvig project, Persona Dolls project); 

An successful example is the Grundtvig project on parents’ participation that was run by four partners in France, Belgium, The Netherlands and Germany. This project worked with mutual visits and common seminars of parents, practitioners and trainers from the participating countries. For the participating partners a lot of synergy effects were raised with this project. 
- the contributions DECET members make to training sessions in each other’s countries and institutions;

- a strong basis for promoting the issue of diversity in countries where there is, as yet, little awareness of this concept. Inviting network partners to national conferences and meetings with professionals and policy makers -- thus broadening the national perspective towards a European context -- is a highly valued feature of the European network.  (from 1998 till 2004 there were DECET partner conferences in: Gent, Paris, Dublin, Brussels, London , Amsterdam, Athens, Berlin and Glasgow).

The DECET network also promotes its goals by developing new insights and knowledge in this field. Examples of such actions include:

- a train-the-trainers week for all members, workshops and seminars;

- the mutual development of new resources within the framework of the network, which is seen as equally rewarding for the national context. The special focus of the DECET network, which emphasises the transnational cooperation to produce transnational resources  --for example, materials, videos or training approaches and theory development -- gives the network a special strength and stability. 

Last but not least, the DECET network promotes its goals by working in collaboration with other networks inside and outside Europe.

There are for example lively connections with the Equity Alliance in the USA and with the Centre for Equity and Innovation in Early Childhood (CEIEC) in Australia.

No benefit without commitment

Each partner commits himself to appropriate actions to implement the mission and the goals of the network in his or her country. Partners benefiting from the work in the network are those who clearly see the added value they gain for the work they do on a national level: they define the cooperation as a strengthening of capacities at the individual and institutional level. It is clear that this network structure does not benefit partners without commitment.

A network should be clearly distinguished from an organisation: in its structures as well as in its degree of flexibility and its capacity to react quickly to the demands of change and new situations. Networks are associated with the potential to gather forces from different areas to develop and achieve common aims. It is connected to a feeling of “common sense” to bring together projects and organisations working in similar fields and with similar aims to stimulate the exchange of knowledge, experience and resources and to use this potential to work together to promote a common quest. 

Ownership – a key to network sustainability

Gathering forces to promote a common quest is one of the aims of the DECET network. A second goal is defined in the sustainability of changes and outcomes on the national as well as European level. The experiences in the past years have shown that the partners in the network need a strong identification with the network and its goals to achieve this aim. Personal as well as professional benefits need to be in balance to guarantee commitment. Working within the network and not for it has become a major issue when looking at partner commitment. It is crucial that each partner realises his or her commitment in taking on responsibility to ensure that the network’s business remains important, beneficial and well implemented. 

Doing the right things in the right way - Network effectiveness and efficiency 

Working towards mainstreaming equity and respect for diversity in the context of a network requires a regular evaluation of the strategies we develop as members of the DECET network. This includes determining the changes we have effected through our actions; i.e. the changes that result from the combination of efforts as well as those that result from individual activities. The question followed, is whether the network is fully realising its network advantage, promoting “added value” for the actors in the network: better informed research results and practice development, new knowledge and real influence – these criteria help demonstrate the real leverage of resources and influence through the commitment in the network. 

The future

What do we gain collaborating in DECET together? By being committed to common goals we support each other, we strengthen our relationships and feel connected in solidarity. By using different approaches in various contexts we can learn from each other and celebrate our diversity.
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