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Meeting the fundamental human right to education for all children, and fulfilment of international commitments, such as the Education for All (EFA) goals and the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) are critical challenges facing the governments of Central Asia, and their civil societies and international partners. To address these challenges, it is crucial for governments and education stakeholders across the sub-region to work collectively towards extending good quality basic education to all children and youth, especially those who are the most excluded. 

The Central Asia Forum on Education (CAFÉ) 2009 will provide a unique forum for technical experts in government, civil society and international organisations to work together, face to face, to discuss the most urgent priorities in education and to create concrete strategies for meeting the right to education for all children.

Goals and objectives

The CAFE will bring together national, regional and international technical experts to explore the most pertinent challenges and opportunities in education through in-depth interactive discussion, presentations of new research and reflection on good practices and lessons learned from the sub-region and beyond. Its goal is to address existing and emerging educational issues which are relevant to national, regional and international needs and priorities with the vision of moving toward a Central Asia where education contributes to peace, cooperation and improvement in the quality of life for all its citizens. The Forum’s goals and objectives, which are as follows, were established during an external review of the meeting in 2007 (See Annex 1) entitled Reshaping the Central Asian Education Forum: A framework for revitalizing its structure and functions: 

· To build technical capacity in targeted areas of education that have been identified as national and sub-regional needs and/or priorities 

· To strengthen regional partnerships between countries, NGOs, international agencies so that they become avenues for critical dialogue, collaboration and collective action. 

· To support a multi-sectoral approach to identifying and addressing educational concerns, to forging partnerships, and to leveraging and maximizing the use of resources 

The meeting’s sessions will address five themes identified as this years most urgent in 2009.

1. Inclusive education for children with special learning needs.  

Across Central Asia, the majority of children with special learning needs do not have access to quality education. Many of these children, labelled as «defective», remain in special institutions without standards for education quality or at home without access to stimulating learning opportunities. The children who are integrated in mainstream schools often remain excluded from learning because schools, administrators, teachers and parents are not equipped to support their needs. Children’s special needs are widely viewed as immutable defects instead of as unique individual characteristics that create an opportunity or starting point for quality learning and instruction. Governments across the sub-region have committed to reaching out to children with special needs through policy initiatives, legislation and reforms to improve the quality of teaching-learning methods. Yet these initiatives require a major shift in the collective perspective on special learning needs and a new approach to instruction that encourages differentiated teaching-learning methodologies. Sessions one through three aim to promote this shift in thought by inviting in-depth discussions about the nature and definitions of special needs, providing examples from the region of models of inclusive education and providing an opportunity for country experts to work together and with international experts to analyse their country’s approach to children’s disability. 

2. Early Childhood Education and Development

The coverage and quality of early childhood education in Central Asia deteriorated dramatically as a result of the transition. The limited attempts to improve coverage have made little headway because the effort has been to restore the old system which was both elaborate and expensive. In order for all young children to be ready for schools, a transformation is needed in the ‘preschool sectors’ across the sub-region. Innovative pilot projects across the sub-region have shown that alternative models of pre-school can be better in quality and lower in cost than the traditional models. Session two examines these alternatives based on recent research findings in order to further the preschool renaissance spreading across the region. 

3. Outcome-based planning: Decentralisation and education financing
As education systems across Central Asia continue to decentralise, governments are increasingly called upon to reform education financing mechanisms to be more responsive to the needs at the local level and to mazimize efficiency. Reforming public financing management systems is an enormous undertaking that raises key questions about the implications and the meaning of optimizing financing systems. This session aims to address those questions through presentations of basic concepts, and successes and failures in public finance reform from the CEE/CIS region. The desired outcome of the session is an identification of three to five major points for action. 
4. National and International Learning Assessment
Assessments of learning outcomes are vital tools for governments to evaluate the effectiveness of their own education systems, to guide reforms of education quality and to compare the achievements local youth to those in neighboring countries. They are especially important in today’s policy climate where local, national and international education stakeholders are increasingly calling upon governments to demonstrate results and outcomes, as opposed to inputs, such as activities, programs and reforms. The aim of this session is to present the benefits of assessments, to clarify the linkages between international and national learning assessments and effective outcome-based education management and to emphasize their importance. The session will focus on policy recommendations that respond to trends in learning achievement found in an analysis of the most recent Programme for International Student Assessment (2006) in an effort to demonstrate the value of these assessments and then translate the uses of these findings to develop an argument for education sector reforms, including the development of national learning assessments. 

5. Monitoring progress toward the EFA goals
Now, more than halfway to the 2015 deadline for achieving the EFA goals, it is more imperative than ever, that the international community stay committed to monitoring its progress. Constant vigilence to progress is essential to maintaining momentum toward realisation of EFA. The Forum will thus start and end with presentations on Central Asia’s sub-regional EFA  progress reports in order to highlight areas of achievement and gaps that are in need of attention. 

