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ISSA - Brief introduction 

A professional 
association of 85 

member organizations
working in the field of 

early childhood in close 
to 40 countries, 

primarily in Europe and 
Central Asia. 

www.issa.nl

http://www.issa.nl/


Main functions of ISSA

Connect and empower 
members to learn and 
share across contries

Align actors and
advocate for quality, 
equity and workforce

Produce and deliver 
innovations and 

resources



QUALITY IS OUR MAIN FOCUS!



Quality is complex and…complicated! 

• Reflects a political choice, an asserted vision and 
purpose 

‘[Pedagogy] is always a political discourse whether we know it or not. It is 
about working with cultural choice, but it clearly also means working with 
political choices’ (Loris Malaguzzi)

• A term laden with values, constantly evolving and 
under negotiation 

• Is informed by research and practice 

• Is respectful of context, but scaffolding progress 

• Is systemic…



Competent system

URBAN, M., VANDENBROECK, M., VAN LAERE, K., LAZZARI, A. & PEETERS, J. (2011) Competence Requirements 
in Early Childhood Education and Care. Research Documents (London and Brussels, European Commission. 

Directorate General for Education and Culture)

Knowledge Practice  

Values 



• A competent system develops in reciprocal 
relationships between individuals, teams, institutions 
and the wider socio-political context. A key feature is 
its support for individuals to realize their capability 
to develop responsible and responsive practices that 
meet the needs of children and families in ever-
changing societal contexts.

• A competent system requires possibilities for all staff 
to engage in joint learning and critical reflection. This 
includes sufficient paid time for these activities. 

Competent system



What image…?

……of the CHILD

…. of the PROFESSIONAL

…..and of the PARENTS
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Let’s focus for a while on the image of the 
professionals...

• A practitioner who has to apply research- or evidence-
based knowledge and practices? 

• A reflexive practitioner who questions the practice and 
individually or collectively seeks ways to give answers to 
challenging practice-based questions and creates 
changes? 

• A researcher who contributes to knowledge creation 
based on his/her everyday practice/expertise, as a witness 
of growing uncertainty and diversity in children’s and 
families’ lives? 



Reflexive professionalism 
(Reflexivity = reflection + self change)

• Exploring dissensus

• Valuing the ‘other’ 

• Co-constructing knowledge with children, 
parents and colleagues  

• Always acting with a focus on change 

(Jan Peeters 2008, Michel Vandenbroeck 2009)



If somebody would tell you that you have a 
unique opportunity in life that will affect 
tremendously your future and you just 

missed it, what would your thoughts be? 
How would you feel? 



A Quality Framework for 
Early Childhood Practices in Services for 

Children from Birth to Three Years of Age 
(2016)

https://www.issa.nl/quality_framework_birth_to_three



ISSA’s Frameworks

• Universal and democratic values

• Responding to a need

• Co-creation of (new) knowledge through 
participatory processes 

• Bridging practice, research and policy

• Flexible and adaptable 

• Accessible, useful, comprehensive

• Relevant to multiple stakeholders



Policy 
dialogue

Pedagogy of
care

Centrality of 
relationships 

Child and family
centred  Bridging 

professions 
and professionals

Shared understanding 

Families as 
key partners

Child’s rights

KEY Concepts in the Framework



Centrality of relationships 

• Infants engage in proximity seeking behaviours, 
promoting connectedness through engaging in 
intersubjective or shared reciprocal social 
exchanges. 

• Quality early childhood services for this age group 
are characterized by “attuned relationships 
between young children and adults” (Dalli et al., 
2011).



Pedagogy of care 

• Acknowledges that infants and very young children have agency, 
that they play an active role in their own learning. They are 
amazingly adept as active social partners who contribute creatively 
to establishing and maintaining interactions with the key adults in 
their lives. 

• Recognizes that development and learning are enhanced when 
adults recognize the individual ways infants and toddlers express
their desire for responsive care.

• It builds on the very important concept that it is the adult’s and 
child’s connectivity and interpersonal communion during the child’s 
care that builds the foundation for learning, and not formally 
‘teaching’ the child.



Focus Areas for Quality

https://www.issa.nl/quality_framework_birth_to_three

33 principles and 149 recommended practices



Who can use the Framework?

Quality 

Framework 

Child care 
centres staff

Parent/

family 
support 
service 

providers

National/ 
local 

stakeholders 
and decision 

makers

Parents/

families

Pre/in-
service 
training

providers

Health care, 
social 

workers



For what purpose?



How can it be used? 

- As a starting point for questioning oneself ‘Am I doing the 
right thing?’ instead of ‘Do I do things right?’

- As an invitation to discuss with others and unpack the 
concept of quality – peers, families, supervisors, managers, 
policy makers, training providers, etc.

- As an endeavour to further define quality together with the 
others, building on both practice and research-based 
evidences

- As a tool for increasing professionalism – connecting pre-
with in-service training – engage in demand driven 
professional development and allow experimentation



A few messages

We need ‘rich’ professionals for ‘rich’ children (P. Moss, L 
Malaguzzi)

‘The rich children are those requesting rich intelligence in others, rich 
curiosity in others, a very high and advanced capacity for fantasy, 

imagination, learning and culture in others’ (L. Malaguzzi)

The alignment, dialogue and cooperation across sectors, 
professions and professionals indicate a vision and a strong 

commitment to each child’s rights, holistic development and 
wellbeing. 

Quality is not given, it is co-constructed through negotiation 
and is systemic. 



Thank you!

Dr. Mihaela Ionescu 

Program Director, ISSA

mionescu@issa.nl
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Consider
SIGNING UP TO OUR 

NEWSLETTER
to receive the latest updates from 

ISSA!
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