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USAID/University of Northern lowa
Orava Project:
A Collaborative National
Education Restructuring Program

The Orava Project, named for the region in Slovakia in which it commienced, has been
on-going for over threc years. The project, which was originally coaceptualized s u
seven to ten year ctfort in three phases, is designed o develop the behavior mul
understandings essential to democratic citizenship, attitudes and values which are lacking
among the citizens ol former Communist countries. How people in these countries
perceive their roles in society, their responsibility for community acts and inaction, thew
commitment fo leadership and to each other must change in order for democracy 1o tike
hold. ‘The Orava Project aims to intraduce a "spirit of democracy” into the Sluvak
cducational system by bringing to the Slovak educational system methods of waching
which promote the development of democratic behaviors, processes and values among
(uture penerations of Slovaks and prepate the citizens of Slovakia for their roles and
responsibitities in a democracy.

“The impetus for the Orava Project came from the then Slovak Minister of Lducatian Jun
Pisut, when during a visit to the U.S. in 1991 he endeavored to tind out how demucracy
is taught. Under Communism, the state, which well understood the importance ol
controlling the minds of its citizens, used schools as a tool for the indoctrination ol
society and to repress nonconformist thinking. Mr. Pisut’s question led him to the
Unlversity of Northern lowa (UNI), a premier teacher training nniversiry in America.
UNI undertook the initial Phase of the project, the preparation and design phase, on theit
owh with some financial assistance from the lowa Intemational Development Foundation.

This first phase was completed in May 1993 after fourteen months ol collaburation
between 1INT and Slovak cducators. Based on the results of this first phase, the LiN]
directors designed a collaborative national education restructuring progeam which met the
needs of their Slovak colleagues, and submitted an unsalicited proposal to USAID for
Phase Il of the project.

Phase I, the initiul inplementation phase, got under way in July 1994 with a S1 mitlion
grant from USAID. During this initial implemeotation phase, the UNI directors have
been working with educators in the Orava region, which includes 64 basic schools and 46
conununities, and with faculty members at Comenius University in Bratislava. Fourleen
faculty members from Comenius University and 35 U.S. educators arc involved with
project initiatives, and more than 350 teachers in the Orava region and over 1.700
administcators from ail over Slovakia have had direct involvement in the project.

The Orava Project was designed to counter the attributes of the former Communist reginic
by fostering hehaviors fundamental in a democracy: independent, critical thinking:
personal empowerment and responsibility; collaborative work; constructive problem
solving; and enhanced tolerance through its project initiatives. The primary objective of
the Orava Project is to activate the chunge process at both the inservice and pre-service
levels of teacher education.
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Al the university level, emphasis is placed on developing exemplary reacher training and
leadership programs as well as changing teacher and administrator perceplions of their
ole an the Laper educational community.  An iiportant step wwwind instindionalizing ikl
dissennuating the Orava Project at the University level wilt be realized whien the "Oraya
Project bductional Leadership and Management Program of Study.” which is peuding
spproval any diy now from the Slovak Ministry of Education, receives fuial approval
This progranm of siudy is expected to be offered at Comenius University starting January
€ 1997 wd will be offered as a continuing academic course for school divectars.  The
curriculu amd conrse sequence tor this newly established program ol study is based on
Lie democratic matagement principles and pructices developed by the Orava Project.

“Atahe school practitioner level, effort is directed toward developnent ul a group of
Lore weacher and school director leaders who will act as trainers for dissemination and
Jilfusion ol the project objectives and serve as a continuing resource for educational
tenewirl i Slovakia. Two groups of core teacher Jeaders in the Orava region, one group
tor grades 1 1o 4 and the second for grades § to 8, have been trained and both groups
have begun to deliver workshops based on the democratic education principles tauphi by
the Osava P'raject to their colleagues. Approximately 350 teachers in the Orava region
receive istruction from these core teacher leaders per semester. A proup of cducational
leaders have also been trained and are delivering workshops to approximsately 600 sclioo!
dircetors around Slovakia per semester. The Orava Project Direciors are prrstiing
accreditation For she fuservice training courses being offered by the project which. ir
received, would allow teachers and administrators who complete these courses to hecome
cligible for salury increases, an added incentive for participation.

Phase T, project expansion and dissemination, will get under way in the 1996-97 school
vear and will run through the 1999 school year. This phasc is being tunded by a $2
million grant from USAID and will enable the project to work om issues of
institutionalization and dissemination of the methods being introduced by the Orava
Project.  In addition 10 Phase T partnerships already under way, the work will be
expanded o include a major effort in Bratislava and Nitra school districts and the Nitg
Pedagogical Univesity und Economic Universily in Bratislava, A core cacher leaders’
sroup for yrades | to 4 from the Bratislava school district began their training during 1ali
1996 By Faly 1999, the end of Phase I, it is expecied that over 4.000 tcachers aul
adiinisirators from around Slovakia will have been directly invalved in the projeu.

Project initiutives are numerous and varicd. However, in addition 1o impacting current
clusstooms and tomorrow's teachers, the project also aims to help Slovakia chart new
eround in educational leadership und administration and in school/community
partnerships — The project is helping to make such concepts as parental involvernent,
teacher initiatives and community leadership part of the educatiomal vacabulary.
Lstmates sugpest that parerd involvemeni prograras have reached into vver 2,000 hones
during the initia) implementation phase and based on responses from paients 10 these
prograns it is clear the potential for impact is enormous.

Alihough the Orava Project is unique to Slovakia, the USAID offices in Romania and
Albania arc already involved in leaming lessons from the Orava Project to adapt to
cducational reformn programs being developed in these countries.
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While attier clemems of the SEED Act assistance program target youth counnunity
leaders, political parties, non-governmental organizations, local goverpment, i is clem
that for fundamental changes to take place in attitudes and behaviors, a long-icrm
investment is critical, By focusing on changing the attitudes and bshaviors of prinury
school age children, the Orava Project is paving the way for future generations of Slovaks
to grow up understanding the "ethic of democracy” and tolerance for divergent views.





