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Step by Step Program, according to Sarah Klaus, the
director of the early-childhood program for the Open
Society Foundation. Ms. Klaus says the Open Society
Institute, which is financed by the Hungarian-born
philanthropist George Soros, has invested more than
$130 million since 1994 in the venture, with Slovenia
receiving about $4 million.
Step by Step was developed by early-childhood
education professors at Georgetown University, in
Washington, and emphasizes student-centered teaching methods and parent involvement, said Ms. Klaus,
who is based in London. It focuses on children from
birth to 10. One of the goals, she said, is “making sure
that education is individualized around students’
needs and interests.”
Elements of Step by Step were incorporated into
the reform plan launched in 1999, Ms. Straus said.
Tatjana Hodnik Cadez, the vice dean at the faculty
of education of the University of Ljubljana, said the
country had to make teaching methods more childfriendly in part because Slovenia changed its system
to require children to start school at age 6 rather
than 7. At the same time, it made schooling compulsory for nine years instead of eight.
The policy was phased in from the 1999-2000 school
year to the 2007-08 school year. Basically, the curriculum that 7-year-olds were taught in 1st grade was
adapted for 6-year-olds, Ms. Cadez said.
Majda Jurkovic, a 4th grade teacher at the Toneta
Cufarja Elementary School in Ljubljana, has received
the Step by Step training and other professional development in student-centered methods offered by
the University of Ljubljana. At the 4th grade level,
she said, teachers use some elements of Step by Step
and a program called Reading and Writing for Criti-
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left: Filip Fisteski works on a

math assignment with Izabela
Milanez, left, and Anna Golob
Doneva in Majda Jurkovic’s 4th
grade class at Toneta Cufarja
Elementary School in Ljubljana,
Slovenia. Using the Step by Step
method, teachers often group
students to do classwork.

above: Majda Jurkovic looks over
Dominika Deželak’s math work.
Because of the national
curriculum, the teacher knows the
content she’s expected to teach
and precisely how much time to
spend each day on math, as well
as other subjects.

below: Fourth grader Linrong
Sang contemplates an experiment
during a collaborative exercise
with her classmates at Toneta
Cufarja Elementary. After Slovenia
instituted reform measures, its
results on international exams
improved significantly.

cal Thinking—“to help students think reflectively,
take ownership for their personal learning, understand the logic of arguments, listen attentively, debate confidently, and become independent, lifelong
learners,” she wrote in an e-mail.
Ms. Jurkovic knows what she’s expected to teach
4th graders and for how much time. In math, for
example, the curriculum says she should teach one
45-minute period each day. Of the 175 periods of
math she is expected to teach each year, 100 should
be spent on arithmetic and algebra.
While Slovenia improved significantly from 2003 to
2007 on timss, the country, in fact, did well in 1995,
too, according to Slavko Gaber, the education minister
during 1992-99 and 2002-04. He said Slovenia’s 8th
graders placed seventh in science among participating countries in 1995. The country’s scores dipped in
2003, largely because a younger set of students were
taking timss than previously—the result of the schoolstart-age policy change, Mr. Gaber said. Moreover, the
country was in the middle of education reform in 2003,
which is “the worst time to measure things,” he said.
“Three years later, we were stabilized.”
As part of the reform initiative, Mr. Gaber said, experts in his country compared Slovenia’s curriculum
with that of the “competitive European countries,” and
changed it to be in better alignment with Belgium,
Finland, and Sweden. Slovenia is poised to continue
to improve students’ academic achievement, Mr. Gaber
said, because it recently increased teacher-preparation
requirements. Now, all teachers must graduate from
four-year universities; previously, some only graduated
from two- or three-year programs, he said.
“We do expect we’ll have even better results on the
timss,” Mr. Gaber said. n

n Total population: 2 million

n Primary and secondary student population: 109,200
n Public spending per pupil as % of GDP: 25.1 (primary), 32.0 (secondary)
n Education governance: National curriculum with national compulsory tests in 9th grade
SOURCES: National data; United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization
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