58th International Meeting at Sankt Pölten                             

July 25th to 30th/31st, 2013 


History tells us that in the 8th century a monk founded, in the ancient Roman town of Aelium Cetium, in the west of Vienna, the first monastery of the region; it was dedicated to the patron Saint Hippolyt, which was later abbreviated to Sankt Pölten. In 1986 the small town with its numerous Baroque buildings became the capital of the Federal Province of Lower Austria and a complete administrative quarter was constructed in a very modern kind of architecture. It was in its neighbourhood, near to the historical centre, that our Austrian colleagues had invited us for the 58th Annual Meeting into the diocesan house of formation, the Bildungshaus St. Hippolyt. We were received very well by an especially obliging staff. We were about 60 participants from 13 European countries of the West and the East, concerned with a topic proposed by the Austrian association of Christian teachers, the Vereinigung Christlicher Lehrerinnen und Lehrer (VCL). 


The “challenges, chances and risks of preschool education of the 3 to 6-year old children” are not questions that only concern the early childhood; for a lot of children they influence their formation as a whole. Those preschool institutions have been developed in very different ways in our various countries and school politics are the object of frequent modifications: comparisons of and exchanges on the challenges and the methods have been very fruitful. 

Three talks, language groups and workshops


Ms Agnès Florin from Nantes University, consultant to numerous national and international institutions, paved the ground using the title “Preschool education of little children”. Starting from the needs of little children and the situation of families in Europe, she describes the types of institutions proposed and their objectives; she analyses the effects of early school entrance (“scolarisation”) and its conditions for fundamental learning, mastering the language, aptitude for social relations; she insists on the necessary continuity to later teaching at school and on the relations with the parents and the environment. It is all about valuing the competences of the children and helping them to realize them, opening them to their culture by giving meaning to the actions of everyday life: which is the programme of the declaration of the International Union of Education, adopted at the all-European conference in 2006.


Ms Kerstin Kipp from Ulm University contributes her competence as a specialist of neurosciences, talking on “Support in early childhood: Impulses given by the neurosciences”. Today’s knowledge on the physiological development of the brain and its functioning shows that early childhood is a particularly favourable period for learning. The speaker starts from the analysis of observations about language acquisition, first mastering of grammatical mechanisms, decisive distinction of sounds. The development of the brain is conditioned by the linguistic and social environment; the acquisition of several languages does not ask too much of the children, because they know very quickly how to distinguish them. The neurosciences make the plasticity of the brain evident, but it is only activated by emotions provoking it, first of all if they are positive. 


Ms Gabriele Bäck from the Charlotte Bühler Institute at Vienna presents “The FormationFrameworkProgramme for elementary institutions of formation in all federal states of Austria”, in which she has collaborated in the context of this institute. It is arranged around 6 competences which pervade the course of activities in the kindergartens: emotions and social relations, ethics and society, language and communication, movement and health, aesthetics and creativity, nature and technology. Those are implied in a dynamic process of “transitions”, i.e. of successive stages of structuring necessary for passing from one situation to another one. The pedagogical quality of institutions will to a large degree determine the success of the FrameworkProgramme.


The work groups using one main language and another one if necessary were accepted very well; they confronted the contributions of the talks and each participant’s experience as teacher, parent or grandparent.


The presentation of the French “école maternelle” given by Gaby Gaspard and Sylvie Paquet supplemented the Austrian talk by means of an account and a discussion on one other important national reality of long standing and practice.


The workshop on Alfred Adler’s “psychology of individuality” applied to pedagogy was animated by Gisela Gerhardt. It refers to the process of the success of pupils, and also of their teachers. 

Guided tours, conviviality, prayer


The guided tours of the old town and the administrative quarter facilitated a glimpse on its history and its numerous contacts and exchanges with its neighbours, particularly with the abbey of Melk. The very cordial receptions at the Town Hall and the administrative quarter of the Bundesland were both appreciated thoroughly.


The trip by coach to Klosterneuburg made us pass the hills of the Wienerwald, the north-easternmost foothills of the Alpine range. The little town is dominated by an impressive ensemble of buildings dating back to the 18th century, an imperial palace far from the capital, which you perceive nevertheless, and a Baroque monastery, which was first founded in the 12th century by Augustine monks.  


The optional excursion took us across the mountains first to the Cistercian abbey Stift Lilienfeld, where we were welcomed by the abbot. A guided tour of the magnificent Gothic church and the abbey buildings given by happy monks. A rather chilly picnic on the banks of the Erlaufsee. Then a long afternoon at Mariazell, the grand place of pilgrimages of Central Europe dedicated to the Magna Mater Austriae; several times destroyed due to invasions and reconstructed, the church with its three towers is always frequented by large numbers of pilgrims; a priest from the centre of Africa, staying there for studies, celebrated mass for us, and one of us accompanied the songs and the meditation on his violin, which resounded in the abbey church.


Not to speak of the Sunday afternoon left to each one’s disposal for a quick visit to Vienna or to the sumptuous abbey of Stift Melk, or for a trip on the Danube in the Wachau at the very season of apricots.


Together with the meals in the house, the free time in the evenings, the conversations in the corridors, the coffee and the drinks at the cafeteria, the guided tours and the trips are privileged moments of various exchanges. They make out of SIESC meetings international encounters in a very great freedom, in which you participate as you are, as an individual person, without any other mission but to enrich yourself by the direct acquaintance with colleagues from other countries and through them with international situations.


Praying together has its place there quite simply; prepared in our different languages, it opens the days. We didn’t have any priests among us; before his departure on holidays the spiritual rector of the house welcomed us to the mass in the chapel, and we participated together with the inhabitants of Sankt Pölten in the Sunday mass at the cathedral. You know perhaps that the SIESC is acknowledged as an international Catholic association without any special chaplain, but with the chaplains of our respective movements.


On our website you will find the texts of the talks in English, French and German and a lot of other information on the SIESC  (www.siesc.eu).
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