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EDUCATION REFORM IN LATIN AMERICA: A
REVIEW OF ISSUES, COMPONENTS AND TOOLS
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I. A Time for Education Reform
A. Education as a catalyst for development
There is a growing general consensus in Latin America and the
Caribbean on the need for education reform and its urgency.
Throughout the region, education reforms are unfolding,
driven by arguments concerning growth, productivity and
global competitiveness, as well as social equity. There are
signs all over that, beyond rhetoric, very concrete steps are
being taken to improve education. This paper aims at describ-
ing the main components of the idea of “education reform” as
it is emerging out of the Latin American experience. Education
reform is a multifaceted issue, encompassing somewhat
complex technical aspects. It begins with the very definition
of the indicators of student, teacher and system perfor-
mance,  and includes political-economy issues, such as the
role of unions, the need for widespread social cooperation and
consensus, etc.,  that are so far only imperfectly understood
and, in any event, difficult to deal with. Rather than beginning
with a formal definition, the authors hope that the idea of
education reform will become clear as we proceed. The paper
to a large extent sidesteps answering the question about
“why” all this is happening in Latin America today, and fo-
cuses on the “how” and in the prospects for the future. This
initial section, however, offers some contextual elements
worth considering in understanding the region-wide drive
towards changing and upgrading educational systems.

The world economy has gone through enormous changes in the past
20 years, and these have made the quality of education systems far more
important to nations’ economic health. Global competition and the
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information and telecommunications revolutions are at the core of these
changes. Economic growth under the new conditions requires national
infrastructures that include, among other elements, a labor force with a
solid base of reading skills, mathematical and scientific knowledge,
problem-solving capabilities and even computer skills, as well as the
capacity to communicate effectively. The transition to democracy in
Latin America has given schools another major responsibility: the
development of a civic culture that stresses tolerance, cooperation, and a
broader sense of nation-community. After more than a decade of market-
oriented economic reforms, the low levels of educational achievement of
most of the work force and the uniquely high disparities in social and
economic opportunities among citizens remain key issues that are widely
believed to be factors undermining the region’s developmental potential:
• Learning in schools, by all accounts, remains strikingly deficient
in all but a few elite institutions: Latin American students included in
international testing research projects -like TIMSS- consistently score at
the bottom of developing countries. The region’s educational institutions
are amongst the worst rated by international leaders and investors
(World Economic Forum, 1997). Teachers are everywhere reported as
having inadequate training and worse working conditions.
• Emerging or consolidating democracies experience deficits in
civic education in the population. There is widespread support for the
idea that a good education not only includes good subject learning but
also increased awareness of the basic rules of citizenship in a modern
society. This practice should start at the school level, yet little is known
or energetically carried out in this regard.
• The region exhibits the largest income inequality
in the world, which at the same time reflects and
perpetuates disparities in educational opportunities
for different groups in the population . In 1990, the
gap in years of education between the richest 10 percent of
21 year olds and their counterparts in the poorest 30 per-
cent, was four or more in 9 out of 15 countries included in a
recent IDB analysis. For at least four countries it had actually
increased when compared to what it  was in 1980.  To a
certain extent, education remains a factor in reinforcing inequities rather
than in reducing them.
• Young workers in the region enter the labor
force with less years of education on average than
workers in Southeast Asia and even other develop-
ing regions (Birdsall, 1998; Filmer and Pritchett,
1998), and the gap is widening . In spite of substantial
gains in the reduction of illiteracy, in gender equality and in
access to primary education, the percentage of children who
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fail to complete primary schooling is almost twice that of which would
be expected for the region’s income level (IDB, 1996).

But today, such accumulated deficits are mobilizing ever-expanding
constituencies that include parents, students, teachers, governmental
authorities, businesses, non-governmental organizations and the media.
These constituencies are vocally demanding more resources, new policies
and better decisions for the education sector; resources, decisions and
policies good enough to turn education systems into institutions capable
of addressing the economic, social and cultural challenges of the global
economy. This mobilization is happening because education is increas-
ingly seen as the natural incubator and safeguard of contemporary
citizenship and democratic values. After years of lack of innovation and
poor quality, change is brewing.

And it is systemic change, hence all the emphasis in the idea of
reform rather than just adding up resources to institutions or practices
already in place. In Latin America and the Caribbean, education is not
only becoming a real priority in the budgets, but also in the minds,
words and actions of leaders, who increasingly invest substantial political
influence and technical capacities in attempts at revamping education
systems and visibly upgrading their performance levels.
• Education is increasingly seen as the most im-
portant catalyst for development. It is these systemic
reforms, their timing, and the strategies appropriate to imple-
menting them that are addressed in this document.  1

Latin America faces real financial constraints in improving
education, and this too shapes educational reform. Most
countries in the region were confronted by a massive debt
crisis in the early 1980s, just when they should have begun
transforming their industrial base and investing heavily in the
improvement of their educational infrastructure. Latin Ameri-
can education was already confronting serious quality prob-
lems in the 1970s, and economic problems in the 1980s
delayed resolving these issues. Although educational expan-
sion continued in this period of financial crisis, it did so at the
cost of allowing educational quality to stagnate or decline
even further. With the resumption of economic growth in the
1990s, pressures to keep public spending down continue.
Financial considerations are, then, a key element in the reform
process .

There are other constraints. National educational systems
have been organized historically in particular ways, with
vested interests built around existing organizational struc-
tures. What is taught and how it is taught have long histories.
Examination systems and the curricula they drive have be-
come cultural icons. The educational system in many coun-

Education Reform in Latin America



4

tries, states, and municipalities is the single largest employer and single
largest source of income for local professional cadres. Such structures are
extremely difficult to change because they are as much a way of life as of
making a living.

Improving learning must transform the day-to-day activi-
ties in schools and classrooms. If teachers and pupils show up
at school sporadically, learning is also sporadic. If teachers’
knowledge of mathematics and language is only somewhat
greater than that of their students, it is more difficult to
improve the teaching-learning process. If principals of schools
are not innovative educators with considerable knowledge of
“good practices,” the educational reform process hits barriers
at the doors of the school.

Most of Latin American schooling is based on traditional
and largely outdated “chalk and talk,” where the teacher
delivers subject matter from a prescribed curriculum to
passive pupils. Pupils, in turn, often have little access to
textbooks and other learning materials. In some cases, local
interpretations of “constructivist” teaching philosophies
militate against even using books. Improving quality has
usually meant changing the curriculum, since curriculum is
viewed as the “technology” of teaching, and hence learning.
But reformers are now beginning to realize that even a better-
designed curriculum may do little, in and by itself, to improve
learning. Unless the process of “delivering” the material is
transformed so that pupils are engaged, and unless other
changes in schools are made simultaneously, pupils may
continue to learn little even with a better-designed curriculum.

Reforms need to be rooted in realities at the local level.
They need to focus directly on improving the quality of teach-
ing and learning in the classroom, including, in most countries,
increasing the real t ime that teachers are teaching and stu-
dents are actually learning. This requires implementing ac-
countability systems, educational management, and financial
reforms that are aimed directly at producing improvements in
learning.

Equity also plays a role in reform. Education is widely
viewed as an important means to more equal job and income
opportunity. But it is also viewed as essential in building
democratic values (see Box 1),  and democracy is rooted in
equity. Yet, despite almost universal access to primary educa-
tion and rapid expansion of secondary schooling, Latin
America still  uses about 20 percent of its public resources for
education on the 5 percent of the total student population
attending universities. Because public primary and secondary



5

BOX 1.Civic Education
A major question for policy in today’s changing world is the role of

schools in developing civic spirit, social responsibility and moral behavior. This
may have to do with courses on civic education but it is far more than that. Most
countries in the hemisphere have been subjected to serious economic crisis,
which only now seem to abate in many of them. Social disruption and fast
migration to towns took place, with the consequent disintegration of traditional
cultures and social solidarity based on personal ties. Extreme poverty,
authoritarian regimes, weak legal systems and debilitated human rights have
taken their tolls on the integrity of societies and on individual morality and
created anomie and discontent.

The role of families in developing values and citizenship cannot be
underestimated. Yet, when families break down and parents face a hostile
environment, their ability to behave as good citizens is weakened, and they
become handicapped in the upbringing of their children. That puts an even
greater burden on schools. They have to do their part and they have to
compensate for the shortcomings of many parents. In fact, a main rationale for
public education is the transmission of values and norms from one generation to
the next. It is easy to agree with this mandate but the implementation is fraught
with difficulties and perplexities.

Civic education in Latin American Schools, as in other parts of the
world tends to be seen as a matter of including another discipline in the curricula
or adding such content to Social Studies disciplines. Often, nationalist values are
stressed in them, as can be gauged by examining textbooks. In most cases, Civic
Education courses are a mixture of information to acquaint the students with the
way governments work, with rights and obligations, with the Constitution and
attempts at instilling loyalty to the country or to the particular government in
charge.

These efforts are not to be derided. Learning how a country works and
what the standing rules are is valuable in itself. But we should not confuse the
transmission of this information with the role of schools in developing
citizenship, social responsibility and moral values. Whether or not Civic
Education courses can contribute to the development of such traits is not well
known.

Nevertheless there is strong evidence that children learn the values
practiced by the school, not the values preached in Civic Education courses or
elsewhere. Children learn values and behavior by examples, not by what is
written in the books or by that the teachers tell (Cole, 1996; Dreeben, 1968). In
good schools, the very structure and organization of classrooms conveys these
values and norms. In good education, children are rewarded by teachers as much
for cooperative behavior and completion of tasks as for academic prowess. The
norms are clear and everybody is treated in accordance with them. Ethical
behavior is rewarded, anti-social behavior is penalized. Generosity and tolerance
are encouraged.

Education Reform in Latin America
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schools are of generally poor quality, pupils from low socioeconomic
backgrounds are less likely to succeed academically, and are greatly
under-represented at higher levels of schooling. This is clearly an area
where, instead of a quality-access trade off, investment in education
should be able to produce better access and equity in the distribution of
public benefits by improving quality. Better primary and secondary
schools will produce a better and socially more diverse pool of candi-
dates for higher education.

B. EDUCATION REFORM: ONE PRIORITY, DIFFERENT INITIAL

CONDITIONS

As a first step, any rigorous analytical treatment of the
subject of reform needs to take account of the variety of
economic, social and educational conditions within the region
and the large variation of educational conditions within coun-
tries. Some countries are highly developed and industrialized,
with high average levels of education among the youngest
age groups in the labor force. Others have high average levels
of education in some regions of their countries, and very low
in others (for example, Brazil, Colombia, and Mexico). A third
group of countries is much less developed and has a high
percentage of young people who do not finish primary school.
These different groups of countries all have different capaci-
ties for reform and need reforms with different initial objec-
tives.

A useful way to characterize the educational systems in
the region is to think of where they are situated in their
historical development. Most Latin American countries’ educa-
tional systems (or, in some cases, different regions within the
same country) can be approximately characterized as falling
into one of two “stages” of development. These levels are

The school teaches by practicing and internalizing these values and norms that
are conducive to peaceful and constructive social behavior and at the same time
apparently contribute to higher productivity in modern work organizations
(Inkeles and Smith, 1974).

The implications of these considerations are not trivial. They point
towards the need to be concerned with the integrity and seriousness of schools
as institutions, more than with specific disciplines that teach this or that. If
good schools socialize students to become responsible citizens, what is
important is to improve the ethos of schools, their pride as serious institution, to
make them better as learning places and as social systems in which students,
teachers and administrators interact, following explicit rules which are just and
fair. One clear implication is that developing citizenship, operating inside the
school and teaching content are part of the same package.
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approximate, and they often appear jointly in the same country. Even
less have a normative nature. But they are useful in pointing out that
prescribing the same educational strategy for every country in the region
ignores the significant differences in the educational problems they face.

• Stage 1:  Countries at this stage have already imple-
mented an expansion of public primary schooling but still have
considerable dropout rates from primary school and limited
access to secondary school and university. Public primary
expansion was marked by a decline in both the average
socioeconomic background of students who attend public
primary schools and in the average socioeconomic background
of the teachers who teach them. The rush to open schools in
countries at this level is associated with very high repetition
and drop out rates in the first years of primary education.
Students generally do not have access to textbooks. Teaching
materials are l imited. Attendance of both students and teach-
ers is often sporadic in schools serving low-socioeconomic
background students. Primary and secondary schools—usually
private—catering to the elite look extremely different from
the average public school. Thus, the main goal of the coun-
tries (or regions) at this stage of educational development is
to make primary schools “functional”; to provide them with
the necessary inputs to supply standard primary education to
all schools—eventually reaching those which cater to lower
social class children, 6-14 years old. Reducing teacher and
student absenteeism in lower-end primary schools is particu-
larly important. As a result of this effort, repetition rates in
primary education should decline, and secondary schooling
should expand rapidly, but probably with a reduction in the
quality of average academic secondary education, and in-
creasing repetition rates. At this stage, the main improve-
ments in a country’s student performance occur through
rapidly increasing average levels of attainment and by provid-
ing conventional inputs (for example, regular attendance and
books) to schools.

• Stage 2 : Having enrolled all students in primary and
lower secondary education and managed to put in place all
inputs,  the next step has been to concentrate on the more
elusive task of further improving quality. For countries at this
second level, primary and secondary education for the mass
of students begins to be transformed through improvements
in the preparation of teachers and pedagogical techniques,
and in the resources available to teachers in classrooms.

Education Reform in Latin America
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Educational management also needs to improve with greater parent
participation, increased management accountability, and increased
information on pupil and student performance. Many of the dropout
problems associated with the primary level for countries at Stage 1 apply
to greatly expanded secondary education, usually also marked by a
decline in the quality of these higher levels of schooling. The main goal
of countries at this level is to bring teaching, curriculum, and teacher
education up to the standards of the more developed countries and to
put into place the administrative structures that will produce such
improvements. Equity in quality of schooling becomes much more of an
issue than merely equity in access to schooling.

These categories can provide guidance in understanding the kind of
educational policies effectively adopted in countries. Educational systems
often expand rapidly because governments worry about low enrollment,
and its implications for economic development. But under the pressure
to offer more classroom space, nations often allow educational quality to
slip to dramatically low levels, especially if the expansion is rapid rather
than evolutionary. Once the rush to universalize schooling is over, their
next preoccupation is to tackle the more blatant and visible shortcom-
ings, such as lack of books, sorely unprepared teachers and gross ineffi-
ciencies in school management. School improvement is the hallmark of
Stage 2. Once the obvious and strictly necessary inputs are in place, they
find that quality is still poor compared to that in rich countries. There-
fore, they need to work on more subtle and elusive problems.

The stages are not deterministic and even less normative. But they
explain that a plan to reform education in El Salvador has different
priorities compared to an effort to improve education in Uruguay. This
latter country is presently struggling to reduce the number of subjects in
middle school and to obtain greater focus in the curricula. It would not
make sense in El Salvador to face severe political and technical obstacles
to deal with the problems associated with Uruguay’s educational system.
Schools in Southern Brazil are experimenting trying to use computers to
improve learning. In the Northeast, giving one textbook to each child
and making sure that teachers are teaching comes first.

The fine line of policy reform is to balance immediate priorities
with actions that sensibly try to anticipate the problems to be found in
the next stage. For instance, a relatively poor country could promote
growth in primary enrollment while simultaneously trying to avoid the
precipitous fall in quality observed elsewhere. The challenge for coun-
tries and donor agencies is to acknowledge the most urgent problems
and, simultaneously, explore means to avoid the difficulties experienced
by other countries that have already achieved “functioning schools.”

The discussion that follows covers issues that cut across several levels
of education, other than higher. First we deal with four major issues that
have emerged as the main components of education reform in the region:
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reform process and policy dialogue, teachers (training, careers, incentives
and organization), decentralization/school autonomy and technology.
We then focus on three major tools for influencing the performance of
education systems that remain relatively underutilized in the region
(financing, information and testing/evaluation/information). A brief final
section summarizes the main conclusions.

II. ISSUES IN IMPLEMENTING EDUCATION REFORM

Four major groups of issues have become an almost required component
of any major education reform effort in Latin America: policy dialogue;
teacher’s training, career and incentives; decentralization, school au-
tonomy and community participation; and the applications of technology
to education.

A. Dynamics of the reform process: involving stakeholders and
promoting policy dialogue
Reforming education in any country is a difficult process. But in Latin
America, as in much of the developing world, where there is little
tradition of well-educated, relatively efficient, merit-based local level
administration with internalized professional norms, educational reforms
not only have to change the way schooling is delivered, but simulta-
neously build the capacity to implement the changes. Reform requires
leadership, although that alone is rarely sufficient to make reform
successful. Leaders must foster consensus and build coalitions among

Education Reform in Latin America

Table 1
NOTES: Italicized numbers indicate 1992 statistics.
* Refers to higher secondary only: Bolivia - 4 years; Brazil - 3 years; El
Salvador - 3 years; Venezuela - 2 years.
† Due to its low enrollment ratio, Haiti could also be considered Pre-Stage I;
‡ Numbers refer to some states in Brazil.

Definitions: Gross enrollment ratio is the ratio of total enrollment, regardless
of age, to the population of the age group that officially corresponds to the level
of education shown. Estimates are based on UNESCO´s classification of
education levels, as follows. Preprimary provides education for children not
old enough to enter school at the primary level. Primary provides the basic
elements of education at elementary or primary schools. Secondary provides
general or specialized instruction at middle, secondary, or high schools, teacher
training schools, and vocational or technical schools; this level of education is
based on at least fours years of instruction at the primary level. Tertiary
requires, as a minimum condition of admission, the successful completion of
education at the secondary level or evidence of attainment of an equivalent level
of knowledge and is provided at universities, teachers colleges, and higher-level
professional schools. Net enrollment ratio is the ratio of the number of
children of official school age (as defined by the education system) enrolled in
school to the number of children of official school age in the population.
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bureaucrats and businessmen, unions and public opinion, principals and
teachers, as well as parents and students, since educational reforms
cannot be drafted in central or provincial ministries and decreed from
the top down. Reforms need to involve key stakeholders in all phases of
the process—analysis, policy dialogue, implementation, and evaluation.

In the best of all worlds, reforms, once underway create their own
dynamic and serve to weaken traditional obstacles. This is the case when
reforms unleash talent and innovation that was previously constrained
by institutional obstacles or policies that stifled local initiatives. It is also
the case when new structures are developed that work to increase effort.
For example, decentralizing control of educational finances and supervi-
sion to communities may greatly improve teacher and pupil attendance
and function much better than traditional teacher supervision mecha-
nisms. Evaluative examinations that show how schools are doing over
time may stimulate teachers and principals to try much harder than
before to improve pupil performance.

But how these well-conceived reforms fare in the real world at the
local level depends largely on three factors:
• The capacity of key actors to implement the
reforms .  Many reforms assume that by simply decentralizing
control over decision-making or creating a much better cur-
riculum or sending books to schools or making in-service
training available to teachers, teaching and learning will
spontaneously improve. This is rarely the case. Beyond creat-
ing new structural conditions that promote change, reforms
need to improve the capacity of teachers and administrators
(beginning with school level administrators and extending to
municipal, state, and provincial administrators) to deliver
educational services more effectively. Capacity building
includes developing information systems, dissemination
mechanisms, and evaluation systems and training key actors
to use them to improve teaching and learning.
• Appropriate policy dialogue and social market-
ing.  For reforms to be supported by various groups, the
latter not only need to be included in the process, but reform
also has to be transparent and engage teachers, parents,
business groups, labor unions, and educational administrators.
Transparency derives from honest social marketing that
includes the interaction of applied policy research with reform
processes and consistent and reliable information about the
results of the reforms. The interaction of applied policy
research with reform process can be very fruitful (e.g.
Reimers and McGinn’s work on HIID experiences; 1997). It
naturally leads to question “top-down” models of technical
assistance that multilaterals have traditionally applied and
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think more of the role of participatory approaches. Good illustrations of
new approaches are given by the work done by AED on lessons learned
from implementation of education reforms in the region. The PREAL-
Inter-American Dialogue project also had interesting experiences on the
way, built on the premise that domestically-based non-governmental
reform entrepreneurs with some foreign assistance can provide
undersupplied leadership with policy analysis and strategic direction to
reform processes. Lessons from the work being done by President
Aylwin in Equator and Guatemala, centered around policy dialogue as a
primary tool, could be applied to similar exercises with a narrower
subject focus. Along the same lines, recent experiments that use market-
ing techniques to “sell” reform are particularly promising. The Bank
should undertake comparative assessments of these initiatives and
develop loan formats appropriate for their support, whenever appropri-
ate.
• Reforms also need to put emphasis on  the structure of
checks, balances, and incentives  that will change the
way individual actors behave. The starting point of such
incentives is including key stakeholders in decision processes,
thus developing ownership of reform by key actors. But it also
includes doing serious institutional analysis as part of the
reform and determining the variables that could change
institutional behavior to achieve reform objectives. What is
the probability that there will be serious political resistance to
the reforms from various groups? Do institutions exist that
are willing to implement the reform? What is the incentive
structure that will make reforms self-reinforcing and durable?

In sum, education reforms can only work if education
administrators, teachers, and parents support the changes,
know how to implement them, and have the motivation to do
so. Similarly, how educational reforms are implemented is
conditioned by the way they are marketed and interpreted by
key actors, as well as by their technical capacities and the
information they can get about the options available . Until
recently, many reformers, including international lending
agencies, paid surprisingly little attention to institutional
capacity and problems of implementation. They have now
learned that the process of developing the reform and the
human capital available to carry it out are absolutely crucial to
reform projects, just as the success of a business depends on
the individuals running it as much as the attractiveness of the
products it produces.

Education Reform in Latin America
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B. TEACHERS: PARTNERS IN REFORM

1.Teachers and teachers’ unions
The key to school improvement in all societies is good teach-
ing. This has always been known to anybody close to educa-
tional activities, but contemporary research on education
policy has led to strong confirmation of this old truth by
firmly establishing the considerable impact that a good
teacher can have on students (Harbison and Hanushek,
1992). Since teachers have considerable autonomy in their
classrooms, educational reform and improvement requires the
support of teachers as individuals. Since most teachers in
Latin America are unionized, teachers’ unions are a key player in the
dynamics of educational reform.

Conventional wisdom has it that unions oppose educa-
tional reform, even if they may have not always been entirely
effective in that regard (Murillo, 1997). The reforms promise
to increase educational efficiency, and if teachers oppose,
they can be easily characterized by reformers as self-serving,
not interested in the education of children but only in their
own salaries and well being. Indeed, teachers’ unions in LAC
countries have generally done poorly in getting the public to
identify with their position, in part because teachers’ unions
have rarely fought for reforms that increase educational
performance of children. And whereas individual teachers have
often been admired for their fine efforts on behalf of improv-
ing pupils’ learning, teachers’ unions have, as a collective of
teachers, rarely helped to initiate change that would make
schools more effective. In essence, while demanding that
teachers be treated as professionals,  unions have usually
interpreted their role as representing teachers only as em-
ployed workers. Indeed, teachers’ unions in some countries
where teachers receive salaries similar to those in the labor
force with the same education and where there is a surplus of
teachers also claim to be underpaid and oppose reforms.
Extremes like these have in some contexts carried a cost for
unions, as in those cases in which education reforms have
advanced by appealing directly to individual teachers, bypass-
ing the role of union officials (Minas Gerais in Brazil and Merida
and Bolivar in Venezuela are examples of this).

At the same time, LAC governments and local administra-
tors have done poorly in recognizing the difficulties under
which teachers labor, and have refused to work cooperatively
with defensively positioned teachers’ unions to develop
reforms which teachers can support. A major requirement of
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advancing reforms has to be, in most countries of the region, overcom-
ing a long history of conflictive relationships between the Ministry of
Education and teacher unions, which has built up a thick layer of mutual
mistrust. The Minas Gerais and Chilean government policies in the
1990s aimed at improving teacher’s working conditions and pay as part
of a focus on school improvement are models of union-government
negotiations that could work elsewhere. Extensive research and policy
dialogue is called for, however, before the issue of the role of teachers
unions can be dealt with satisfactorily from the point of view of educa-
tion reform.

2.Teacher education
Besides the critical political and social issues raised by the
attitude of teachers and unions to education reform initia-
tives,  the most common approach to teacher issues in the
region is an emphasis on the urgency and priority that needs
to be accorded to teacher education. Average teacher’s skills
and subject knowledge are considered low across the region,
yet at  the same time widespread dissatisfaction prevails
regarding current pre-service and in-service training of the
teaching force. In contrast, innovations exist but well-proven
models are hard to find, raising doubts about the returns to
the sometimes heavy investments in teacher training over the
past years. The IDB alone has provided enough resources for
the training of one out of five teacher in the region through
its projects, yet there is little to show in terms of systematic
evidence on the impact of such effort (Deutch and Verdisco,
1 9 9 7 ) .

In many Latin American countries, primary school teachers
are not trained in universities but in specialized teacher
training institutions, mainly, today, at the post-secondary
level. 2  As might be expected, the level of primary teacher
education evolves with the level of education in the popula-
tion as a whole. The quality of normal school education is
often low in Latin America. Most teacher education programs
focus little on curriculum subject matter, such as math or
literature, and mostly on traditional pedagogy and basic
educational subjects from child psychology to special educa-
tion. Some of these subjects are genuinely useful to prospec-
tive teachers. But the problem remains that many primary
teachers in Latin America, particularly those who took their
education twenty years ago, have little more than a ninth
grade knowledge of mathematics and language arts.  In a few
countries,  even younger teachers have ninth grade content
knowledge. Besides its poor quality, normal education is also

Education Reform in Latin America
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generally as or more expensive than standard academic higher education
in the humanities or psychology.

Reforming pre-service education does engender serious
problems, for two main reasons. First, like other specialized
education, schools that train teachers,  be it  at the secondary
or higher education level, have a major constituency—the
teacher-training bureaucracy and often the teachers’ unions.
These schools tend to be  symbols of upward mobility for low-
income groups, since teaching is traditionally an occupation
that attracts more academically successful students from
those groups. Hence, any reform of pre-service training will need to
respond to serious resistance.

Yet, it is absolutely essential to improving education that
teacher pre-service education be reformed. Among the rea-
sons are: first,  the new pedagogical strategies introduced into
teacher education in the highly developed countries to im-
prove pupil learning are increasingly dependent upon a
well-educated corps of teachers, who are increasingly univer-
sity graduates in specific subject disciplines. Teacher educa-
tion in these countries integrates learning content in science,
mathematics, and the social studies together with learning
flexible pedagogical skills that adapt to children’s multiple
ways of learning and problem solving.  Such education also
emphasizes different problem-solving approaches for diverse
subjects. Second, in-service training works far better with a
very focused approach to goals and objectives,  a coherent
integration of such training with relatively high levels of subject knowl-
edge, and an ability to apply new teaching methods and curricula within
the context of high expectations and high standards. It is difficult to
imagine such expectations and standards unless the teachers are seen and
see themselves as intellectual leaders within the context of the school and
the educational system.

The key elements of reform are an increase in subject
content taught to prospective teachers and a greater empha-
sis on  classroom management skills. They should result in
principle in a more able teaching force and, if done intelli-
gently, they should naturally lead to a reduction in normal
school costs. Historically, the first of these reforms has been
attempted by raising teacher educational requirements from
secondary-level to tertiary-level normal education. But such a
reform does not fully address the issue. Teachers’ subject
knowledge does increase, but in an inefficient way: low qual-
ity, expensive secondary-level teacher education turns into
low-quality, expensive tertiary-level teacher education. We will
return to this issue.
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 Such a reform could have benefits beyond better teacher classroom
training. It is cheaper than actual teacher education because it shifts a
significant portion of training out of teacher-training colleges, and
focuses in-college training on academic content rather than specialized
“vocational” courses. It also provides financial and status incentives for
experienced teachers to become “masters.” By developing standards for
master teachers, countries also need to define “good” teaching. Further,
if master teachers are selected by principals, peers, and parents, the
conception of good teaching spreads to other teachers and the commu-
nity.

All this assumes that there are at least some experi-
enced teachers in each country who have achieved excellence
despite poor pre-service training and low standards. Yet most
teachers in Latin America have been poorly trained and are
already in the system. Improving pre-service education does
not affect them. They need good in-service training. Studies

Education Reform in Latin America

BOX 2.Models for teacher education
One possible direction to go on teacher pre-service training,

particularly in those countries that have secondary-level normal schools for
training primary teachers, is to convert them into intensive two- or three-year
academic training programs, including higher-secondary math and language arts
courses and child development courses. This could be followed by one year of
“apprenticeship” in a school with a “master teacher,” who is provided extra pay
for taking on the training task. The apprenticeship could be combined with short
in-service training courses that focus on problems of practice and discussions
with other apprentices and master teachers. The majority of Latin American
countries might do the same conversion at the tertiary-level, further eliminating
separate normal education at the tertiary level altogether and preparing teachers
through regular university courses plus a one-year apprenticeship in schools
combined with short-training workshops.

A system like this would make it possible for any new university
graduate hire -in any discipline, not necessarily in “education” as a university
discipline- to learn to teach as a classroom apprentice with a "master." This
concept is similar to the German system used in vocational training, where
young secondary school graduates train in firms with experienced workers and
attend vocational education courses a few days a month (Bock and Timmerman,
1995). What better way to learn to be a good teacher? The master, in turn, would
be paid a higher salary for being a master and would be responsible for teaching
the new recruit the essentials of good teaching, integrating theory with practice,
and evaluating the recruit's progress. In the best of situations, the apprentice and
master would develop a creative, innovative relationship benefiting both them,
the other teachers in the school, and the pupils. Such a training system could, in
the end -for a good reason- replace entirely the current system of pre-service
teacher training. It would work only if the more highly paid master teachers
could do as good or better job than traditional teacher training courses in
unifying specific subject matter with teaching methods sensitive to differing
learning styles. The cost saving from shifting to on-the-job teacher education
could be large.
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have shown that where teachers receive more in-service training students
achieve at a higher level (Lockheed and Verspoor, 1991). But in-service
training is generally quite poor even in the United States, where massive
funds are available for it. It tends to be used to teach teachers the latest
pedagogical fad or the latest curriculum reform rather than for helping
teachers improve teaching in their classrooms based on an assessment of
what they need to become better teachers.

Often, even though by no means necessarily, if teachers are using
only chalk and talk and drill and practice, general in-service training
helps shift them into more “constructivist” approaches. However, it is
one thing to provide in-service training and another to have new teach-
ing methods implemented at the classroom level. In-service training
needs to be part of a system of implementation  of better teaching. This
requires mechanisms that link in-service training to classroom practices.
The essential element of such linkage is a commitment from the top
(central Ministry) to the bottom (principal) of the administrative
hierarchy to improved teaching, and the allocation of administrative
effort to back up that commitment (Elmore, 1997). One way to measure
this commitment is to observe how much time administrators at differ-
ent levels in the system spend working with teachers on their classroom
practice. In most Latin American countries, regions, states, municipali-
ties, and schools, that amount of time would be essentially zero. No
amount of reform rhetoric can improve teaching practice, hence student
learning, in the face of this reality.

The Escuela Nueva in Colombia has long used in-service training in
minicentros as an integral part of improving rural multigrade education.
A key element in Chile’s successful P-900 program, aimed at the
country’s lowest performing schools is teacher in-service training

The Cincinnati school district has implemented such a r eform with
excellent results (see Time Magazine, May 26, 1995). The key to the reform is
that the pedagogical training portion of teacher education is shifted into the field
and is directly supervised by a t eacher identified as a g ood pedagogue.
Currently, young teachers in most countries do a stint in the classroom (student
teaching) as part of their teacher education, but it is not directly supervised by a
“master,” as in other trades. Indeed, there is usually very little supervision of
student-teaching, so it is more like “practice” rather than an “apprenticeship.”

As a m atter of fact, in Latin America training of teachers in re al-
classroom environments is more of a tradition lost than a true innovation. In
many countries older teachers will tell stories about being originally trained for
the profession in a hi ghly practice-oriented setting, with intensive tutoring by
experienced teachers and early exposure to real-classroom conditions in their
pre-service years. Several factors conspired to interrupt this auspicious
beginning in teacher training: massification, growing isolation between higher
education institutions and the daily workings of the schools, political
intervention of teacher recruitment and career management, among others.
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conducted in local area workshops and special summer programs (Cox,
1997). Similar strategies have been successfully tried in teacher-support
circles in Central American countries. In these cases, the main reason for
the success of teacher training in impacting student performance is that
training is directly linked to a focus in the reform of the specific classroom
practice also supported by other materials and, in the best of cases,
systematic supervision. Furthermore, at least in the Chilean reform,
improved classroom practice and student performance has been re-
warded by higher teacher salaries and other teacher-focused incentives,
such as scholarships for workshops abroad and, more recently, bonuses
for schools that make consistent performance gains on the SIMCE test.
Such focused and linked teacher in-service training has to be distinguished
from teacher in-service in most countries (including many instances in
the United States) that is usually not linked directly to school improve-
ment programs and is therefore often never implemented in classrooms.

3.T EACHERS’ CAREERS  AND  INCENTIVES

Training, however, is only one factor that influences teacher
performance. Others such as the role of supervision, incen-
tives, accountability, and, more generally, career regulations
and mechanisms for the recruitment, selection and promotion
of teachers are increasingly receiving attention throughout
the region. Governments have so far not focused sufficiently
on the self - image of  the teacher and the status of  teaching as
a profession. Yet, along with the rapid quantitative expansion
of the teaching force in most countries over the last couple of
decades, there is a general dissatisfaction with the average
quality of the teaching force. Many countries in the region
report increasing difficulty for recruiting young people into
teaching despite and, in some cases,  of high levels of unem-
ployment. As an example, the number of first year teacher
education students in Argentina has declined, and is increas-
ingly drawn from high school graduates who have failed in
pursuing other careers (Braslavsy, 1995).

Raising the formal education requirements for the teach-
ing profession, already discussed in the context of pre-service
training policies, has also been a common response to con-
cerns about prestige and pay. But international experience
hardly justifies enthusiasm about this as an effective solution
to the problem (Hanushek, 1986; Murnane, 1991). Making it
more difficult to enter into a profession that continues to be
less attractive than others will hardly improve the chances of
getting a better pool of candidates for teacher training col-
leges or teaching positions.

Education Reform in Latin America
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One of the major problems in attracting better qualified candidates
and professionals to teaching and, more generally in gaining teachers’
support for reform, has been the pressure put by many Latin American
governments on teacher salaries as part of their financial structural
adjustment efforts in the 1980s and now in the 1990s. For example,
teachers suffered substantial salary losses in Argentina (1985-1990), Chile
(1983-1990), Costa Rica (1980-1989), El Salvador (1980-1990), Mexico
(1983-1992), and Nicaragua (1985-1993). In some, such as Argentina and
Mexico, real salaries are still far below their 1980 levels, making teachers
much more resistant to implementing reforms than in Chile, for ex-
ample, where rapid salary increases after 1990 are part of the general
drive to improve teacher working conditions. Discussions of this critical
issue should, however, be informed by extensive detailed research of
each nation (see Box 3).

Thus, in the long run, there is little dispute that a more
qualified teaching force will require higher starting salaries (in
the US state of Connecticut, for example, sharply raising
starting teacher salaries has raised the average SAT scores of
teaching recruits by 100 points) and improved teaching
working environment, especially in those schools in the worst
conditions. It is difficult to recruit qualified individuals into
teaching when class sizes are large, physical facilities run
down, and even rudimentary teaching supplies are unavailable.
In addition, certification processes -today unnecessarily
onerous largely due to union pressure- will have to be re-
formed.

Such difficulties in the recruitment of qualified teachers
may mean that teachers in the region should increasingly be
drawn from university graduates in disciplines other than
teaching, who can then be trained in the specific art of teach-
ing through one-year (or less) teaching certification courses
supplemented by in-service courses (see Box 4).  In other
words, it  may make more sense to define teaching profession-
als by those who teach (a job definition) rather than those
who are trained in teacher training institutions (an vocational
training definition). This also suggests that university-trained
professionals in other fields who want to become teachers can
become certified through a relatively short certification
process supplemented by in-service courses.  The more such
university graduates enter teaching, the more in-service
courses make sense, since they are practice-focused  rather
than knowledge focused.

In the shorter run, on the other hand, limited but so far
consistent evidence indicates that institutional contexts and
incentives can make a difference in the productivity of teach-
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ing (Savedoff, 1998; Hanushek and Jorgenson, 1996). The same teachers
have been observed to behave differently under various labor regimes
and school climates (Navarro and De La Cruz, 1998). The introduction
of accountability mechanisms, empowering teachers, directors and
communities, can influence teacher attendance, teacher’s concern for
seeking relevant training -as opposed to formalistic certification- and
generally improving performance. Pay for performance arrangements,
for all their implementation difficulties, are at least being tried on an
experimental basis in some countries. This has mostly been done as a
group rather than individual incentive, as in the cases of Chile and
Uruguay. Increasingly, innovations in school management and supervi-
sion have been attracting attention and are subject to widespread dissemi-

BOX 3.The facts on teacher salaries
One element of developing a constructive approach to discussions with

teachers is to have accurate estimates of teacher salaries relative to others with
the same education. Such estimates are important not only in dealing with
unions, but in developing coherent teacher recruitment policies. Almost every
country in Latin America has income, education, and age data available from
household surveys, often for a number of years beginning in the 1980s. These
allow estimates of age-income profiles for male and female secondary school
and university graduates groups comparable to teachers.

In Honduras, for example, comparisons of such age-income profiles
with teacher salary schedules suggest that although real teacher salaries fell in
the 1990s, both male and female primary school teachers still earn more than
their secondary school graduate counterparts, but that secondary school teachers
(especially males) now tend to earn less than university graduates in other
professions (Carnoy and McEwan, 1997). This explains the large surplus of
primary school teachers and the growing tightness in the labor market for
secondary school teachers. The comparison also suggests that the Ministry of
Education could demand much more from primary school teachers in negotiating
reforms, but needs to be concerned about future recruitment of secondary school
teachers as it expands that level of schooling. City-by-city salary comparisons in
Brazil for 1995 indicate that both primary and secondary school teachers earn
approximately the same as their same-education counterparts in the rest of the
labor force. This also seems to be the case for Bolivia (Savedoff and Piras,
1998). For 1995, the household survey shows that teachers received salaries
equivalent to workers with equivalent characteristics in the labor force. An
interesting open question arising from research results as those reported would
be whether Latin American countries should be willing to pay salaries above
market-clearing levels in order to get the kind of teachers that they want.
Findings like these should constitute the beginning of a better informed public
discussion about teacher pay.

Education Reform in Latin America
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nation. Some countries are already discussing the convenience of tackling
the need for a comprehensive reorganization of teachers’ careers.

C. DECENTRALIZATION AND SCHOOL A UTONOMY

The most popular type of reform in the region in the 1980s
and the early 1990s has been the attempt to reduce the
central government‘s role in education by means of a decen-
tralization of educational decision-making (management) and,
to a lesser extent, educational finance. This type of reform
was implemented in several Latin American countries in the
1980s (most forcefully in Argentina and Chile, but also in
1989 in Colombia), and is now spreading almost everywhere
else (for example, El Salvador, Mexico, Nicaragua, Peru and
Venezuela) 3 .

The primary intellectual rationale behind such reforms is to
give more control over decision making to local governments
and schools as a way of increasing innovation and response to
pupil needs. Given more local management and financial decision-
making at the school site, it is reasoned, parents will increase participa-
tion and schoolteachers and administrators will increase quality, both by
improving teaching and by using resources more efficiently.

The logic of this argument is easy to understand. Latin American
educational systems have historically, with few exceptions, been highly
controlled from central ministries. Key decisions about who teaches,
how and when teachers are rewarded, what they teach, and school
management objectives are taken away from local decision-makers who
are most aware of student and community needs. This is often coupled
with the lack of capacity in the central ministry to monitor the actual
functioning of the schools. Central government bureaucrats rarely know
whether classes are actually taking place or what students are learning.
School inspectors, allegedly the monitors of educational standards, are
often corrupt and unprofessional, or merely check the most formalistic
dimensions of instructional practices. So the central ministry (and its
inspectorate) is better at repressing change and innovation than it is at
operating the system for steady improvement. This is a terrible combina-
tion. Decentralization reforms are therefore generally justified as part of
an attempt at correcting repressive, incompetent centralism.

At the same time, education reform efforts that emphasize school
autonomy are multiplying all over the region (see Box 5). The terms
‘decentralization’ and ‘school autonomy’ are often confounded. One
does not necessarily imply the other — a decentralized system can have
schools that have no control over choosing inputs, budgeting, etc. The
relationships between these social processes need to be disentangled in
the discussion of specific cases, and when making policy prescriptions.
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But school autonomy should remain the focus of reform efforts, with
decentralization as a supporting tool, wherever relevant. The goal is not
necessarily decentralization, per se, to a lower administrative unit, but
providing more autonomy and choice to school officials. This autonomy
allows them to best respond to their own institutional challenges and
have a more active role in serving the final stakeholders of the educa-
tional process — students and their parents, who in the end are the users
who can best hold the system accountable for delivering promised
results. Still, in the relatively common highly centralized context in
which schools operate in the region, counter balancing bureaucratic
blockage of the central government on educational initiative can be a
valuable contribution of decentralization processes, for all their risks.

Decentralization of education, at the same time, may have to be
considered in the larger context of political and administrative decentrali-
zation, advancing in several countries in the region, and as such can be
strengthened by wider trends favoring increased participation, citizen
involvement and responsive local authorities. In such contexts, decentral-
izing education could play the role of a tool for reform by liberating
local initiatives, channeling additional funds originated in local sources,
engaging new stakeholder or debilitating interest groups born out of the
excesses of centralism. That has a value in and of itself, regardless of

BOX 4. Rethinking teacher certification
Most Latin American countries make no distinction between getting

certification to teach and graduating from a teacher education program at the
high school or tertiary level. Once you become a graduate, you automatically
become eligible to teach. But it is very difficult if not legally prohibited to teach
unless a candidate is willing to pass trough such a lengthy process. In an
arrangement like this, accountability and competitive pressures on both
individuals and schools of education become almost non-existent. And the
process of becoming a teacher is often long and demanding: it takes anywhere
from two to five years, no matter what other qualifications you may have.

A more logical and inspiring alternative could be to separate
graduation from certification. This would allow graduates from many disciplines
other than “education” to apply for a license to teach, and it would most likely
create competitive pressures for education schools to produce graduates able to
pass the certification exam regularly. The supply of teachers, particularly in
disciplines that today experience severe shortages in most countries in the
region, like mathematics and foreign languages, would expand, and specialized
education schools would naturally develop shorter courses aimed at providing
professionals with diverse disciplinary backgrounds with the required tools for
teaching.

Education Reform in Latin America
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whether, in the end, the educational system acquires a more or less
decentralized structure.

As is customary in dealing with this issue, it has to be kept in mind
that decentralization is no panacea. Brazil’s primary and secondary
education was historically highly decentralized to states and municipali-
ties, with no obvious impact on quality, but considerable impact on
inequality and politicization of resource allocation (Amadeo et.al., 1994)
4 . In the US, decentralized state systems, such as Iowa’s, produce very
high levels of student performance, while other decentralized state
systems do not. A particularly troubling fact is that some of the decen-
tralization reforms do not have their origins in the desire to increase
school productivity, but in the need to reduce central government
financial and management responsibility for primary and secondary
education in the context of fiscal adjustment. The Colombian experience
in the late 1980s and early 1990s is a case in point (see Carnoy and
Castro, 1997). There, municipalities opposed the decentralization reform
and rewrote the legislation because they realized that they would have to
bear much more of the cost of education than in the past. Similarly, in
Argentina (1978 and 1991), Chile (1980) and Mexico (1991), decentraliza-
tion reforms had strong elements of devolving management and financial
responsibility to the provinces, municipalities, and states mainly because
the central governments wanted to see these sub-jurisdictions bear a
greater share of educational costs. The experience with this finance-
driven version of decentralization suggests strongly that decentralization
with slower growth in or reduced financial and technical assistance from
the central government to local- and state-run schools may achieve
financial goals but tends to increase inequality in educational perfor-
mance between the poorer states (municipalities) and the richer ones.
Countries that have gone through that experience, such as Chile and, in
a certain historical sense, Brazil, are now expanding central and state
government help to municipalities and, in Chile’s case, recentralizing
educational improvement efforts. Curiously enough, political and
administrative decentralization processes can lead to innovation and
some significant growth in the resources devoted to public education as a
result of growing concerns for education among local constituencies,
even in the absence of nationally defined reform initiatives, as the
Venezuelan case shows (Navarro, 1998). Yet, to the extent that education
has components of a local public good, it is to be expected that, once the
dust of reform settles in Latin America, local and regional governments
will play a larger role in the financing of education than they used to
play until the eighties.

In balance, the Latin American experience suggests that decentraliza-
tion and school autonomy can play an important role in educational
improvement at the local level. They should be encouraged, but gener-
ally under conditions where educational spending and central (or state,
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in those states that have such expertise) government technical expertise
are increased, especially to poor localities and low-income schools that
have less of their own financial and technical/human resources to
undertake educational improvements.

The key is thus to conceive and carry out a process of
“intentional decentralization” with built-in incentives for
promoting innovations and rewarding improved performance,
which entails a newly strengthened center or centers. A clear
emphasis on reinforcing management capabilities and commu-
nity participation at the school level should go hand in hand
with projects for the well understood strengthening of central

BOX 5.Community involvement and school autonomy: a regional trend
As of today, school autonomy constitutes a regional trend worth

encouraging, and there is no shortage of innovations in school autonomy waiting
for evaluation and policy-oriented reflection: e.g. Nicaragua, El Salvador, Brazil,
Colombia, Argentina, Venezuela - among others - the list goes on. Community
participation is a common denominator in all of them. Some outstanding
experiences:

• At the state level in Brazil, new initiatives, such as those in Minas Gerais and
Parana, are improving education and reducing educational inequality with a
combination of school autonomy and state government evaluation, technical
assistance, and increased spending on salaries and materials. The most
interesting feature of the Minas Gerais reform is its multi-pronged approach.
It simultaneously tried to (i) increase the autonomy of the schools; (ii)
transfer financial resources directly to the control of school principals; (iii)
create school boards with active parent participation; (iv) have principals
chosen by school boards, among candidates pre-screened through an
examination; (v) create teacher training programs managed by the schools;
and (vi) establish a state-wide evaluation of schools via a student testing
program

• A principal component of El Salvador’s government education strategy has
been EDUCO (Educación con Participación de la Comunidad). Management
of targeted schools in poor rural areas has been transferred to communities.
Funds are transferred by the Education Ministry to ACEs (Asociaciones
Comunales para la Educación)—local school committees that are held
responsible for key school management functions such as hiring and
dismissal of teachers, maintenance and supply, negotiation with government
and international agency programs to obtain additional funds for school
improvements. The Ministry intends to extend this program to cover more
regions in the country, as it constitutes the centerpiece of the government’s
decentralization strategy (World Bank, 1994; MinEd., 1997).

Education Reform in Latin America
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Ministries. The preconditions for success in a well organized education
system require a lean, strong and clearly defined central level which
supports effective schools in as efficient a manner as possible: norm-
setting, policy analysis and design, information production and dissemi-
nation and program and performance evaluations should occupy most of
the legitimate space allocated to national ministries of education. There
will be proper roles for middle layers of government in administratively
decentralized countries, but diversity to this respect across the region
suggests tailoring specific interventions according to the institutional
history and structure of each country.

D. EDUCATIONAL TECHNOLOGY

Technology has long been advocated as the cure for poor
education. Beyond simple aids, such as blackboards and
overhead projectors, technology has had little impact on
teaching (Cuban, 1989). Despite vast l iterature promoting
more expensive and complex technologies such as educational
television or computers, there is little evidence that they are
cost-effective in improving student performance in a school
setting (Carnoy and Levin, 1975; Levin, Glass, and Meister,
1986).  The stronger case for investing in educational technol-
ogy today is in distance learning. A method to extend educa-
tion to populations costly to reach by conventional schooling
or for training groups in specific skills, where a well-qualified
instructor in a central location can teach large numbers of
students or workers in specialized tasks, including teaching
itself. If this is done, the reach of reasonably high quality

• In 1993, Nicaragua started granting considerable autonomy to s chools,
beginning with mainly the secondary schools. Schools are run by a Council
where the principal, teachers and parents are represented. The Council signs
a contract with the Ministry of Education according to which schools
receive considerable power in managing budget allocations, raising
additional funds, establishing curricular and extracurricular programs and
hiring and firing of the principal. The director in turn has authority to hire
and fire teachers, although a t eacher’s pay and benefits are regulated by
nationally agreed laws and contracts. The Ministry retains authority over
general norms and standards, as well as the core curriculum. According to a
school survey, directors, council members and teachers feel that the school
has more control over the management of resources, both human and
financial, the dominant impression is that the reform has improved student
academic performance, teacher’s attendance and parental involvement
(World Bank, 1996). There seems to be evidence that there has been indeed
an improvement in the efficiency in the use or resources within schools
(Gershberg, 1997).
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education and training can be extended to populations who otherwise
would remain with weaker quality education or none at all.

Few doubt that technology can play an important role in
education and training. Radio and television have long been
used for educational purposes. Entertaining children’s pro-
grams such as Sesame Street  are known to impact reading
and numeric skills. Even more formal educational radio and
television has been shown to be effective in classroom set-
tings when used properly  by school staff (Jamison et al,
1981). Nevertheless, the status of computers and related
technologies is not so clear. They introduce new ways to
process and store information and impact the speed of com-
munication among individuals at great distance. They also
present alternative systems for learning. Rigorous evaluations
suggest that computers can have a significant effect on
classroom learning (Levin, Glass, and Meister, 1986). Drill and
practice programs, tutorial programs, a host of commercially
available learning games, LOGO, and computer simulations and
animation used to explain scientific principals, and even word
processing, with its built-in spell check and thesaurus pro-
grams, can all be shown effective in improving student learn-
ing. The advent of Internet provides another popular form of data
gathering for research and access to a wealth of information. So the
possibilities seem great for computers as a new tool for learning.

The main problem lies in the explicit and implicit costs of this
technology, not just for Latin American educational budgets, but also in
US, European, and Asian schools. Educational television was pushed in
the 1970s as a way to improve classroom learning, using lectures by
expert teachers broadcast from central facilities to supplement teaching
at the school. But this proved to be an expensive add-on. The TVs were
often used sporadically, or broke down and were not fixed for lack of
parts and maintenance personnel. It has taken a couple of decades to
assess the complexities of TV use in the classroom and to clarify the
particular applications and niches that are most likely to be appropriate
in different contexts. Computers themselves are no longer especially
expensive. But by the time other fixed costs, such as rewiring, peripher-
als, and initial software, are included, a computer package for a school
that allows students adequate time during the week to use it (approxi-
mately one computer per five or six students), could initially cost a
school with 400 students about $100,000-$150,000, or about $300 per
student. This includes neither teacher training to make all teachers in the
school familiar enough with computer technology to integrate computer
use into their teaching, nor the variable costs associated with computers,
such as a full-time computer teacher, computer maintenance, and annual
spending on software. In the US, these latter costs represent a high

Education Reform in Latin America
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BOX 6.Private schools and performance
An example that is used increasingly to illustrate the benefits of school

autonomy is private schooling. In almost any country, private schools, even
when subsidized with public funding, can allocate resources and vary their
educational delivery with much greater freedom than public schools. Hence, it is
argued, by allowing public schools the same kind of autonomy as private
schools, and by allowing private schools to compete with public schools for
students by providing government funding to all schools more or less equally per
student (vouchers), all schools will have the incentive and the possibility to
become as attractive as possible and as cost-effective as possible. But even
without the subsidized private school component, public school autonomy
should lead to significant improvements in educational delivery. Simply making
teachers and school administrators more directly responsible for their pupils’
performance and allowing them to implement the changes needed to accomplish
this goal, should lead directly to higher quality education.

The literature on the advantages of private schooling relative to
traditionally organized -meaning, non-autonomous- public schools, and on the
sources of those advantages is highly controversial. Extensive research has
established that improved learning is strongly associated at school level with
clear school goals, rigorous academic standards, orderly environment, strong
leadership, high participation of both teachers and parents and high expectations
for student performance. However, the issue revolves mainly not so much
around what makes a school effective, but rather about how the school-level
decision making and organizational traits typical of most private schools make
them more able to produce such desirable features. Chubb and Moe (1990)
argued forcefully that this was precisely the case, and the spread of experiments
with charter schools all over the United States -schools that are publicly financed
but privately managed- seem to indicate a lively interest in policy circles with
respect to these ideas.

In Latin America, the experience with publicly subsidized Catholic
schools for low income children in Venezuela seems to support the view that the
organization of private schools can make a difference in efficiency and learning.
This is judged from the findings of preliminary research done on the
performance of students at Fe y Alegría schools (Navarro y De la Cruz, 1998).
The most extensively researched regional case, the Chilean private subsidized
schools made possible by the voucher scheme adopted in that country, has yet to
produce a conclusive endorsement of the advantages of autonomy for academic
performance. Early research clearly indicated that such was the case (Aedo and
Larrañaga, 1994), but other contributions are far less clear-cut in this regard
(Carnoy and McEwan, 1997). This despite the widely recognized fact that many
private schools are well administered and many are more cost-effective than
public schools (Winkler and Rounds, 1996). More research is needed in on the
costs, effectiveness and organization of private schools.
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percentage of the total (Levin, Glass, and Meister, 1986). In Latin
America, where computer specialists, maintenance personnel, and
educational software in Spanish and Portuguese are relatively expensive,
omitting their cost seriously underestimates the total expense for an
effective computer education add-on in a school. Equally important, the
potential of computers to develop higher order cognitive skills requires
the kind of teachers who know how to develop those skills in pupils
without the use of computers, and these are precisely the teachers that
are relatively scarce in most countries.

No wonder, then, that in almost all schools that have
computers in Latin America (and in the US), the technology is
largely symbolic. It is just too expensive to do more. Students
have access to relatively few machines with text editing or
some educational software for less than one-half hour per
week. The teacher trained to teach children cognitive skills
has limited familiarity with computer possibilities. The com-
puters break down and take weeks to fix. The other teachers
in the school do not integrate computer use into their own
teaching because they have not been trained to do it.  At
best, therefore, the main effect is to familiarize students with
the technology itself.  Indeed, that is what most parents
expect from putting computers in schools.

So until now, it is unclear how computers can be used to
teach math and language more cost-effectively  in schools
than better traditional written materials, better pedagogy, or
other alternatives such as peer-tutoring. Until information
technologies can be integrated into the life of the classroom
to complement and improve teaching at a relatively low cost,
they will simply be expensive add-ons. 5

The greatest promise of technologies such as television, radio and
eventually computers, resides in extending schooling to more difficult-to-
reach communities or post-school; working populations through
distance learning (at a lower unit cost per pupil than trying to reach such
students with conventional schooling); or in training young people and
established workers in specific skills, including much sought-after
computer skills. To date, Latin America’s record in the use of radio and
television for distance education and training is impressive. Evaluations
of experiments with interactive radio in Nicaragua and Bolivia demon-
strate it to be highly cost-effective. Mexico has been operating its
Telesecundaria for many years, with many million graduates. For these
mainly rural students, Telesecundaria was the only way to attend
secondary school. The Tecnologico de Monterey, in Mexico, has had
great success beaming technical and management courses through
television to students in many states. Brazil’s Globo Network and its
predecessor, Telecurso, has educated millions of the country’s poor, who
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otherwise would not have access to secondary education. Its new
version, Telecurso 2000 now offers a GED-type program for young
adults, using commercial television-style programming and supplemental
written materials. Fe y Alegría reaches thousands of students through a
highly effective radio-instruction program in Venezuela. And in all
countries, computers have been used successfully at all levels of educa-
tion to teach individuals computer skills. But in all cases, policy-makers
need to keep in mind that distance education and direct skill training
require legitimating instruments, such as competency or equivalency
exams, as those being used in Brazil, to translate the cognitive and
production skills acquired in these courses into higher income for
graduates. Otherwise, the gains have been shown to be relatively low.6

As far as the use of computers in primary and secondary education is
concerned, then, this paper contends that, at present, this is not a cost-
effective tool. However, it is strongly recommended that most countries
conduct limited experiments and pilot programs aimed at becoming
acquainted with the technology and at preparing a group of people that
can deal creatively with them. Two reasons justify this apparently
contradictory position. First, the costs are going down as the educational
potential of the tools go up. Eventually, information technology will
become cost-effective. Second, the real challenge consists of bringing
computers to help in learning contexts (rather than learning how to use
computers). Past experience indicates that this is a difficult and time
consuming path, and one that has more to do with school reform than
with technology as such. Hence the need to start early in the develop-
ment of controlled experiments.

To summarize, Latin America should focus its efforts less
on uses of technology that tries to reach beyond what is
possible with good quality conventional education and, in-
stead, should concentrate on uses of technology that com-
pensate for the low quality or inaccessibility of education for
hard-to-reach low-income populations. Rich countries have
varied their use of new technology. Singapore and the US at
one extreme, invest heavily in computer-assisted instruction
even at the primary-level. Japan and Germany at the other,
invest in relatively few computers in primary school and put
much more focus on computers for teaching computer skills
at the secondary level. Latin America should take a page from
Japan’s strategy, emphasizing improved instruction at the
primary level through high quality classroom teaching and high
quality materials, while advancing pilot experiences in the
introduction of computers. At the same time, countries in the
region should use its own strengths in distance learning to
reach more of its low-income populations with high quality
television and radio education.
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PART III. TOOLS FOR NAVIGATING AND
MANAGING THE SYSTEM
In dealing with reform, Latin American countries have been
using, most of the time, a set of three instruments: financing
arrangements, quantitative indicators and statistics, and
evaluation, understood as student assessment. These three
are powerful tools both technically –because they redefine issues and
widen understanding- and politically –because they provide information
to stakeholders, help in reviewing priorities and create incentives for
actors to behave in ways consistent with the goals of reform.

A. EDUCATION FINANCING: MORE RESOURCES, BETTER

USED

Government spending on education represents a major invest-
ment subsidy that has a high payoff for the young people who
receive educational services. So who gets these services and
who pays for them is of considerable consequence, economi-
cally and politically. Education is also the largest source of
professional employment in every country in the region and in
most regions and localities in most countries. School finance—
how funds are raised and how they are spent—determines the
distribution of this valuable subsidy.

Swift advancement on all the challenging fronts outlined in
this paper will have substantial financial requirements. On
average the region puts more or less what would be expected
in education as a proportion of GDP (see Table 2). But this
average masks wide variations, with the English speaking
Caribbean countries well above and quite a few other coun-
tries both in Central and South America well below of what
would be considered acceptable. Countries that were severely
hit by the crisis of the eighties have not, by the late nineties,
recovered the per capita levels of public spending reached
twenty years ago but most of them are clearly making sub-
stantial efforts at reestablishing minimally adequate funding 7 .

Deeply rooted distortions and problems persist in educa-
tion finance in the region, to the point that a substantial
increase in funding for the education sector under the status
quo (under current rules for budget distribution and use) runs
into a severe risk of being misallocated. As an illustration, the
way things are now, education systems are structurally set up
to assign any increase in public financing to teacher’s salaries,
leaving other key inputs --textbooks, school supplies— chroni-
cally underfunded (Arcia, Alvarez and Scobie, 1998). This may
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create serious consequences for the way multilateral projects are designed
in the education sector. Absent is a system-wide assessment of education
finance, calling into question the sustainability of projects and the overall
soundness of the policies encouraged. Building on the previous illustra-
tion, lending for textbooks, maintenance or school supplies, no matter
how justified in the short term, may reinforce misguided spending
patterns by allowing countries to buy time for unsustainable financing
arrangements for the sector.

Many ministries and secretaries of education have too
little knowledge about actual total spending on education over
time and about how much is spent on various educational
activities (primary versus secondary versus university, teacher
salaries versus materials or building maintenance, for ex-
ample). Measuring total spending is made much more compli-
cated in countries where educational spending is controlled in
part or in whole by provinces, states, or municipalities. In
Argentina the central government gives block grants to the
provinces to provide social services, primarily health and
education, and the provinces are responsible for educational
spending on primary and secondary schooling. A major under-
taking for national Ministries (Economy and Education) has
been collecting data on provincial spending and charting
spending over time. Only with such information can the
Ministry of Education get a clear picture, for example, of
changes in the amount of resources available to the school-
age population in richer and poorer provinces.

There is much more at stake in all this than simple re-
source availability. Widespread evidence shows that education
systems in most countries in the region experience severe
wastage of resources. The total amount of resources invested
by the Bank over three decades of educational lending to the
region compares to estimates of resources lost in one single
year due to high repetition rates in the same countries. A
phenomenon, which is not exclusively, but to a large extent
related to low performing educational institutions. Much could
be gained by a significant improvement in management
practices -from the Ministry to the school level-, and by
setting labor and budgetary incentives in ways conducive to
efficiency (IDB, 1996).

Such distortions in the way education resources are
managed have not only efficiency but equity consequences.
Students of relatively high socioeconomic background get
medical degrees free of charge while students from poor
families are prevented from pursuing university degrees out of
lack of financial aid. Rural education, which has little voice and
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votes, get systematically less when the pie is cut. Public education is
abandoned by upper and middle classes that have the potential of a
strong voice, contributing to widening the gap in the quality of educa-
tion received by the privileged few and the general population. The list
goes on.

Thus, financing turns rapidly into an incentives and ac-
countability issue. Why would communities try to influence
the use of resources in schools or school systems when they
have little if any information and decision power? Why should
a public university or, more generally, any public school,
become cost-conscious or think about diversifying its sources
of financial support if the government will keep financing it
fully year after year, no questions asked? Why should a
teacher care about putting a little more effort and interest in
doing his or her job if, whatever the performance, recognition,
career prospects and pay are not affected by them? Why
should a school director become active in managing schools
resources if  such resources are spent directly from a remote
center and he never manages any resource other than his or
her own salary?

In sum, be it on quality, equity or efficiency grounds,
financing arrangements are now generally recognized to be
closely associated with patterns of resource use. If education
finance is put right, significant resources will be liberated to
be spent in underfunded areas and, at the same time, what-
ever the amount of resources available, it will be better used 8 .

The recent trend to consider education not only a govern-
mental but rather a society-wide public responsibility allows
for new financing arrangements that may take into account
the leveraging of private resources for education and the
move from supply/side subsidization to demand/side subsidi-
zation, as in recent experiments in Colombia. Actually, private
spending on education is a major component of total educa-
tional spending in practically all Latin American countries.
Traditionally, most private spending has been “hidden” in the
form of family expenditures on uniforms, school supplies,
books, “voluntary” contributions to schools through parent
organizations, transportation, and, in secondary schools,
support of children from rural areas and small villages living in
the home of friends and relatives in larger towns. In some
countries, such as Chile, direct tuition payments and cash
contributions to private schools are a significant portion of
total educational spending at primary and secondary levels. In
lower-income countries, such as Nicaragua, and in the lower-
income parts of Brazil, where public secondary education is
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still relatively limited, private tuition payments to secondary schools can
also be a large fraction of total spending at that level. Relatively little is
known about the private contribution to total educational spending
beyond the fact that it may be large9  and that it can impact whether and
where parents send their children to school. The positive development
on this front comes from the realization that, when dealt with explicitly
and in the context of an appropriate policy framework, private contribu-
tions will not replace but can considerably leverage the volume and
effectiveness of public spending in education.

Finally, one important demographic factor—declining birth rates in
many countries— may play a role in easing the pressure on public
spending for expanding lower levels of schooling and should allow
governments to focus more on raising the quality of primary education.
When combined with higher economic growth rates, this is precisely the
factor that has allowed a country such as Chile to focus on putting more
resources into improving basic schooling, especially into those schools
catering to the lowest income groups. At the same time, it is often more
logical, on equity grounds, to make higher education more “self-sustain-
ing” by charging students fees. However, as education systems expand,
countries should also expect to have to spend considerably more public
resources on higher levels of schooling, first secondary and then tertiary.

B. THE IMPORTANCE OF EDUCATIONAL INDICATORS AND

ACCURATELY  ASSESSED  STUDENT  FLOWS

Education statistics in Latin America and the Caribbean leave
much to be desired. Information about what is really happen-
ing in all  aspects of an education system (finance, perfor-
mance, enrollments) is an essential tool for policy-making, yet
it is only exceptionally available. A recent review of state of
the art education statistics in the region concluded that in
spite of some progress in a few countries,  severe problems
persist with both technical (lack of key data, inconsistencies
in definitions) and institutional aspects (low utilization, little
comparability among countries and sometimes among prov-
inces or states in the same nation) (McMeekin, 1998).

A particularly recurrent problem is the incorrect measure-
ment of student flows. One of the keys to educational plan-
ning is knowing how many students are actually in each grade
in school and how they move from grade to grade, and under-
standing the dynamics of failure to enroll, repetition, and
dropouts.  Analysts in many Latin American countries regu-
larly tended to misestimate the stock  of students (the total
number of students in each grade and in each level of school-
ing in any year) and student flows  (the number of students
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Table 2. Education Policy and Resources: Comparative Statistics
Country Public

Expenditure
on Education

Expenditure per Student Pri-
mary
Pupil-
Teach
er
Ratio

Durat
ion
of
Pri-
mary
Ed.

% of GNP Primary % of
GNP per
Capita

Secondary %
of GNP per

Capita

Tertiary % of
GNP per
Capita

Pupils
per
Teach
er

Yrs

LATIN AMERICA AND THE CARIBBEAN
‘80 ‘95 ‘80 ‘94 ‘80 ‘95 ‘80 ‘95 ‘95 ‘95

Argentina 2.7 4.5 6.5 16.2 -- 12.0 10.4 17.0 -- 7
Bolivia 4.4 6.6 13.7 -- -- 18.0 -- 67.0 -- 8
Brazil 3.6 -- 8.7 -- 11.0 -- 0.1 -- 23 8
Chile 4.6 2.9 9.6 8.5 -- 9.0 -- 21.0 27 8
Colombia 1.9 3.5 5.2 10.5 -- 11.0 41.1 29.0 25 5
Costa
Rica

7.8 4.5 13.1 10.6 -- 19.0 76.1 44.0 31 6

Cuba 7.2 -- 10.4 -- -- -- 28.5 -- 14 6
Dom.
Rep.

2.2 1.9 3.1 2.9 -- 5.0 -- 5.0 35 8

Ecuador 5.6 3.4 5.6 3.9 -- 15.0 22.3 34.0 26 6
El
Salvador

3.9 2.2 12.4 -- -- 5.0 103.5 8.0 28 9

Guatem-
ala

-- 1.7 4.9 6.2 -- 5.0 -- 33.0 34 6

Haiti 1.5 -- 5.9 -- -- -- 65.3 -- -- 6
Honduras 3.2 3.9 10.9 -- -- 22.0 72.1 59.0 35 6
Jamaica 7.0 8.2 14.0 14.7 -- 25.0 166.6 193.0 37 6
Mexico 4.7 5.3 4.3 7.8 -- 20.0 -- 61.0 29 6
Nicaragua 3.4 -- 7.8 13.1 -- -- 85.9 -- 38 6
Panama 4.8 5.2 12.0 11.7 -- 13.0 29.1 47.0 -- 6
Paraguay 1.5 2.9 -- 7.9 -- 11.0 -- 52.0 24 6
Peru 3.1 -- 7.2 -- -- -- 5.1 -- 28 6
Trin.
&Tob.

4.0 4.5 9.2 -- -- 17.0 55.1 77.0 25 7

Uruguay 2.3 2.8 9.3 8.3 -- 8.0 -- 28.4 20 6
Vene-
zuela

4.4 5.2 3.0 -- -- -- 56.8 -- 23 9
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 EUROPEAN UNION
Austria 5.6 5.5 16.1 18.8 -- 25.0 37.9 32.0 12 4
Belgium 6.1 5.7 17.8 -- -- 25.0 34.8 35.0 12 6
Denmark 6.9 8.3 38.4 -- -- -- -- 55.0 10 6
Finland 5.3 7.6 20.7 24.0 -- 30.0 27.8 46.0 -- 6
France 5.0 5.9 12.0 15.9 -- 26.0 21.8 24.0 19 5
Germany -- 4.7 -- -- -- -- -- 35.0 18 4
Ireland -- 6.3 11.5 14.9 -- 23.0 38.8 38.0 23 6
Italy -- 4.9 -- 19.9 -- 26.0 -- 23.0 11 5
Nether-
lands

7.6 5.3 13.8 -- -- 20.0 53.7 44.0 19 6

Portugal 3.8 5.4 13.5 17.2 -- 20.0 -- 25.0 12 6
Spain -- 5.0 -- 14.1 -- 21.0 -- 18.0 18 5
Sweden 9.0 8.0 43.0 45.2 -- -- 25.6 76.0 11 6
United
Kingdom

5.6 5.5 16.0 -- -- 22.0 79.7 44.0 19 6

EAST ASIA AND PACIFIC AREA (Selected Countries)
Australia 5.5 5.6 -- -- -- 29.6 30.0 -- 16 6
China 2.5 2.3 3.8 5.6 -- 14.0 -- 81.0 24 5
Japan 5.8 3.8 14.8 -- -- 19.0 21.1 16.0 18 6
Korea,
Rep.

3.7 3.7 10.4 14.7 -- 12.0 7.1 6.0 32 6

Malaysia 6.0 5.3 12.0 10.9 -- 22.0 148.6 77.0 20 6
N.
Zealand

5.8 6.7 15.0 16.9 -- 23.0 33.3 39.0 18 6

Thailand 3.4 4.2 8.8 -- -- 11.0 -- 25.0 20 6
NORTH AMERICA

Canada 6.9 7.3 -- -- -- -- 27.9 36.0 16 6
United
States

6.7 5.3 27.1 -- -- 24.0 48.3 23.0 16 6

Note: International data on education are compiled by UNESCO´s Division of Statistics in
cooperation with national commissions for UNESCO and national statistical services. The data
in the table were compiled using a UNESCO electronic database corresponding to various tables
in its Statistical Yearbook 1996. Further, data for 1995 are from UNESCO´s forthcoming World
Education Report 1998. They are not yet available in time series but are in print in the World
Bank’s World Development Indicators 1998.

Definitions: Public expenditure on education is the percentage of GNP accounted for by public
spending on public education plus subsidies to private education at the primary, secondary, and
tertiary levels. Expenditure on teaching materials is the percentage of public spending on
teaching materials (textbooks, books, and other scholastic supplies) to total public spending on
primary or secondary education. Primary pupil-teacher ratio is the number of pupils enrolled
in primary school divided by the number of primary school teachers (regardless of their teaching
assignment). Duration of primary education is the minimum number of grades (years) a child
is expected to cover in primary schooling.
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passing from one grade to the next each year and from one level of
schooling to the next)10  because there used to be relatively little under-
standing of these processes

Relying on a simple array of statistics on repetition, drop-
outs and promotion, flow analyses simulate the flow of stu-
dents into, through, and out of the system. Flow analyses can
provide educational planners and managers with a more
dynamic and comprehensive view of the system. They identify
the system’s bottlenecks in terms of access and efficiency,
help in providing a more precise idea of the costs involved in
educating a student cohort and constitute the basis  for
projections of future demand 11 .

In Latin America, student flows tend to vary greatly by
educational cycle (primary, secondary), area (urban, semi-
urban and rural), gender and region. The analysis of these
variations is crucial to make policy decisions with the maxi-
mum impact on the equity and efficiency of the system, and
this analysis only requires the breakdown of the information
described above.

It is clear, however, that flow analyses can be im-
proved with more detailed and precise information that is still
seldom available in the region. The matching of the character-
istics of a given group of students with the characteristics of
their teachers or schools, for example, would allow for conclu-
sions going beyond the performance of the student cohort
and the analysis of aggregated statistics such as repetition
and dropout rates. For more sophisticated information, a
greater refinement in the collection instruments would be
necessary. With such data, planners would ideally be in a
position to accurately estimate not only student flows but
also the extent to which entrance and dropout rates are the
result of classroom/teacher availability or conditions exog-
enous to the educational system (poverty/economic demands
on children).

C. STANDARDS  AND  STUDENT  EVALUATION

Students in every Latin American country are evaluated
annually or more often by their teachers (and their schools).
These evaluations measure, on the basis of teacher- or
school-designed examinations, whether a student has
“learned” the prescribed curriculum. Except in those countries
where there is automatic promotion, they determine whether
students repeat the grade or move on to the next one. In
addition to such “in-house” evaluations, some countries also
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have “life-chances” tests. Some countries have these at the end of second-
ary school (O- and A-levels in the English Caribbean) and others, have
examinations that “rank” students for entry into different kinds of
universities and university departments (for example, the vestibular in
Brazil or its equivalents in Chile and Colombia).

Although all these examinations measure student competencies in
terms of curricular goals (computation, basic reading and writing skills),
they are designed primarily to compare individual students with each
other for the purpose of “sorting.” For example, teacher-examination
evaluations are often characterized as minimum standards that deny
promotion to students who perform inadequately. But such standards
vary widely from school to school, and the fact that they are usually a
function of the number of places available at the next level of schooling
suggests that they act more as a sorter than as a standard. Just looking at
data across countries, or across regions in the same country, it appears
that the more places there are available in secondary school, for example,
the lower the percentage of failures in primary school.

An increasing number of Latin American countries are adding to
what is now almost universal in-school individual student evaluation
with almost no diagnostic implications toward system/school assessment
exams that are intended to identify poorly performing municipalities/
schools and suggest directions for school improvement (see Wolff, 1998).
These are given to a sample or to an entire population of students at a
given level of schooling in a nation, state, province, or municipality to
assess the amount of learning (against some absolute standard) taking
place in schools, municipalities, states, or nations, and compare the level
of student performance in a particular grade among schools.

Chile, which has the longest history of such examinations, originally
tested a national sample of schools in 1958, again in the late 1960s and
early 1970s. Beginning in 1982, with the PER exam, and then the SIMCE
in 1988, Chile has tested students in the fourth and eighth grades for the
past 16 years. Colombia has since 1990 sample tested third and fifth
graders as a means to identifying the causes of low achievement. Costa
Rica tested in the 1980s at the primary level (1986-1990), and secondary
level (1988-1993), and has implemented general diagnostic testing in
grades 3, 6, and 9 since 1993. Mexico has been sample testing since the
1970s, but moved more extensively into testing for policy making in
1989. Uruguay began testing nationally in the early 1990s, Argentina
began sample testing in 1993, and Brazil has tested in some regions, such
as Minas Gerais since the early 1990s, but has instituted national sample
testing only since 1993.

Such tests enable countries or regions to assess how much of the
prescribed curriculum students are learning on a school-by-school,
region-by-region, and socioeconomic group-by-socioeconomic group.
When applied over a period of time, they also give an indication of
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whether improvement is taking place, and whether certain policies are
working. For example, Chile’s P-900 project, begun in May, 1990,
consisted of the Ministry of Education providing educational materials,
teacher training, and other student interventions to the lowest perform-
ing schools in the country. The effects could be charted by comparing
the test scores of the schools that were involved in the project with other
schools. Another example is that the test data available from earlier years
suggest that even in the best of Latin America’s education systems,
quality stagnated or may have even declined in the 1980s as countries cut
spending on education. Promotion rates in Costa Rican schools fell
substantially, especially at the secondary level. According to data from
the Ministry of Education (MINEP, 1991), after reaching highs of 88
percent promotion rates in the first cycle of primary school and 68
percent in secondary school (third cycle) in 1981, these rates fell to 80
percent and 52 percent, respectively, by 1989.12

Test score data from Chile also suggest that pupil perfor-
mance of fourth graders declined from 1982-88, especially
for low-income pupils, and although scores recovered by
1990, they remained about the same as at  the beginning of
the decade (Prawda, 1993; Espinola, 1993; Rounds Parry,
1994; Carnoy and McEwan, 1997). 13

The tests also make teachers, administrators, and parents
much more aware of student performance and more sensitive
to the need to raise performance, especially if  the scores on
the tests are systematically publicized. Interviews in Chilean
schools, for example, suggest that all  these groups know how
their school is performing on the SIMCE test, and how perfor-
mance changes from test  to test .  Since (urban) parents in
every Latin American country have some degree of choice in
their children’s school, publicizing test scores could influence
school choice and competition among schools even in a
largely public system.

0In addition to national tests, a number of countries in the
region have considered participating in international compara-
tive tests, particularly the Third International Math and Sci-
ence Study (TIMSS), but only Colombia and Mexico actually
participated in TIMSS, and only Colombia reported scores.
Among the 41 countries that reported their scores, Colombia
ranked second to last, ahead of South Africa. Only 4 percent
of Colombian students scored in the top 50 percent of stu-
dents in the world. Chile was the only Latin American country
to participate in the early rounds of the International Educa-
tional Assessment (IEA) tests, which date back to the early
1970s. Not surprisingly, Chilean students also tested far
below their US and European 14 year-old counterparts in math
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BOX 7.Drawing policy implications from student flow analysis
The following table reproduces the main results of flow simulations

for Bolivia and Brazil. The table gives us a map of the problems that each of
these two countries faces from the perspective of the duration (columns 3 and 4)
and the efficiency of primary education (columns 5 to 7). The table provides us
with a tool for understanding some of the challenges that these systems face and
some potential policy solutions.

Although only two-thirds of the cohort in Bolivia graduates from basic
education (grade 5), the system seems to be good at “picking winners”. Judging
by the short average duration of studies for a graduate and by the low input-
output ratio, the system tends to retain those who will graduate, the rest dropout
rather quickly. Another way to see this problem is to observe that almost two-
thirds of the system’s wastage is due to dropouts. These results suggest that
efforts in Bolivia should be aimed at lowering the incidence of dropout in the
basic cycle and giving more second chances to repeaters in order to allow them
to graduate.

Low graduation is also a problem in the intermediary cycle in Bolivia
(grades 6 through 8). Only 447 out of 1000 cohort members eventually graduate
from grade 8. Judging by the indicators of duration and efficiency, the causes of
this low graduation are similar to those affecting basic education: the average
duration of studies for a grade 8 graduate in Bolivia is 9 years compared with
almost 11.5 years in Brazil. Once again, “winners” are picked very early in the
process by the Bolivian system. When the flow simulation finishes at the grade 8
the expected average duration of studies for a dropout is only 4.5 years.

Compared to Bolivia, Brazil has a more mature system, especially if
one compares these systems at the end of the intermediate cycle.  This higher
maturation is achieved at a relatively high cost in terms of efficiency. On
average, Brazil uses two and a half more years than the Bolivian system does to
graduate students from grade 8. This lack of efficiency, however, is attributable
to the fact that the Brazilian system gives more opportunities to its students, as
reflected in the percentage of wastage due to repetition (two times higher than
Bolivia’s). Brazilian education differs from Bolivian education in the transition
from the basic cycle to the intermediate cycle. Brazil's 8-grade cycle looks more
like the basic cycle than it does to the secondary. Extending its compulsory
education to grade 8 in 1971, and investing considerable resources, have put
Brazil farther ahead in terms of the transition. This does not mean, however, that
the authorities’ attention should be shifted entirely to the secondary level since
considerable gains will come from reducing repetition wastage in the first two
cycles of education.
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and science. But IEA found that Chilean adolescents did better on social
studies tests than teen-agers in the US and Europe. In the late 1980s, the
International Educational Assessment (IEA) studied reading literacy
among nine year-olds in twenty-seven of the world’s countries, including
Venezuela and Trinidad and Tobago. Pupils in Trinidad and Tobago did
well, scoring slightly more than one-half a standard deviation below
many European countries. But Venezuelan pupils scored 1.5 standard
deviations below their European counterparts and were the lowest
performers among the twenty-seven countries that participated (World
Bank, 1993, p. 7). In the early 1990s, two cities in Brazil (Sao Paulo and
Fortaleza) participated in the International Assessment of Educational
Progress (IAEP) Test of Mathematics and Science. On this test, the
Brazilian cities scored far below pupils from the developed countries and
the Asian NICs. The top 5 percent of children in Brazil scored no higher
than the average score in countries such as Korea, Taiwan, Switzerland,
the (former) Soviet Union, Hungary, and France.

Another recently completed pilot study of science and mathematics
achievement among thirteen year-old students suggests that of five Latin
American countries (Argentina, Colombia, Costa Rica, Dominican
Republic, and Venezuela), only Costa Rican students achieve average
scores that are comparable with national averages in the low/mid-range
of developed and Asian NIC countries (the United States and Thailand).
Pupils in the other four LAC countries score far below except for those

(1)
Case
(simu
lation
based
on)

(2)
Simu-
lation
endin

g at

(3)
Expected
number of
graduates
(per 1000)

(4)
Expected
Average
duration
of studies
for
graduates
/ dropouts

(5)
Input-
output
ratio (1)

(6)Wast-
age due
to drop-
out (%)

(7) Was-
tage due
to rep-
etition
of grads
(%)

Bol-
ivia
(1990
rates)

Grade
5

664 5.6 / 3.3 1.5 63.0 26.5

Grade
8

447 9.0 / 4.5 1.8 73.7 15.8

Grade
12

303 13.9 / 5.7 2.3 76.6 12.5

Brazil
(1993
rates)

Grade
4

845 6.0 / 3.5 1.7 29.4 75.1

Grade
8

582 11.5 / 6.2 2.0 47.4 30.8

Grade
11

410 17.7 / 8.2 2.5 44.3 27.3
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pupils in elite private schools, a group that corresponds to less than 5
percent of the national pupil population. This is confirmed by a recent
study of fourth graders’ performance in seven LAC countries
(OREALC, 1994). According to that study, Costa Rican students
perform far better in math and language than those in Bolivia, Ecuador,
and the Dominican Republic, somewhat better than those in Argentina
and Chile, and about as well as those in Venezuela (OREALC, 1994).
Surveys in other countries such as Uruguay also suggest that the great
majority of students (those who are not in elite private schools) are
learning only a small fraction of the basic minimum expected by the
schools (Rama, 1992).

The great advantage of international comparisons is that they, more
than national tests, provide a benchmark for educators in setting national
learning goals. Unlike the present set of Latin American national and
regional tests, which test only basic skills, international tests like TIMSS,
allow countries to compare the effectiveness of national and local
curricula in developing problem-solving skills and higher order thinking,
in addition to basic skills. This can be used to compare Latin American
standards with other countries’ performance levels. The IDB is funding a
region-wide effort on comparative testing developed by OREALC/
UNESCO, the Programa de Medición de Calidad de la Educación a
Nivel Regional.

Yet, comparative testing, whether national or interna-
tional, does raise the issue of how the results should be
employed beyond making them available to analysts in central
Ministries or in International agencies. In Chile, Costa Rica, and in
Minas Gerais, test results by school are circulated both publicly and in
individual schools, yet the process of disseminating information about
test results has been complicated as a consequence of both political and
technical difficulties. Other systems with less experience in performance
assessment are starting to face similar problems.

As a rule, tests should be used not only to measure individual or
school average student performance for comparative purposes and for
assessing changes over time, but should include data and should be
applied in a way that allows analysts to evaluate educational policies and
make systematic school improvements. Further, teachers, parents, and
school administrators have to consider the test instrument used as a
legitimate evaluator of student learning and (by implication) teacher and
school performance. And finally, in addition to making schools and
parents aware that their performance is poor or good compared to other
schools catering to similar student communities, teachers and administra-
tors have to be provided opportunities to acquire more effective practices
and schools need access to materials that can improve student learning.
At the same time, many argue that there have to be consequences for
schools that do not improve over time and rewards for those that do.
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Test results need to be seen as directly linked to the application of more
effective practice and teachers and administrators need to be made
accountable for implementing such practices. The effective and practical
implications of these incentive-based programs are far from definitely
established, but intensive experimentation should be promoted and
supported.

In brief, tests are the tip of the school improvement
iceberg. But, since they clearly constitute one missing link in
the information needs and accountability mechanisms of
education systems in the region, the ongoing trend towards
better testing in all countries, including countries’ participa-
tion in international projects as TIMSS and IEA studies has to
be understood as an important step forward from the point of
view of advancing education reform.

IV.CONCLUSION: THE FUTURE  OF EDUCATION REFORM
The acknowledgment of different initial conditions in different
countries, as outlined at the beginning of this document,
should not obscure the conclusion that a group of shared
economic, political and social characteristics have led most
countries in Latin America and the Caribbean to face the need for
comprehensive policies aimed at lifting the performance of their educa-
tional systems. Such comprehensive policies and the social and political
process needed to make them possible are the main components of what
this document has described as education reform:
• A focus on reviving the school as an active sphere of management,
innovation and social responsibility through increased autonomy,
intense community participation and, wherever relevant, decentraliza-
tion and local government involvement.
• A renewed attention paid to the role and performance of teachers,
which implies innovative approaches to recruiting, training, supporting
and rewarding effective teachers and making them a true partner in
reform efforts.
• A prudent but intense application of the potential of
technology to expand coverage and improve quality.
• And all this in the context of a sustained concern for
mustering widespread social support for these and other
reforms from traditional and non-traditional stakeholders alike:
students, parents, teacher and educational authorities, but
also NGOs, business, the media and others. Deliberate efforts
at informed policy dialogue nurtured by top level educational
research and dissemination of regional and international good
practices should accompany education reforms at the design,
implementation and evaluation stages.

Education Reform in Latin America
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In advancing such reforms, countries need to look at different tools.
We have observed in action three as the most appropriate and powerful:
financing -both in terms of the quantity of resources and incentive-
compatible innovations in the way financing is channeled aimed at
improving efficiency. Information: better statistics and enhanced
awareness of bottlenecks in student flows. And testing: monitoring
performance on a comparative basis such that not only students in a
particular classroom, but all students and schools in a country, or even in
a set of countries, can be compared for the purpose of establishing
benchmarks and assessing progress along quality, equity and achievement
lines. Policy-oriented research on education issues has to be considered,
in this context, an important ingredient in strengthening the capacity of
all concerned parties to gather the necessary data and to adequately
process it for the purpose of informed policy dialogue, and it should be
consequently supported.

Even if it has to be kept in mind that no preconceived formula that
works always and everywhere. The most developed and successful
education reforms in the region -Chile, Minas Gerais, El Salvador-
combine most if not all these elements, and use, to a considerable extent,
all of the tools highlighted here. They are, no doubt, far from complete
or fully accomplished, but, in a unique way, each has combined the
majority of the policies that this document has described. The outcome
should be a far better education for Latin American and Caribbean
children, particularly for the poorest among them. The consequences for
the development of the region should be apparent in the medium term
via the economic, political and social benefits of a highly educated
citizenry.
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N o t e s
1Beyond its distinctive nature as an IDB strategy background
paper, the content of this paper is  related  to recent at-
tempts at reviewing  the challenges of educational improve-
ment in Latin America and the Caribbean such as Wolff,
Schiefelbein and Valenzuela (1994), and more recently
Schiefelbein (1998) and Inter-American Dialogue (1998),
sharing with them the focus on quality and equity as the
major issues of education in the region. Yet it is particular in
its emphasis on the idea of reform as the center of the dis-
cussion and it  constitutes a deliberate attempt at being at
the same time comprehensive –reflecting the complexities of
education policy-making- and primarily focused on the institu-
tional and organizational aspects of it.
2A few countries, such as Colombia, Guatemala, Honduras, and
Nicaragua still train significant numbers of teachers at the
higher secondary level.
3Brazil has not needed this type of decentralization reform
because its primary and secondary school systems have
always been decentralized both financially and management-
wise to state and municipal levels.
4That said, in today’s climate of educational reform, those
states and municipalities led by politicians intent on educa-
tional reform and staffed by qualified personnel have been
effective in improving education.
5IBM has invested in model computerized schools in the United States
where all teaching is organized around computers, and in LOGO-based
primary school computer labs in countries such as Costa Rica, which are
not generally integrated into the classroom life of their schools. Neither
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of these possible arrangements has been subject to objective cost-
effectiveness evaluation.
6Even in the case of the U.S.’s GED, the gains appear to be negligible,
raising doubts that equivalency exams have very high value in countries
where a secondary degree is already common (Heckman, 1996).
7A proposal that has been under consideration in quite a few countries in
the region is a legislative or even constitutional mandate to separate a
fixed proportion of the government’s budget -generally around 7
percent- for education. There is a whole set of important arguments
why, regardless of the convenience of channeling more resources to
education, this would not be a good decision to make: introducing
rigidities in the budget, unleashing a race among sector to get ever
expanding shares of the public pie, and others. A preferable option seems
to be committing the government to specific and well justified policies
that will eventually imply a sustained commitment of expanded re-
sources, as Chile is doing in the case of the program that will take in due
time all Chilean schools to full-length school days, instead of the half
days now common.
8Putting finances right could: financial information gathering and
management by educational authorities, since Ministries and secretaries
of education need to know more about their finances, their costs and the
projections of budget into the future; advancing towards good models of
school budgeting and adequate incentives at the school level, a field in
which pilot projects and experiments already running deserve close
monitoring and wide dissemination; integrating the private sector in
overall analysis and planning of educational policy, allowing for a larger
and better structured role of private provision of education services;
developing accountability, actively involving parents in school affairs as
a way to create badly needed stakeholders for educational reform and
school improvement; encouraging public information and policy
dialogue about current spending patterns and educational priorities in
the countries of the region and developing projects in which financial
sustainability is a major concern.
9One of the few estimates available indicate that for the case
of Venezuela private spending in education at all levels in a
given year may be equivalent to 90 percent of public spend-
ing in education (Navarro, 1996).
10The errors introduced by  the confusion between stocks and flows are
not trivial, as it has been pointed out by Schiefelbein. The case of Brazil
is extreme: for years, the use of stock statistics as if they were flows
resulted in minister after minister stating that the drop out rate between
1st and 2nd grade reached 50 percent. Subsequent flow analysis has
shown the drop out rate to be 2 percent. This new and correct number
revolutionized education policy. The culprit was repetition, not drop-
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ping out, so the former rather than the latter should be the target for
policy.
11The minimum set of data needed to undertake adequate
flow analyses includes: (a) data on enrollments by grade for
at least two consecutive school years,  (b) data on repetition
for the latter of these two years,  (c)  data on approvals for
the earlier of the two years and (d) data on the number of
graduates for the final grade of the cycle.
12See MINEP, Indicadores Sociodemograficos. San Jose, Costa
Rica, August, 1991.
13Later results (1992-1996) of the national SIMCE test sug-
gest additional gains in fourth grade pupils’ average scores.
Much of these occurred in 1990-1992, continuing the gains
of 1988-1990. More analysis is needed to determine why the
gains occurred, and whether they were “real” (not an artifact
of an easier test) .  One reason for the gains may have been
that schools began to “teach the test .” Another is  that
sharply increased expenditures per student and special sup-
port programs in the poorer performing schools helped in-
crease scores at the bottom of the distribution (Comite
Tecnico, 1994).  Recent analysis shows that lower social class
municipal schools did indeed make the greatest gains in the
1990s (Carnoy and McEwan, 1997).


