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Summary
Belize is paying a lot for education but getting little. More youth are outside the school system than in it
and many fail to make the transition to the workforce. More and more youth drop out of school and
become involved in gang activities. Action is needed if Belize is not to lose a whole generation of youth.
This document discusses the current situation of the Belizean education sector and its progress over the
last 10 years, its relative performance compared with other countries in the region, and the policies
currently being implemented by the education sector in Belize. While the challenges are great, the
recommendation is to focus on increased efficiency, quality and equity. To this end, the note discusses
policy options that seek to improve educational outcomes with the same or fewer resources.
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I.

JUSTIFICATION

1.1

Past and recent literature suggests a link between a country’s economic growth and the years of
schooling of its population. There is evidence that education leads to higher individual
productivity and earnings (Becker, 1964; Hill et al., 2005; Dogarawa, 2011). Moreover, there is a
causal link between investment in education and wages paid in the labor market (Mincer 1974),
as well as evidence that the gains accruing to education can affect the rest of society. Educated
people are less vulnerable to preventable diseases, less vulnerable to economic fluctuations, and
more responsive to social issues (Dowd and Aiello, 2009). In addition, the literature finds a
negative correlation between education and crime, suggesting that lower educational attainment
levels increase the likelihood that individuals participate in criminal activities (Lochner, 2003;
Lochner and Moretti, 2003; Buonanno and Leonida, 2006; Groot and Brink, 2010). Furthermore,
a growing body of research indicates that the quality of education is more important than its
quantity when it comes to economic growth. In the case of Latin America and the Caribbean
(LAC), recent literature suggests that the low growth rates in the region are primarily explained
by low levels of cognitive abilities (Hanushek and Woessmann, 2009). Also, youth who have not
completed 9th grade lack the academic and life skills to successfully insert themselves in the labor
market (Rouse, 2005).

1.2

The government of Belize has prioritized and invested heavily in education over the past few
years. However, the outcomes in terms of education access, quality, and equity are disappointing.
Even though secondary and tertiary attendance has grown over the last 10 years, the country still
faces major challenges in access to education. Preschool, secondary, and higher education have
yet to reach the lowest income quintiles, and, in recent years, attendance at the primary level has
been on the decline. Belize’s preschool gross attendance rate of 44.3 percent is among the lowest
in the LAC region, considerably below the gross regional average of 71 percent. Overall, only 45
percent of secondary school-aged children attend school, substantially below the regional average
of 80 percent. Equity is an important issue at the secondary level, as children from the wealthiest
quintile are more than twice as likely to be enrolled as those in the poorest quintile. Tertiary-level
enrollment in LAC is more than double the 18 percent attendance rate in Belize. Additionally,
there remain chronic shortages of trained and qualified teachers at all levels. Fewer than 45
percent of teachers at the primary and secondary levels are trained, whereas some countries in the
region report that more than 80 percent of their teachers are trained. This apparent disconnect
between the resources devoted to the sector and education outcomes was highlighted by the
Minister of Education, Youth and Sports in his introduction to the government’s education sector
strategy for 2011-2016.

1.3

This policy note discusses the current situation of the Belizean education sector and its progress
over the last 10 years, its relative performance compared with other countries in the region, and
the policies currently being implemented by the education sector in Belize. The note identifies the
access and quality of education, accountability as well as the efficient use of resources, as the
major challenges in the sector to be able to improve the formal education of children and youth
from all socioeconomic groups.
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II.

DIAGNOSIS OF THE EDUCATION SECTOR IN BELIZE

2.1

Despite high levels of public spending on education, glaring inequalities in access and quality
persist at all levels. Coverage and access at all levels of education are insufficient and inequitable.
Many of those enrolled in the schools will repeat or drop out before graduating. Many children
are still not achieving satisfactory levels of performance on exams. There is a serious shortage of
trained and qualified teachers at all levels of the system, and there is limited enforcement of
accountability. Spending in the sector is inefficient.

A.

Education Output and Outcomes
1.

School attendance in Belize continues to be among the lowest in the region

2.2

Preschool coverage is very low compared with the regional average. At the preschool level,
only one in every three children aged three and four were attending school in 2009 (Figure 1), a
rate that has remained static in recent years. By comparison, Jamaica, Barbados, and Trinidad and
Tobago report preschool coverage of more than 80 percent.

2.3

Primary school attendance has been on the decline since 1999. While 95 percent of the
primary school-aged children were attending school in 1999, only 92 percent were going to
school in 2009. This decreasing trend makes it unlikely that the Millennium Development Goal of
universal primary education coverage will be reached by 2015 (Figure 1).
Figure 1
School attendance by age and education level completed
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2.4

Over the last decade, Belize has made modest progress in expanding education at the
secondary and tertiary levels. Secondary school attendance rates rose from 39 percent in 1999
to 44.6 percent in 2009. However, more than half of Belize’s secondary school-aged children
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remain out of school. Coverage at the tertiary level (includes vocational institutes, junior colleges
and university) increased by 8 percentage points between 1999 and 2009, reaching 18.1 percent in
that year (Figure 1). By comparison, other English-speaking Caribbean countries have more than
double the coverage observed in Belize (averaging about 80 percent at the secondary level and 50
percent at the tertiary level).
2.5

Coverage is increasing only among the wealthiest students. At the primary level, the only
group of students that experienced a slight increase in attendance rates (2 percentage points) over
the last 10 years was students from families in the highest income quintile. The enrollment gap
between the wealthiest and poorest groups of primary school students increased from 2
percentage points in 1999 to 7 percentage points in 2009. Similarly, children from the wealthiest
quintile are now more than twice as likely to be enrolled in secondary schools as those in the
poorest quintile (Figure 2).
Figure 2
School attendance by age and income quintile
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2.6

Children in rural areas have particularly limited access to secondary education. Children
living in urban areas are more likely to be attending school than those in rural areas, especially at
the secondary level. The urban-rural gap in primary schools has remained largely constant at 2
percentage points over the last decade. In 2009, 93 percent of primary-aged children in urban
areas attended school, compared with 91 percent in rural areas. The gap is much more
pronounced at the secondary level. In 2009, while five in ten students living in urban areas were
enrolled in secondary schools, only three in ten residing in rural areas were attending school
(Figure 3).
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Figure 3
School attendance by age and geographic location
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2.7

At all education levels, attendance of Mayan children (Yucatec, Mopan, and Ketchi) is
lower than children from other ethnic groups. The gap is particularly pronounced at the
secondary level, where approximately 40 percent of Mestizo, Maya, and Garifuna children attend
school, compared to 57 percent of Creole children. Similarly, the tertiary-level attendance rate of
Garifuna and Creole students is more than double the rate of Mayan students, which is reported at
8.4 percent (Figure 4).
Figure 4
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2.8

At an aggregate level, there are only minor differences in boys’ and girls’ access to primary
and secondary education. A small difference in favor of boys at the primary level disappears at
the secondary level, where male and female students participate in equal numbers. However,
important gender differences can be observed at the district level (Figure 5). In primary schools,
boys outnumber girls in all districts except the two poorest (Corozal and Toledo), where boys
tend to assist their fathers in the agricultural fields. At the secondary level, the Belize district is
the only district in which girls outnumber boys, possibly due to later child-bearing age of women,
as well as gang activity attracting teenaged boys.
Figure 5
School attendance by gender and district
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2.9

Overall, young women outnumber young men in tertiary education. In tertiary-level
institutions, female student attendance is 12 percentage points greater than that of their male
counterparts. This gender difference can also be observed in all districts, except in the Corozal
district, where for every four male students attending tertiary schools there is only one female
student, presumably due to the early child bearing age of women in this district. The largest
gender gaps in favor of women at this level are found in the southern districts of Stann Creek and
Toledo, where more than 70 percent of the students are females (Figure 5). The lower attendance
rate of boys at this level is less pronounced in the wealthiest quintile, in which there is less
economic pressure to enter the workforce.
2.

2.10

Completion rates in Belize are below the average in Latin America and the Caribbean

Only two in every five children enrolled in primary school complete this level in the
prescribed eight years. Girls tend to have a higher completion rate than boys at the primary
level. Whereas 48 percent of girls enrolled in primary schools complete this level, only 38 percent
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of boys do so. These figures reflect the high repetition rate of 8.5 percent among primary-school
boys, compared with the 5.7 percent rate for girls (Figure 6).
Figure 6
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2.11

Approximately 60 percent of secondary-school students complete school on time. However,
since only 45 percent of the secondary-school aged children are attending school, less than a third
(27 percent) of the children between the ages of 13 and 16 years complete secondary school on
time. One-third of those who do not complete secondary school dropout before completing the
9th grade, reducing their chances to transition to the labor market and increasing the risk of
getting involved in criminal activities. Crime data indicate that more and more unattached youth
are involved in gang activity, with over two-thirds of the Belizeans indicating that there is conflict
among youth in their communities (Kirton and Anatol, 2013).

2.12

Completion rates are also higher among girls than boys enrolled in secondary schools. At
this level, 57 percent of the boys and 63 percent of the girls complete the required four years of
education. High repetition and dropout rates are in part responsible for the poor completion
record. Overall repetition and dropout rates in secondary schools were around 10 percent,
respectively, in 2010, with a greater percentage of boys than girls repeating grades and dropping
out of school (Figure 7).
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Figure 7
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2.13

At the tertiary level, graduation rates are lower than at the primary and secondary levels.
However, the overall tertiary graduation rate of 15.4% is roughly in line with other countries in
the region.1 In six of the nine Junior Colleges in the country, women’s graduation rate exceeds
that of men. Only in the poorest segments of the population do men complete more university
degrees than women.

2.14

The internal efficiency of the education system in Belize is low, with a large gap between the
number of years that children attend school and the number of grades actually completed.
In Belize, the average 12-year-old child has attended school for 6 years but completed only 4
grades. Similarly, at the age of 17, while students should have attended 12 years of school and
completed the secondary level, they have on average been enrolled for only 10 years and
completed 8 grades. The average 20-year-old has attended school for 11 years but completed only
the primary level.

2.15

In 2009, 83 percent of Belizean youth aged 15 to 19 years had completed primary education,
significantly lower than the average in neighboring countries. While the LAC region reported
an average primary completion rate of 88 percent among their 15 to 19 year-olds, 95 percent of
the youth in the same age group completed this level in Costa Rica, Mexico, and Panama.
Belizean youth living in rural areas and those in the lowest income quintile are at a disadvantage
when it comes to completing primary school. Only 76 percent of children in rural areas complete
primary education, compared with 91 percent of those in urban areas. Also, almost all of the

1

Argentina (12%), Chile (19.4%), El Salvador (9%), México (18.7%), and Panamá (23.1%).
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wealthiest students in primary school complete that level, as opposed to 78 percent in the poorest
quintile (Figure 8).
Figure 8
15 to 19 year-old youth who completed primary education
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3.
2.16

Performance on primary and secondary exams is poor

Fewer than half (44 percent) of standard six (eighth grade) students who took the national
primary school examination (PSE) in 2011 obtained an overall grade of satisfactory or
above. The results were even worse for students living in rural areas, where only 37 percent
scored at the satisfactory level, compared with 52 percent in urban areas. On the plus side, the
achievement level of standard six students has improved over the past 10 years. In order to
compare the 2011 PSE results with those of 2000, only the three subjects taken in the year 2000
were considered: mathematics, language and science. While only 23 percent of the eighth grade
students who took the PSE in 2000 obtained an overall grade of satisfactory or above,
approximately 39 percent of the students in 2011 did so. The improvement was evident in both
rural and urban areas (Figure 9).
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Figure 9
PSE results by geographic area
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2.17

There are large regional differences in student achievement levels on the PSE. The students
in the southern districts seem to be less prepared for the PSE exam, and hence do very poorly. In
the northern districts (Corozal and Orange Walk), 24 percent of the students scored 70 percent or
higher on the exam. Variations also exist between the southern districts: In Stann Creek, 15
percent of students obtained 70 percent or higher on the exam, whereas only 10 percent of
students in the Toledo district did so.

2.18

Most children performed very poorly in the 2011 PSE in mathematics and language. The
percentage of standard six students who earned a grade of competent or better on the science and
social studies sections was more than twice as large as the percentage with similar scores on the
mathematics and language sections (15 percent). Students seem to have more difficulties with the
mathematics section of the exam, since almost 60 percent failed this section, earning a grade of
inadequate. By comparison, only 15 percent of children failed to achieve a passing grade of 50 or
higher in the science and social studies sections (Figure 10).
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Figure 10
PSE results by subject
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2.19

Standard six boys performed better than girls on the science section of the 2011 PSE,
whereas girls outscored boys on the English section. In 2011, seven in ten boys obtained a
grade of satisfactory or higher on science, while six in ten girls achieved a similar grade. This
pattern was also observed in 2000, when 34 percent of boys obtained a grade of satisfactory or
higher, versus 25 percent of girls. On the other hand, in both 2000 and 2011, four in ten boys
achieved a satisfactory grade or higher on English when only three in ten girls received a similar
grade on the same subject (Figure 11). These findings are in line with those of many countries,
where boys tend to do better in science and mathematics, and girls in verbal and writing skills
(Sadker, 2000; Riegle-Crumb, 2005).
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Figure 11
PSE results by gender
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2.20

The performance of secondary-school students on the mathematics section of the Caribbean
Secondary Education Certificate (CSEC) exam is poor. Since the CSEC exams are taken
largely by students with aspirations to attend tertiary education, it is worrisome that only 50
percent of the students who took the mathematics CSEC exam in 2011 passed with at least a
satisfactory grade (grade level 3 or higher). In the English language CSEC exam, approximately
81 percent of the students who took the exam passed with a satisfactory grade (Figure 12).
Figure 12
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2.21

The gender differences in test scores observed at the primary level are reinforced at the
secondary level. Secondary-school-aged boys obtain higher grades in mathematics and lower
grades in language than girls (Figure 13). This is consistent with the studies of gender-based
differences in achievement cited previously (paragraph 2.19).
Figure 13
2011 results on tertiary education entry requirement exams (CSEC)
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4.

Inequities and inefficiencies in the sector play an important role in education outcome
inequalities

2.22

The inequalities observed in the education outcomes in terms of lower attendance rates,
completion rates and performance in rural areas are due, in part, to inequities and
inefficiencies in the sector. In an effort to improve secondary education outcomes, especially
among those living in poverty and those with special needs, the Belize Ministry of Education
(MOE), with assistance from the Inter-American Development Bank (IDB), initiated a public
financing reform of secondary education. The old system, which provided salary and tuition
grants to schools, guaranteed that schools in more affluent areas captured a disproportionate share
of the available funds: they have more teachers than rural schools, and their salaries are higher.
As a result, there were privately run schools in urban areas that received up to 20 times more
resources per student than schools in more disadvantaged areas. For example, schools in the
Belize district received 33 and 23 percent more in per student transfers than schools in the Stann
Creek and Cayo districts, respectively.

2.23

The main objective of the new Financing Allocation System (FAS) is to guarantee greater
equity in school financing and to ensure that students have equal access to a sufficiently
broad and relevant curriculum. The system is now based on the courses offered, the average
cost per student, the number of students enrolled, and the number of students with special needs.
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Rather than funding a sophisticated curriculum in some schools, the government now funds the
basic curriculum in all schools. Schools, therefore, have an incentive to collaborate on the
offering of courses outside the basic curriculum.
2.24

The new formula’s financial impact at the school level is significant. Approximately 43
percent of the schools have experienced a freeze in funding, while 57 percent gained an increase
in their grant allocation for a period of five years. There is an overall reduction of inequalities in
per student costs (Figure 14).
Figure 14
Per student funding by geographic area
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5.
2.25

Returns to education begin to appear at the secondary level

The returns to education2, after adjusting for self-selection, show that primary education is
not significantly different from no education at all in terms of its impact on wages. This is an
indication that the quality of primary education is so low that the market is not willing to pay
more for an employee with primary education than for one with no education. The return to
secondary education is slightly higher, with a monthly salary increase of BZ$458 (3.2 percent)
over the average salary of a person who only finished primary school. Completing vocational

2

The estimation of the returns to education follows a well-established empirical model in which the wages received by an
individual depend on his or her formal education, experience and other socioeconomic factors. The model used for Belize is: ln W
= a0 + b1 P + b2 S + b3 V + b4 U + b5 Exp + b6 Exp2 + u; where W is the wage, ln is the natural logarithm operator; a and b are
regression coefficients; P, S, V and U are dummy variables representing the education level completed (primary, secondary,
vocational, and university), Exp is years of work experience, Exp2 is years of work experience squared, and u is the error term.
Since wages are observed only for employed individuals, the estimation of the returns to education is adjusted to include
unemployed individuals because prevailing wages are below their reservation wage. Hence, the estimation takes into account this
self-selection bias using the Heckman (1979) technique.
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training generates a big jump in monthly salaries: Young people with vocational training earn on
average BZ$408 more than those who only finished high school. University graduates earn an
average of BZ$1,319 more per month than those with secondary education (Table 1).
Table 1
Returns to education
Education
level

Annual rate of
return (%)

None

Average monthly
salary (BZ$)
421

Primary

0.1

437

Secondary

3.2

895

Vocational

11.3

1303

University

14.6

2214

Source: 2009 Living Standards Measurement Survey

2.26

Students need secondary education to escape poverty in Belize. Formal education begins to
pay off with the completion of secondary education. In addition, the high payoff associated with
vocational education (relative to secondary) is consistent with findings that the labor market in
Belize needs skilled labor in the areas in which the country is doing well such as tourism (Arcia,
2012a). Moreover, the data suggest that university education is highly productive for individuals,
generating the highest average salaries.

B.

Inputs in the Education Sector
1.

2.27

Government commitment to education is strong compared to neighboring countries

The Government of Belize has shown a strong commitment to education in recent years.
Education spending has been rising over time, representing 7 percent of GDP in FY2011/12 and a
projected 6.8 percent of GDP in FY2012/13. This is high by international standards, with public
expenditures on education amounting to 4.8 percent of GDP in the average OECD country. It is
also high by the standards of most Latin American countries, although certain Caribbean
countries (Barbados and St. Vincent and the Grenadines) come close. At around a quarter of the
government’s non-interest spending in the past few years, the education sector is by far the largest
destination of government spending and developments in the sector influence overall fiscal
trends. The budget is distributed among both public and private subsidized schools at all levels.
Most primary and secondary schools (82 percent) are privately operated with very limited
government oversight (Table 2).
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Table 2

Management

Government

Private
subsidized

Private not
subsidized

Total

Schools

31

119

43

193

Students

864

4,195

1,537

6,596

Teachers

49

237

97

383

Schools

56

210

31

297

Students

11,688

53,875

1,445

67,008

Teachers

521

2,352

140

3013

Schools

17

28

7

52

Students

3,839

10,032

43

13,914

Teachers

539

783

67

1,389

Secondary
(Ages
13 to 16)

Primary
(Ages
5 to 12)

Level
Preprimary
(Ages
3 to 4)

Institutional Setup

* Data for Junior Colleges are as follows: schools - 10; enrollment – 7,008; teachers - 210.
* Data for ITVETS are as follows: schools - 6; enrollment - 611; teachers - n/a.
Source: 2009 Abstract of Statistics

2.28

In 2011, almost 50 percent of the MOE’s recurrent budget was allocated to primary
education, an 8-percentage point decrease from 2001. Another 25 percent was allocated to
secondary education and 2 percent to vocational institutions, with these shares remaining constant
for the past decade. Meanwhile, the postsecondary budget (universities and junior colleges) has
tripled from 5.5 percent in 2001 to 14 percent. Preschool education received 1 percent of the
MOE’s recurrent budget. As is typical in education, most recurrent expenditures (about 61
percent) go toward the payment of salaries, followed by tuition grants (financial aid), which
represent about 24 percent. That leaves about 14 percent of the budget for teacher training,
operational expenses, educational materials, and contract consultancies.

2.29

In 2011, public recurrent spending per student was highest at the tertiary level, where the
government spends approximately BZ$4,187 per student at the University of Belize and
BZ$3,203 per student at junior colleges. A much higher level of spending (approximately
BZ$6781.60) was observed at the Institutes for Technical and Vocational Training (ITVETs) in
2008. The level of spending is understandable given the capital intensity of some of these
programs and the lower student/teacher ratios. At the secondary and primary levels, government
spends approximately BZ$2,907 and BZ$1,604 per student, respectively. That is, primary
students receive about 55 percent of the funds received by each secondary school student. The
lowest level of government spending per student was at the preschool level (BZ$671), which is
less than one-half of per student expenditures for primary schools.

2.30

As can be expected of a small country, Belize’s per student spending is high relative to the
country’s per capita income (19.1 percent in primary schools and 27.4 percent in secondary
schools). In the case of secondary schools, the percentage is almost double the expenditures in the
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Central American region.3 Given the total per student expenditure at the primary and secondary
levels, Belize spends more than most of the countries in Central America but less than Caribbean
nations such as Antigua and Barbuda, St. Lucia, Jamaica and Trinidad and Tobago. High per
student expenditure is to be expected in a small country, since central administrative costs are
divided among very few students. In Belize, schools in some districts are small and dispersed,
further pushing up costs (Figure 15).
Figure 15
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2.31

At the tertiary level, spending is high compared to most countries in the region. In 2011, the
government of Belize spent 41 percent of per capita GDP on tertiary education. Compared with
other countries in the region, Belize spends slightly less than Mexico, Barbados and Jamaica (44,
50 and 56 percent, respectively). However, most of the other countries spend around 20 percent.
2.

2.32

Household spending on education is high

Basic education (primary and secondary) is not entirely free in Belize. There are many costs
associated with attending school, mainly school fees, uniforms, books, writing materials,
transportation, and food and snacks. These private education expenditures are directly
proportional to household income. In that regard, Belize has a progressive system of education
expenditures. Households with incomes in the top 20 percent spend four times more than
households in the bottom income quintile.

3

Costa Rica (14.5 and 14.4 percent, 2009); El Salvador (8.8 and 9.4 percent, 2008); Guatemala (8.4 and 5.5 percent, 2010);
Nicaragua (19.1 and 9.8 percent in 2010); Panamá (12.4 and 15.1 percent, 2007).
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2.33

Estimated averages from prior years reveal great disparities in household basic education
expenditures by district. The Cayo district leads all others in household expenditures on
education with BZ$3,007.83. By contrast, the lowest level of household expenditures is observed
in the Toledo, Stann Creek, and Corozal districts, all of which have a higher incidence of poverty.
When measured as a proportion of total household expenditure, households tend to allocate, on
average, 10 percent of their total household spending on education. In the Orange Walk and Cayo
districts, households devote more than 12 percent of their total spending to education (12.9 and
16.2 percent, respectively), compared to 7.5 percent in the southern districts of Stann Creek and
Toledo (Table 3).
Table 3
Household expenditure on basic education (BZ$)
District

Household expenditure
on education

Corozal

1,057.64

8.3

Orange Walk

1,872.23

12.9

Belize

1,895.74

9.7

Cayo

3,007.83

16.2

Stann Creek

1,107.75

7.5

923.55

7.4

1,771.02

10.6

Toledo
Total

Household expenditure on education
as % of total household expenditure

Source: 2002 and 2009 Living Standards Measurement Survey

2.34

These expenses, which have been increasing over the years, are a financial strain on many
households, particularly on poor families and those living in rural areas, where cash incomes tend
to be much lower. Although the causes of the unfavorable enrollment rates in rural areas are
multiple, household surveys indicate that the high private cost of schooling, especially at the
secondary level, is one of the main problems.

2.35

Attending a university or junior college also represents considerable expenses to the family
of a student. The average annual expenditure for households with students aged 18 to 23 can
reach levels of BZ$4,600. Despite the greater need for socio-economic disadvantaged students in
the lower percentiles to receive financial aid, the data indicates that students from the poorest
households spend more on fees than their counterparts. However, the wealthiest families spend
more than double the amount spent by the poorest households on books, transportation, and rent
(Table 4).
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Table 4
Household expenditure on tertiary education (BZ$)
Quintile

Fees

Other expenses*

Poorest

1,434

1,606

Wealthiest

1,218

3,382

*Other expenses include books, paper, bus, and rent.
Source: 2002 and 2009 Living Standards Measurement Survey

2.36

Belize has a very high proportion of private spending on education compared with countries
in the region (Figure 16). For every dollar spent by the government on education, Belizean
families spend another 90 cents. The high private spending is in part due to the elevated costs of
providing education to a dispersed population. Even though, in principle, education is free,
families end up paying for school supplies, equipment and fees.
Figure 16
Relative percentages of public and private expenditure on education
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3.

2.37

A large proportion of Belize’s teaching force remains untrained, and teaching styles
and materials are outdated

In response to increases in the primary- and secondary-school-aged population, the school
system has hired large numbers of teachers. The teaching force increased by 16 percent at the
primary level, from 2,643 in 2003 to 3,063 in 2010, and by 31 percent in secondary schools, from
1,060 in 2003 to 1,389 in 2010. Thanks to this effort, student/teacher ratios have been maintained
at both levels. Whereas the student/teacher ratio in primary schools (23:1) is in line with the
average in the LAC region, the ratio at the secondary level (14:1) is slightly better than the
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regional average, largely as a result of low student attendance rates in sparsely settled areas
(Figure 17).
Figure 17
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2.38

The percentage of untrained teachers is one of the highest in the region. The increase in the
teaching force has brought down the proportion of trained teachers at both the primary and
secondary levels.4 Although the share of trained primary school teachers reached 44 percent in
2010, up from 38 percent in 2008, it had been on a decline since 2003. But Belize’s rates of
teacher training remain lower than those of many of the countries in LAC. Costa Rica, Dominican
Republic, Ecuador, El Salvador, Mexico, Panama, and Trinidad and Tobago all report that more
than 80 percent of their primary school teachers are trained.

2.39

The proportion of trained teachers is particularly low at the secondary level. The share of
trained secondary-school teachers dropped from 35 percent in 2003 to 30 percent in 2010, a
substantial decline. Of the teachers contracted in the past 10 years, most have no more than a
secondary-school education. In 2010, this latter group of teachers only with a high school
education represented almost 40 percent of all secondary-school teachers (Figure 18).

4

Trained teachers at the primary level are defined as those who have completed the Level 2 program or the 2+1 program or
higher offered at the University of West Indies Campus in Belize. Trained teachers at the secondary level are those who have
undergone professional teacher training.
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Figure 18
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2.40

Majority of the professors at the tertiary level are not qualified. Only 15 percent of the
faculty at the University of Belize has completed a doctoral program. Furthermore, only 2 of the
10 junior colleges in the country have at least one teacher with a doctoral degree. Around 60
percent of the professors at most of the junior colleges have a bachelor’s degree or less, but there
are a couple of colleges in which the share of teachers with a bachelor’s degree or less reaches 80
percent of their faculty.5 In the case of ITVET teachers, there is no available information on their
qualifications.

2.41

There is a strong positive correlation (0.74) between the proportion of trained teachers and
student academic performance at the primary level, by district. The schools in the southern
districts of Stann Creek and Toledo have the lowest proportion of trained teachers (approximately
33 percent in each district) and report the lowest student performance on the PSE exam, with
approximately 64 percent of the students obtaining unsatisfactory grades. On the other hand, the
districts with the greatest share of trained teachers (Corozal and Orange Walk) also report the
highest percentage of students achieving a competent grade or higher. The proportion of trained
teachers in these latter districts is more than double the rate in the southern districts. Furthermore,
in the southern districts only 14 and 10 percent of the students performed at competent levels or
higher, versus approximately 24 percent of the students in the northern districts.

2.42

The share of trained teachers in secondary schools varies significantly in Belize’s six
districts. In the districts of Stann Creek and Toledo, which have high proportions of ethnic

5

Internationally, the educational requirement for post-secondary teachers is typically a doctoral degree, with some exceptions at
the junior college level, where teachers can have a combination of a master’s degree and relevant experience (Bureau of Labor
Statistics, 2012).
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minority populations, only one in every five secondary-school teachers is trained. The district
with the highest percentage of trained secondary level teachers (35 percent) is the Belize district.
As in primary schools, the secondary schools in the northern districts of Corozal and Orange
Walk have higher percentages of trained teachers than do the southern districts of Stann Creek
and Toledo.
2.43

The low level of teacher training is reflected in low content skills. In an effort to evaluate the
content knowledge of current and prospective primary school teachers (those in teacher training
school), they were given the PSE test taken by standard six students. Throughout all subject areas
(Mathematics, English and Science), current teachers obtained merely a “B” grade, on average.
Prospective teachers only managed to score a “C” grade, on average. Only a third of the teachers
in the classrooms obtained an “A” grade on the exam, meanwhile one in every ten teachers scored
an unsatisfactory grade (D and F grades). It is even more alarming that only 6 percent of the
teachers in training obtained an “A” grade on the exam, and one in every five teachers were
unable to obtain at least a “C” grade. Both current and prospective teachers had the worst
performance on the Mathematics section. In the Science section of the exam, the prospective
teachers knew as much as the standard six students themselves, on average (Figure 19).
Figure 19

100

Neither current nor prospective primary school teachers have strong content skills

Average score and corresponding grade

80 90

A

60 70

C

40 50

B

F

0

10

20 30

D

Mathematics

English

Science

Overall

Subject
Current teachers

Prospective teachers

Students

Source: IADB/EDU, Teacher Quality Study

2.44

The pedagogical models and materials used in teaching are outdated. The teaching methods
currently implemented in Belizean classrooms are predominantly teacher-centered. In the case of
mathematics, teachers rely heavily on the presentation and repetition of math procedures,
sometimes combined with drills, practice, and memorization of concepts, procedures, and
formulas. Students spend most of their time copying from the blackboard and plugging numbers
into formulas. The common practice in the classroom is not one that actively engages students in
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activities that may help them develop analytical and critical-thinking skills. 6 Also, the
multiethnic, multicultural, and multilingual characteristics of Belizean society are not reflected in
school curriculums. Because the curriculum is not differentiated to meet the needs of distinct
groups of students, there is no engagement on their part in the lessons being taught.
C.

Why are outcomes so poor in the face of high levels of inputs?

2.45

What explains the apparent conundrum between high and rising levels of public
expenditure on education and the weak outcomes? The experience of Belize is not unique and
international evidence comparisons suggest that there is little link between levels of public
expenditure and educational achievement. Hanushek (2012) notes that “the majority of studies
have found that differences in either the absolute spending level or spending increases bear little
or no consistent relationship to study achievement”. Similarly, public education spending in highperforming countries, such as Korea, Japan, Australia, the Netherlands and Canada is below the
OECD average for public spending on education of 4.8 percent of GDP, while some highperforming countries (Finland and Norway) spend above average (Bruns, et al., 2012).

2.46

To a limited extent some of the high costs of education provision may reflect countryspecific factors. First, low population density implies a dispersed distribution of schools and
higher transport costs than in countries with more concentrated populations. Second, the
relatively fast growth of Belize’s population has resulted in a relatively young population, with a
relatively high ratio of school-age population to total population. Despite the intuitive appeal of
such explanations, international comparisons indicate very little if any relationship between either
population density or a high student age population and the overall cost of an education system
(Figure 20). And these factors do not explain the extremely high expenditure per student as a
proportion of per capita income shown in figure 15.

6

Observations from the “Visible and Tangible Math Pilot” in the Belize district (2012).
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Figure 20
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More importantly, government policies in Belize have historically been focused on input
provision with little attention to reform of the institutional set up of the sector and other
policies that have been linked to better educational outcomes. Critically, during the 2000s the
government opted to try to maintain and even reduce student/teacher ratios in spite of a rapidly
growing student population. Despite common sense and conventional wisdom, “the enormous
amount of research devoted to studying class size has failed to make a very convincing case that
reducing class size is likely to improve overall student performance” (Hanushek, 1999). This has
been borne out by Belize’s experience where, as noted above, the significant expansion of the
quantity of teachers was associated with a drop in the proportion of trained teachers. While there
is a strong correlation between the proportion of trained teachers and student academic
performance at the primary level, by district, there is only a weak correlation between class size
and student academic performance (Figure 21). Given that wages and salaries represent over fourfifths of total expenditures, the huge increase in teacher employment led to a significant increase
in public spending on education. Although the average class size in OECD countries is 22,
efficiency-minded countries such as Korea, Japan, and Chile have retained average class sizes of
about 30, thereby holding down costs while still obtaining high quality education outcomes
(Bruns, et al., 2012). Evidence is mixed with respect to the relation between other input-focused
policies, such as increasing teachers’ salaries, and education outcomes (Mizala and Romaguera,
2005).
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Figure 21
There is a strong correlation between trained teachers and
student academic performance at the primary level by district
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International evidence suggests that while the quantity of inputs to an education sector has
proved only weakly, if at all, related to education outcomes, education outcomes are related
to the institutional structure of the educational system and the incentives for different
actors in the system (Hanushek, 2003; Hanushek, 2008; Londoño, et al., 1996). Giving the
public sector an all-encompassing role –as financier, purchaser, employer and regulator– in one
large ministry creates a structure which lacks the appropriate mechanisms to make the system
perform efficiently, effectively and equitably. Principal-agent issues in the education system
frequently result in the incentives that actors in the education system face diverging from those
that would maximize student achievement. There are few incentives for good performance and no
sanctions for poor performance.

2.49

Efficiency in the use of funds is largely determined by how the system using the funds is
organized. Budgeting on the basis of inputs –the payroll plus some other expenses and running
costs– means that funding is only very indirectly linked to output or outcomes. By funding inputs
education providers (schools, colleges, universities and training institutes) do not face any
financial incentives to produce large quantities of high quality education services –they will
receive the same amount of funding whether they produce inferior quality teaching or high
quality, relevant teaching. Schools and other providers face little incentive to ensure that inputs
(particularly staff) are used efficiently since the quantity of inputs provided by a Ministry of
Education does not vary according to the efficiency with which resources are used. Similarly, a
Ministry of Education has no financial tools to reward good provider performance or punish weak
provider performance. Another drawback of funding inputs rather than outputs is that financial
flows respond only weakly and slowly to changing needs. Financing follows historical supply
capacity rather than changes in demand.
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2.50

Centralization of funding limits the control and discretion of providers over what inputs
they can use. They cannot alter the resource mix and determine how much should be spent on
teachers versus how much should be spent on supplies or school maintenance. Since school
principals have immediate contact with students, teachers and the infrastructural environment,
they often have a better understanding of which expenditures are going to be more effective.
Centralization of funding separates those in control of allocating resources from those who have
the most information about needs. Since teachers are paid centrally, school officials have little
power to discipline or reward teachers. In particular, they have little ability to penalize nonattendance by deducting absences from teachers’ salaries or dismissing chronically poor
performers.

2.51

In Belize the MOE is formally responsible for the formulation of education policy goals and
priorities, establishment of education standards, issue of licenses to educational institutions
and teachers, monitoring of education quality and effectiveness, and allocation of funds and
resources to schools. However, in practice some of these functions are not carried out.

2.52

Funding has, with the exception of a recent reform at the secondary-school level, been
input-based and centralized. Teachers’ pay has been determined through a centrally-determined
national pay scale. Most education providers (69 percent) –notably tertiary level providers and
government-subsidized private secondary schools– have some autonomy over other aspects of the
budget. In contrast to the lack of providers’ control over resources, providers have considerable
autonomy in areas that arguably should be centrally regulated, such as the curriculum.
Box 1: Belize financing reform
Belize’s financing of education has historically been input-based. The largest component of
expenditure – teacher salaries – was paid centrally for government schools or indirectly
through tuition grants to denomination schools. However, in 2011 Belize began to reform
public resource allocation to secondary schools by letting financing follow outputs rather than
inputs. The new formula for public grants allocations to schools has three components: (i) a
per capita school services grant to align school incentives towards efficiency and promote
equity between schools; (ii) a compensation-based grant awarded based on a means test; and
(iii) a performance-based bonus grant that will promote the quality of education. All public
funds that previously were allocated through salary and tuition grants will now be allocated
through the new formula. The new financing formula will have a profound impact on the
incentives for secondary schools, encouraging them: (i) to maximize enrolment and courses
taught; and (ii) to minimize costs for a given production level, given that cost increases can no
longer be automatically be passed back to the Ministry of Education/Ministry of Finance. In
addition, the funding formula has the potential to eliminate the highly unequal distribution of
resources between schools primarily serving wealthy students and schools serving
socioeconomically disenfranchised students.
Source: Inter-American Development Bank (IDB). 2011, “Belize. Social Policy Reform Program.” BLL1004. Project Completion Report. Washington, D.C.

2.53

Indicators of school accountability developed by the World Bank (Arcia and Patrinos, 2011;
Arcia et al., 2011), suggest that Belize has low levels of accountability. The schools are not
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accountable for how resources are used and there are no consequences for underperforming
schools. Parental involvement in school management is generally minimal, again weakening
provider accountability. Other Caribbean nations have higher levels of school accountability than
in Belize. At the tertiary level, there is a perception that course-offerings are highly supply-driven
and do not reflect or respond to market signals about private sector demand (Cercone, 2012).
2.54

The overall assessment of quality assurance is that Belize has no properly functioning
system for monitoring education quality (Arcia, 2012b). In the denominational schools (70%),
the MOE has no or little control over what goes on in the classrooms, what curriculum is
implemented, what teaching practices are used, or teacher and student attendance rates; the
schools and the churches handle these issues directly. The lack of an information system and
monitoring capacity of the MOE precludes them from intervening in low performing schools in a
timely manner. The national testing system functions well but test results are used passively, as
they are not used to evaluate or monitor school performance. Part of the problem is that there is a
lack of clarity around education standards which makes it difficult to effectively monitor
performance. In addition, the MOE has not evaluated what education models work best to
improve student learning in the Belizean context.
III.

ANALYSIS OF THE NATIONAL EDUCATION STRATEGY FOR 2011–16

3.1

The national education strategy for the period 2011–16 continues with the policies of the 2005–10
plan: (i) More education, oriented to increase access and coverage in preprimary, primary,
secondary, tertiary, and special education for boys and girls equally; (ii) Better education,
oriented to improve the quality and relevance of education at all levels through teacher training;
and (iii) Better governance, oriented to strengthen governance throughout the sector with the
emphasis on increased accountability for student achievement. In each area of the strategy, the
government has proposed policy initiatives.

A.

More education: The government aims to increase enrollment and reduce inequality

3.2

The government intends, not only to increase overall enrollment at all levels, but also to
reduce the inequalities among districts by 2016. The MOE proposes to increase the preprimary
gross enrollment rate from the current 44.3 percent to at least 50 percent in both urban and rural
areas by 2016. At the primary level, the government is maintaining its commitment to achieve the
Millennium Development Goal of universal primary education by 2016, aiming to reverse the
current downward trend and increase coverage from 92 percent to 100 percent. Furthermore, the
country plans to raise the gross enrollment rate in secondary schools from 65 percent to at least
70 percent. It proposes to ensure that each of the six ITVETs operates at a minimum of 90 percent
capacity, thus raising overall enrollment to close to 1,100 full time students from 797 (in 2008).
Lastly all special needs children are to be enrolled in school by 2016.7

7

Approximately 3 to 4 percent of the children who appear to never enroll in primary education are very likely to be children with
special education needs who fail to find a place in the limited number of special schools or in a conventional primary school.
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3.3

In addition, the government hopes to reduce the repetition and drop-out rates, at all levels.
At the primary level, the country plans to reduce repetition rates from 7.2 percent to 3.6 percent in
all schools. It is expected that, by the year 2016, secondary schools will have reduced the dropout
rate by half, from the existing 10.3 percent to 5.1 percent in each district, ensuring that more than
1,000 students who otherwise would have left secondary school before graduating are retained
(based on the predicted increase in enrollment). At the tertiary level, the government proposes to
reduce dropout rates in junior colleges by 50 percent.

3.4

Furthermore, the government proposes to improve completion rates at the secondary and
tertiary levels and to reduce the gender enrollment gap in tertiary schools. The MOE intends
to increase the number of Form four graduates by 10 percent in all districts. The government will
also work towards reducing the current gender bias in favor of women in tertiary education from
2:1 (female to male) to 3:2 (female to male).

3.5

In order to achieve the above-mentioned targets, the MOE hopes to adopt a number of
strategies. At the preprimary level, the government intends to increase the number of schools and
hire additional teachers to maintain the current student/teacher ratio. Additionally, it will open
preschool classes in selected primary schools across the country and establish school feeding
programs in poorer areas. At the primary and secondary levels, the government will focus on
developing special school-based programs, run before and after normal school hours that aim to
reintegrate out-of-school children into formal schooling and providing incentives to teachers to
staff such programs. They will also continue to provide demand-side services (transportation,
meals, and books) to help poor and rural families meet the costs of schooling. Furthermore, the
country will provide support for leadership and specific training to enable secondary-school
principals to better monitor and manage dropouts and repetition. The government is committed to
continuing the secondary-school financing reform, assisting schools with additional infrastructure
where required, and building schools where necessary, all in order to accommodate the growth in
secondary-aged population from the current 29,000 to a projected 33,000 in 2016. Moreover, the
government will work to increase the number of tertiary education programs delivered through
online or multimedia alternatives to capture those who are unable to access full-time intramural
programs. It also hopes to develop incentives to attract applicants into priority areas and to secure
a better gender balance at the tertiary level.

B.

Better education: The government aims to increase the quality of education

3.6

The government proposes to achieve yearly improvements in examination performance in
75 percent of schools. The MOE intends to increase the proportion of students who earn a
satisfactory score on the PSE and CSEC examinations, and to increase the percentage of enrolled
students who take those examinations. To achieve those goals, the government believes that it is
important to integrate the components that directly drive the quality of education: effective
leadership, competent and committed teachers, trained and qualified teachers, quality assurance,
and effective delivery of the curriculum.
(i)

Competent and committed teachers: The MOE hopes to ensure that, by 2016, 75
percent of all teachers will be able to demonstrate a desired level of competency in their
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teaching. To achieve that goal, the government plans to train all principals, vice
principals, managers, and district staff in first-hand observational techniques, such as
classroom observation, to prepare them to assess teachers’ performance within a
framework that addresses proficiency in key areas of teaching. The government will also
train teachers in learning assessment, using both formative and summative assessment
techniques.
(ii)

Trained and qualified teachers: The MOE, aspiring to move to a fully qualified and
competent teaching force, proposes to increase the number of appropriately certified
teachers at all levels by 2016. At the preschool level, the government seeks to increase to
25 percent the share of teachers in all districts who are fully licensed in early childhood
education.8 In primary schools, the goal is to have 75 percent of teachers fully licensed in
all districts, representing an increase from the current 44 percent. At the secondary level,
the government intends to increase the percent of fully licensed teachers from the current
30 percent to 50 percent. Lastly, the government intends to engage all newly qualified
teachers in appropriate induction. Incentives will be offered to practicing teachers who
have not yet earned a qualification to undergo appropriate training. The existing licensing
framework will be used to award full licenses to teachers who display the requisite
competencies at all levels. In the case of newly qualified teachers, efforts will be made to
ensure that school leaders and managers assume responsibility to develop and manage the
performance of these teachers, as well as those on placement during training.

(iii)

Quality assurance: The government proposes that all teacher education programs should
comply with established minimum professional standards and that all teacher trainers
should possess the appropriate qualifications and experience required to deliver courses.
Belize is currently preparing a teacher training strategy (with support from the IDB) that
aims to continue to raise the quality of Belize’s teaching profession. An initial action will
be to benchmark all teacher training programs against regional and international
standards. This will be the precursor to establishing national standards for teacher
education. To ensure that standards are maintained and constantly improved, the MOE
will develop a robust system of quality assurance for all teacher training institutions9. In
an effort to increase the participation of children with special educational needs, all
teacher training programs will include some basic training on meeting the needs of such
children within the mainstream classroom.

(iv)

Effective delivery of the curriculum: Emphasis will be placed on improving the
delivery of the curriculum in all of Belize’s primary and secondary schools, as well as
better aligning the curriculum that is offered in secondary schools with that offered in

8

The preprimary segment is largely underserved. Although the MOE has provided some training through short courses, more
comprehensive training for preprimary teachers (similar to that available for primary teachers) is currently offered by only one
junior college. The first group of students graduated in 2010.
9
The University of Belize through its campuses in the north, central and south, is the only institution in Belize offering teachertraining at both the primary and secondary levels. Associate Degree programs in Primary Education are also offered by four other
institutions St. John’s College Junior College (Central), Corozal Junior College (North), Sacred Heart Junior College (Central),
and Stann Creek Ecumenical Junior College (South).
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vocational institutions. The review will critically examine how the curriculum is managed
by administrators and teachers and what support materials are used. To improve
compliance with the curriculum in schools, learning outcomes will be reviewed for each
year (grade) of school in all subject areas. A set of improved curriculum resource
materials will then be produced to support teachers in their teaching of the curriculum.
These will contain a range of “how to” ideas to support teachers in developing teaching
plans at the classroom level that make learning come alive rather than focus on coverage.
C.

Better governance: The government aims to improve the way schools are run

3.7

The government proposes to improve the leadership of schools. The MOE hopes that, by the
year 2016, all school principals and vice principals will be certified in school leadership and that
75 percent of all schools will be rated as effective. The government plans to establish a
certification program to ensure that serving and aspiring principals are versed in current theories
of effective leadership and are able to demonstrate leadership in their schools. An essential part of
the program will be aimed at increasing principals’ capacity to use and manage student data so
that they can identify groups that are doing well and why, as well as areas where improvement is
needed. The data should be made available to members of the parents and teachers associations,
who will be trained to recognize the hallmarks of a good school to improve accountability.

3.8

The government proposes to improve schools’ compliance with education rules. The existing
Handbook of Policies and Procedures for School Services is being reviewed in light of the IDBsupported 2010 Education Act. The revised handbook will be disseminated to all school offices
and managers, accompanied by appropriate sensitization and orientation programs. Based on the
new regulations, and on ongoing work under the Quality Child-Friendly School program,
common standards for school management will be agreed upon and used as the basis for annual
assessments of the performance of every school. Furthermore, the contract between school
authorities and the MOE will be reviewed, and the conditions for grants-in-aid will be brought
into line with the education sector strategy to ensure that schools are managed so as to meet
policy objectives and maintain the basic standards established under the Quality Schools
Framework.

3.9

Over the next five years, Belize is committed to improving the accountability of schools to
parents and local communities. To meet this goal, the government will work to establish active
parent and teacher associations or school councils in all schools. The associations and councils
will meet at least once per term and fulfill functions other than fund raising. Additionally, the
MOE proposes that all schools hold at least two individual parent-teacher consultations per year
at which the progress of each pupil is discussed. This proposal will be supported by an improved
and standardized reporting system, in which a narrative assessment of a child’s progress will be
given. Lastly, all schools will be required to publish an annual report of their performance against
key indicators.

3.10

The government proposes that, by 2013, 90 percent of all personnel of managing agencies,
district education centers, and the national MOE perform at a satisfactory level or above on
the new annual performance appraisal system. The government intends to improve the
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management effectiveness of the MOE and district education centers. All officers at all levels will
have annually agreed objectives linked to policy objectives; these will be used as the basis for
their annual performance assessment. The Ministry will improve its internal reporting procedures
and institute a system of regular and focused reporting that tracks performance toward the targets
of the education sector strategy. Regular quarterly performance reviews will be held by district
managers and service area heads. The Policy and Planning Unit of the MOE will reshape its role
and build its capacity to better fulfill its functions to provide national leadership in planning,
monitoring, and information management.
3.11

The government intends to apply a quality-assurance system based on common minimum
standards of service delivery across all educational institutions. All schools, junior colleges,
and vocational institutions will receive at least one full supervision visit every three years and at
least one support visit per year. School supervision procedures will be reviewed and revised, and
a common standardized system introduced nationally using a common reporting format. Day-today supervision and support will remain the responsibilities of the district education centers, with
a strengthened role for school managers. Training and support will be provided to all supervisors,
including district education center staff and school managers.

3.12

The MOE proposes to publish all reports on its website within one month of their
submission. The government will invest in updating the official website through which key
information on the education system will be published. It intends to publish annual reports of
performance against the targets of education sector strategy, school supervision reports, annual
school report cards, and reports from managing authorities.
IV.

POLICY OPTIONS

4.1

As is the case of many countries in the region, Belize is paying a lot for education but getting
little. More youth are outside the school system than in it and many fail to make the transition to
the workforce. More and more youth are involved in gang activities. Action is needed if Belize is
not to lose a whole generation of youth.

4.2

In view of the diagnosis of Belize’s situation and international experience, improving educational
outcomes with the same or fewer resources will require heavy attention to the third plank of the
National Education Strategy for 2011–16: Better governance, oriented to strengthen governance
throughout the sector with the emphasis on increased accountability for student achievement.
The second plank of the strategy, ensuring quality and relevance of education, will perhaps most
importantly require an overhaul of the teacher training and professional development system to
provide effective teachers to all students. Also the first plank of equitable access requires
attention to help schools use resources more effectively to allow more children to learn. While the
challenges are great, international experience suggests that the following five policy options have
great promise. Interventions one and four below can be accomplished at low cost and should,
therefore, be possible to initiate nationwide in the very short term. In the case of the other
interventions, these should initiate in the southern districts, where the problems are more
pronounced, and be rolled out as resources allow.
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A.

Intervention 1: Establish high student learning expectations to guide the provision and
monitoring of education services to all levels

4.3

Policies are needed to make sure that student learning expectations guide the provision and
monitoring of education services at all levels. In practice, this means increasing accountability
and providing performance incentives at the school, teacher, and student levels. The following
strategies are recommended to establish a system of checks and balances:
(i)

Establish learning standards by: (a) establishing clear standards for student learning and
disseminating them widely among schools and teachers; (b) reviewing all teacher
education programs in order to benchmark these against regional and international
standards; (c) establishing common standards for school management, which will be used
as the basis for annually assessing the performance of every school; (d) revising,
standardizing and adopting the primary and secondary school curricula to meet the needs
of a multiethnic, multicultural, and multilingual society; and (e) updating the primary and
secondary curricula to incorporate more hands-on, active learning in order to acquire
more practical skills.

(ii)

Use Principal leadership as the vehicle for improving school and student performance
by: (a) implementing principal training in School Based Management, including both
transparent and efficient administrator skills, and skills as instructional leaders; and (b)
providing technical assistance to principals to improve data collection and reporting
processes to the MOE.

(iii)

Promote parent participation in school management by: (a) informing parents about
school and student assessments, with comparisons with other schools in the area, the
district and the nation (school scorecards being used in other countries in Central
America can be adapted in Belize using simple language and concepts that would help
parents understand the quality of their schools); and (b) raising awareness among
members of parent and teacher associations about what makes a good school in order to
improve the accountability of schools to parents.

(iv)

Shift the focus from inputs to outcomes realized by students by: (a) using the national
standardized examination system to monitor and evaluate student achievement and school
performance on a fair and objective basis; (b) disclosing school performance publicly to
parents, school boards, and the media to inform and motivate demands for better
performance from low-scoring schools; and (c) rewarding high performing school with
bonuses.

B.

Intervention 2: Ensure that new students start school ready to learn

4.4

At the preprimary level, one of the important goals established by the MOE is to provide early
childhood education to 50 percent of preschool-aged children. However, the government has been
unable to train the teachers and provide the infrastructure required for enough new preschools to
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achieve this goal. Given the importance of early childhood programs (Heckman, 2011), the
following strategies are recommended to increase preschool services and enrollment:
(i)

Increase services by: (a) opening preprimary classes in primary schools located in
socioeconomically disadvantaged communities; and (b) improving infrastructure in
existing schools and build new schools where needed to increase preschool services.

(ii)

Increase enrollment by: (a) organizing and educating the community (particularly in
rural areas) on the importance of early education and the positive impacts it can have on
their children.

(iii)

Improve the curriculum by: (a) developing standardized preschool learning kits (with
appropriate materials and tools and training of preschool educators) that promote the
development of language and mathematics skills and psychosocial development of
children in different types of school (multigrade, formal, traditional, as well as informal
and nontraditional).

C.

Intervention 3: Provide effective teachers to all students

4.5

Two decades ago, the government of Belize established a goal to raise the proportion of trained
teachers in schools to 80 percent. However, there continues to be a substantial shortage of trained
teachers in schools, and the proportion of trained teachers is decreasing. To reach the
government’s goal, the proportion of trained teachers would have to almost double at the primary
level and triple at the secondary level. In line with a new national teacher training strategy, Belize
should implement a recursive teacher training model that incorporates consecutive and integrated
programs to ensure a constant supply of trained teachers. The following strategies are
recommended to increase the proportion of trained teachers:
(i)

Improve the qualifications of in-service teachers by: (a) working closely with junior
colleges to create in-service training courses aligned with the existing pre-service training
package to meet induction and licensing requirements; (b) establishing a national system
for testing teacher content and pedagogical skills; (c) using technology in the delivery of
teacher training activities to promote cost-effective distance learning and blended
modalities; and (d) undertaking a temporary mass training initiative similar to the
certificate in primary education, for secondary and early childhood teachers.

(ii)

Improve the qualifications of future teachers by: (a) establishing national teacher
education and accountability standards to recruit good teachers from the start; (b) training
teachers in content knowledge and inquiry-based student centered classroom practices;
(c) packaging existing programs from the University of Belize and St. John’s College for
delivery in other centers in partnership with the junior colleges; and (d) creating
partnerships between local institutions and universities abroad to offer teacher training
programs not yet available in Belize in areas such as physics and chemistry.

(iii)

Enhance the teacher incentive system by: (a) experimenting with nonmonetary
incentives, such as distinctions for extraordinary performance and opportunities for
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further study; and (b) analyzing and potentially reforming the rules governing teacher
tenure and incentives in order to select the most effective teachers to remain in the
system.
D.

Intervention 4: Help schools use resources more effectively to allow more children to learn

4.6

The MOE continues to aim for universal access to primary and secondary education. However,
Belize has struggled to achieve these goals. With primary enrollment rates declining and
completion rates low, it is important to make every effort to achieve the goals of universal access
and reduced dropout rates at this level. Secondary education is crucial to the country’s
competitiveness and welfare. The effect of education on wages kicks in with the completion of
secondary school, as the average salary of secondary graduates is more than double that of a
primary school leaver. The following strategies are recommended to improve the services offered
in these institutions and to increase enrollment using existing school facilities:
(i)

Improve access to primary education by: (a) establishing special school-based programs
during regular school-hours to reintegrate primary school children who have dropped out
or never enrolled in school; (b) improving education services to increase enrollment of
children with special education needs (who make up 3 to 4 percent of out-of-school
children at the primary level) by integrating them into regular classrooms through an
inclusive education approach.

(ii)

Improve access to secondary education by: (a) allocating resources on the basis of
education outputs or outcomes rather than inputs, including the strict monitoring of the
implementation of the secondary school financing reform, ensuring that schools are paid
based on the number of students that receive the minimum curriculum (and not as
previously based on inputs); (b) developing special school-based programs that
reintegrate out-of-school children into formal schooling and provide incentives to
teachers to run such programs; and (c) offering cost-effective, non-formal alternatives to
encourage secondary enrollment among young people who are unable to study in the
formal system.

E.

Intervention 5: Support more youth to complete vocational and tertiary education making
them prepared to contribute to society

4.7

Student enrollment at the vocational and tertiary level is very low. Not all students graduating
from high school have an opportunity to continue their education if they so desire due to several
limitations. Vocational and tertiary education in Belize faces a multitude of challenges, including
accessibility, affordability and inadequate supply of relevant programs. The following strategies
are recommended to increase relevance, efficiency and equity at the tertiary level:
(i)

Increase relevance of tertiary education by: (a) allocating higher levels of subsidies to
fields prioritized by the labor market (e.g. engineering and economics) and fewer
subsidies to less rigorous programs (e.g. general studies); (b) targeting public subsidies
for junior college programs to properly accredited tertiary courses; and (c) reducing
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duplicated programs and programs that are not in high demand in the labor market, and
redeploying teachers across programs.
(ii)

Increase relevance of vocational education by: (a) improving the coordination and
collaboration between secondary schools and ITVETs, so that students in regular
secondary schools can take courses that prepare them for a transition to ITVETs; (b)
examining options for ITVET students to access courses offered at secondary schools;
and (c) linking TVET to local industry and commerce to enable a tangible connection
between training and the workplace.

(iii)

Increase the qualifications of tertiary level faculty by: (a) establishing clear national
standards for teacher expertise at junior colleges and universities. This could be done in
two phases: (1) setting benchmarks that align with current day realities, and (2) creating
faculty standards for when conditions improve (i.e. when the teaching candidate pool has
greater academic credentials).

(iv)

Increase access to vocational and tertiary education among under-represented
populations by: (a) retargeting scholarships to low income students, rather than
exclusively to the highest performing students (e.g. by establishing a fixed share of all
scholarships to be allocated to low income households); (b) providing male youth with
higher scholarship amounts to increase the incentive to stay in school, and hence reduce
the gender gap.

(v)

Reduce inefficiencies by: (a) making institutional funding for instruction performancedriven (e.g. based on graduation rates and test scores); (b) reducing public subsidies to
students who remain too long in the system; (c) increasing the use of shared facilities;
and (d) expanding student mobility between institutions.
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