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I. INTRODUCTION AND PURPOSE  

1.1 The purpose of this Strategic Framework is to guide, and help increase the 
effectiveness of, Bank action in the education sector. The Framework responds to 
requests by the Board of Executive Directors for updated sector strategies 
following the approval of the Institutional Strategy in 1999.1 

1.2 The Strategic Framework is intended to be supportive of the Bank’s core priorities 
of promoting competitiveness and growth and reducing poverty and inequality. 
Education and training are critical for competitiveness and growth because of 
their effects on the productivity of the workforce, among other considerations. 
Education is also essential for poverty reduction because it improves earnings 
perspectives, the capacity for mobility, and the adaptability of the workforce. 
Education conveys private benefits and powerful public externalities. The latter 
affect the capacity to innovate and enhance the nature and scope of social 
achievements. They also play a role in shaping the quality of civic interaction and 
democratic governance. 

1.3 Since its inception, the Bank has been an important source of technical assistance 
and external finance for education in LAC. Building on the experience and 
progress accumulated so far, the present Framework advocates a renewed 
commitment to education, emphasizing strategic selectivity and the direction of 
support to catalytic actions spanning the range of levels from pre-school to 
primary, secondary and tertiary education.2 A key objective is the enhancement of 
learning with a view to reducing the gap in performance that separates the region 
from its competitors. 

1.4 The Framework builds on the Bank’s overarching corporate strategies as well as 
the education sub-sector strategies written in the course of the past decade.3 It 

                                                 
1 On the mandate to review sector strategies, policies and guidelines see Document GN-2077-15. 
Document GN-2195-3 lists the sector strategies (including the present Strategic Framework and the 
Information and Communication Technology Framework) that are being produced or updated for 
consideration by the Board of Executive Directors.  
2 For present purposes, UNESCO's International Standard Classification of Education (ISCED-1997) is 
adopted. Accordingly, pre-primary education may begin at age 3 and continue until the year of entrance 
into primary school. Primary education ("the first stage of basic education") begins at age 5, 6, or 7 and 
may last 4 to 8 years. Lower secondary education ("the second stage of basic education") usually takes 
place in grades 7 to 9, while upper secondary education is usually grades 10 to 12. Basic education 
generally is understood to encompass the primary and lower secondary cycles. Three forms of tertiary 
education exist: the first offering post-secondary training ranging from six months to two years; the 
second offering bachelors’ degrees; and the third offering masters’ and doctoral degrees. It should be noted 
that these conventions, as well as the number of years at each level, vary in the definitions and practice 
encountered from one country to another.  
3 The sub-sector strategies include: “Higher Education in Latin America and the Caribbean: A Strategy” 
(1997), “Reforming Primary and Secondary Education in Latin America and the Caribbean: A Strategy” 
(2000), and “Vocational and Technical Training: A Strategy” (2000). Much of what is said in these 
documents remains valid and useful today. The present Framework updates with an emphasis on the overall 
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takes into account recent international initiatives in education, including the 
Millennium Development Goals (MDGs), the Education for All-Fast Track 
Initiative that commits governments to providing six full years of quality primary 
education to all children by the year 2015, and intentions announced at recent 
meetings of the Summit of the Americas regarding increases in secondary school 
enrolment and improvements in educational measurement and accountability.  

1.5 The approaches and policy options detailed in the Framework are grounded in 
empirical evidence regarding the determinants of learning, attainment, the cost of 
providing education, and the reasons underlying the uneven performance of 
public education in different borrowing member countries of the Bank. The 
Framework reflects continuing exchanges and consultation with policy makers, 
experts, and researchers in the field, including three years of meetings organized 
by the Regional Policy Dialogue on Education and lessons drawn from years of 
experience in IDB lending and technical assistance in education.  

1.6 A basic tenet of the Framework is that conditions are country specific and no 
model fits all. The Framework seeks to offer insights as to the effectiveness of 
education policy and attempted solutions in alternative settings. In so doing, it 
acknowledges that education is not an autonomous field. Broad economic, social, 
and political forces affect the supply of and the demand for schooling as well as 
the benefits that individuals can extract from their education. Still, education 
helps determine the range and quality of opportunities that people encounter in 
life. The Framework stresses the need for adequate domestic capacity for 
policymaking and the implementation of programs and, for the Bank, the need to 
organize itself in accordance with the challenges at hand. The Framework 
highlights the merits of goal setting, benchmarking, a results orientation and 
evaluation, and places strong emphasis on enhanced sector and institutional 
analysis as an integral part of the Bank’s support to education4. 

1.7 The Framework is presented to the Board of Executive Directors at a time when 
the challenges linked to the region’s insertion into the global knowledge economy 
and the associated demands on education are recognized more clearly than ever 

                                                                                                                                                 
role of the education sector in the context of economic and social development and builds more explicit 
links with the IDB strategy and activities in the closely related area of science and technology development. 
4 A profile outlining the major themes of this Strategic Framework was submitted for consultation to 
education authorities in the region as well as to selected groups of education policy researchers. The 
Framework has in many ways benefited from the feedback received. The preparation of the Framework 
benefited also from the substantial contributions made by the members of the Inter-departmental Working 
Group of education specialists representing the operations departments as well as INT and RES. 
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before. Any account of the education sector in LAC has to start by recognizing 
the reforms and achievements that have swept through the region during the past 
fifteen years. Compared with the needs arising from ever more rapid worldwide 
change, nevertheless, education and training have been slow to evolve and adapt. 
The region has to do better in shaping its educational investment as a catalyst for 
competitiveness, inventiveness, and social gains. The Bank, in turn, must reflect 
on how best to support the efforts of the borrowing countries in this field.  

II. SECTOR DIAGNOSIS5 

A. Education, competitiveness and growth 

2.1 The information and communication revolution and globalization are now the 
driving forces underpinning productivity and economic growth. The knowledge 
content of traded goods and services worldwide is set to grow while the relative 
value of many primary and resource-intensive goods in international trade is 
likely to decline. Progress in computer technology and connectivity is resulting in 
near zero communication costs and the quasi-abolition of physical distance for 
numerous economic purposes. Many businesses in this situation can settle 
anywhere they like in order to benefit from comparative advantages in the cost 
and quality of human resources. The level of skill of the workforce is becoming 
key to attracting and retaining businesses and investment today.  

2.2 The knowledge economy requires increasing numbers of workers with high-level 
skills who must update their knowledge on a regular basis.6 Higher order learning 
and capabilities such as creativity, communication skills, and the ability to work 
in teams have become more important than the learning of basic facts and data. 
The growing premium on knowledge further diminishes the earning power of the 
unskilled and semi-skilled compared with that of the better trained. And there is 
evidence from OECD countries that newly created measures of the labor force’s 
cognitive skills (its “knowledge capital”) show a stronger influence of education 
and skills on growth prospects than the traditional indicators based on number of 
years spent in school.  

2.3 The growing role of knowledge as a factor of production has fueled growth in 
enrolment in formal schooling. In the developed world the average number of 
years of schooling of young workers now approaches 14 years. Of particular 
importance is the expansion of pre-schooling as well as that of a wide variety of 
post-secondary forms of training not linked to universities in the traditional sense 
of the term. Along with the growth in formal schooling a vast expansion in the 
number, nature and diversity of learning opportunities is observed as workers find 
that they have to upgrade their skills, and businesses take into their own hands the 
training of their associates and employees.  

                                                 
5 This chapter summarizes the main points and findings of a background paper on education in LAC 
available from SDS/EDU on request.  
6 The ISO 9000 and 14000 families of quality standards provide a benchmark of needed labor force skills.  
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2.4 Driven by these changes, the traditional concept of formal education provided to 
children and youth up to the age of 24, mainly by the public sector, is being 
replaced by a new set of relationships. The required knowledge capital today 
includes not just verbal skills and mathematics but also the capacity to innovate, 
cooperate, and solve problems in a range of specific but constantly changing 
areas. Higher premiums are being paid for those jobs requiring non-routine 
cognitive tasks, including advanced analytical capabilities or intense interaction 
between people. More routine tasks, increasingly replaced by computers or other 
types of automation, are less in demand. Learning is increasingly recognized as a 
process beginning at birth and ending only at life’s end, with the result that 
learning opportunities need to be provided not only to children and youths but 
also to adults. Over their lifetime adults may move into and out of a variety of 
formal and non-formal education and training schemes. In fact, by some 
estimates, skill formation that takes place after and outside schools can account 
for as much as one-third to one-half of all training many workers receive. As the 
state sees its quasi monopoly on education mitigated, the forms of delivery of 
learning diversify to include standard formal education, web-based and virtual 
learning, and training arranged by firms for their employees as part of the 
expansion of continuing education for adults. The state’s role is no longer only to 
provide education, but to regulate and oversee the quality and responsiveness to 
the market of training programs (a growing number of which are offered by 
private providers) and learning. 

2.5 There are also indications that the composition of the demand for middle and 
upper level manpower is changing in the direction of graduates with more 
technical skills, rather than the traditional academic skills imparted by 
universities. In particular there appear to be growing needs throughout the world 
for non-traditional degrees, below the BA level, for creative teaching methods, 
closer to the university college or community college model than to the traditional 
university program, and overall for a wide diversification of types of tertiary 
education.  

2.6 What data exist for LAC largely reflect the operation of these global trends. The 
changing world economy has led to increases in the rate of return to tertiary 
education in the region, where gross enrolment ratios in tertiary education 
increased from 17% in 1990 to 24% in 2000. The private sector has actively 
expanded into newly emerging areas where the public sector has moved too 
slowly and now accounts for over one third of total enrolments. Distance higher 
education is also growing rapidly. Yet the overall enrolment ratio is still 10% 
below that of countries at comparable per capita GDP levels. Brazil, Mexico, and 
the English speaking Caribbean have particularly low higher education enrolment 
ratios compared to their competitors.  

2.7 A fully adequate response to these challenges on the side of tertiary education 
institutions has been constrained, however, by distorted incentives, that 
discourage innovation, good governance, cost-consciousness and linkages to the 
productive sector. The budget process for higher education only exceptionally 
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takes into account performance, evaluation or considerations of transparency. 
Public funds are spread thinly among institutions, with consequent reductions in 
quality. Inadequate government oversight often encourages lack of transparency 
in the private market for tertiary education. 

2.8 There has been modest progress in terms of reform. In the best of cases, public 
institutions have diversified their offerings, especially through providing 
programs at below the BA level, have sought and obtained new sources of 
financing and have been quick to change their courses of study in response to 
demand. Many countries have taken steps to introduce evaluation and 
accreditation systems, although, with some exceptions, the systems remain less 
than fully operational and institutionalized. There is increasing diversification of 
tertiary education, as can be seen in the expansion of non-university courses in 
countries such as Venezuela, Mexico and Peru. But the pace and scope of such 
transformation is inadequate. Inadequate policy and institutional attention to 
access and equity issues continues to be an impediment for many low income 
secondary school graduates to enroll and succed in post-secondary programs. A 
particular point of concern has been the limited ability of tertiary institutions to 
responds to the challenge of training effective school teachers, keeping pace with 
education reforms taking place in lower levels of education. 

2.9 Beyond the traditional function of tertiary education as a source of advanced 
training, lays its role as a fundamental element of national systems of innovation. 
These systems consist of institutions, structures, incentives, public-private 
interactions, and human capital that collectively impact on productivity and 
economic growth. Technological innovation is acknowledged as critical for 
enhancing competitiveness, and patterns of trade and economic growth are largely 
governed by innovation and technology. Yet the region is not adequately 
positioned to compete in the global knowledge economy. Its countries figure in 
the lower half of the list of 102 that were ranked on the World Economic Forum’s 
growth competitiveness index and a technology sub-index for 2003. By such 
measures as expenditure relative to GDP, patents, and scientific publications, 
investment and output in science, technology and R&D are inadequate by 
international comparison in LAC. Total factor productivity, a measure of the 
overall contribution of a country’s knowledge capital and “organization” to 
growth, stagnated in the region during the past 25 years and remained behind the 
levels recorded for East and South Asia (Box 1).  

2.10 A recent listing of the best 500 research universities in the world showed a tiny 
representation of institutions from Latin America and the Caribbean, not one of 
them in the top 300. This does not prevent islands of excellence to prosper: 
graduate enrolment in renowned programs has been expanding, particularly in 
larger countries such as Brazil and Mexico. Yet there continues to be a reluctance 
in many university settings to link research work with the productive sector. And 
there continues to be inadequate investment on advanced degrees and research 
capabilities in top level universities and research institutes.  
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2.11 The gaps in tertiary education in LAC are also closely associated with serious 
deficiencies at the pre-school, primary and secondary level (Box 1). The 
completion of primary school is important for poverty reduction and setting the 
stage for reducing inequality. In LAC elevated enrolment rates at this level 
conceal stark quality deficiencies as well as pockets of exclusion among rural and 
indigenous populations. Both pre-school and secondary levels have undergone a 
substantial expansion over the past decade, but much remains to be done before 
internationally competitive standards of enrolment, completion and learning are 
achieved. 

 

Box 1. LAC´s Education Gap 
Education is a key element in increasing productivity and improving personal welfare. The comparison with East and South Asia 
is instructive: these regions have invested heavily in human capital, particularly education, starting in periods when growth was 
incipient and poverty considerably more wide-spread than today; a premium was placed on sound macroeconomic and public 
sector management. This combination provided a framework for public and private investment in human capital that helped raise 
the productivity of factors, total factor productivity, and growth.  

Growth Decomposition by Contributing Factors 
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LAC East Asia South Asia Eastern Europe Subsaharan Africa

GDP%
Capital
Labor
Human Capital
TFP

 
Source: Own elaboration based on National Accounts Statistics, UN Statistics (1970-2001), World Development Indicators (WDI), World Bank 
(1970-2001), and Barro and Lee (2002), International data on educational attainment (1970-2000). Data for Asia exclude Japan and China. 
 
Behind figures like these lies the achievement and shortcomings of education policy in the region. The substantial progress 
achieved by Latin America and the Caribbean in terms of education development has to be placed in an international context: the 
region lags behind its competitors in key respects as seen in the table below; it started to expand secondary education at least a 
decade later and continues to expand tertiary education at a slower rate than East and South Asia. 

I. Comparative Evolution of Gross Enrolment Rates 
Region Pre-Primary Primary Secondary Tertiary (students/100,000 pop) 

  1980 2000 
% 

Growth 1980 2000 
% 

Growth  1980 2000 
% 

Growth 1980 1996 
% 

Growth  

LAC 26 54 51.8 103 112 8.0 43 72 40.3 1378 1932 28.7 
East Asia 43 79 45.5 88 103 14.6 74 91 18.7 1655 4619 64.1 
South Asia 7 27 74.1 74 83 10.8 27 47 42.6 283 840 66.3 
East. Europe 70 73 4.1 100 101 1.0 77 95 18.9 1185 2064 42.6 
Source: Own elaboration based on data from the UNESCO Institute of Statistics. On the web at www.uis.unesco.org 
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2.12 The region’s training institutions, in turn, have often failed to deliver the skills 
profile demanded by the productive sectors. Although there has been some 
notable progress towards a more diversified menu of options, few training 
systems have been able to adequately respond to the dual challenge of the 
changing demands of the labor market and the large numbers of workers that 
failed to complete mandatory levels of lower education. Even if the region were to 
achieve the education MDGs by 2015, an accumulated stock of 90 million adults 
that never finished primary education would remain. Training will be key to 
increasing their “employability” and it will be incumbent upon the region’s 
training systems to find and implement relevant approaches for dealing with the 
specific needs of these populations. 

2.13 Similarly, the connections between education and S&T development go beyond 
the confines of university campuses and laboratories. Innovation and productivity 
gains require and emerge from solid math and science skills at all levels, which 
enable a productive workforce and give foundation to the competencies demanded 
by the knowledge economy. Empirical evidence supports the notion that science 
and math education are critical elements in any growth formula. Scores on 
international tests in science and math (e.g., IEA, NEAP) have been shown to 
explain differences in growth rates between nations over a 30-year period (1960-
1990). The stellar economic performers in Asia exhibit particularly strong 
outcomes in science and math education at all levels. As shown later in this 
document, LAC, on the other hand, consistently scores lower than its competitors 
in international tests of achievement in mathematics and science. 

B. Education and the poor  

2.14 The average indicators of educational attainment in LAC are pulled down by the 
underachievement of the poor. Poor children, particularly in rural areas and 
belonging to minority racial and ethnic groups, are likely to begin school late, 
repeat their grade, drop out, and score poorly on tests. Their probability of 
finishing primary school and entering and finishing secondary school is low. 
Among 25-30 year olds in all of LAC, the average difference in schooling 
completed between those in the highest income quintile and those in the lowest 
two quintiles is 5.5 years. In Mexico, Honduras, and Brazil the difference exceeds 
6.5 years, with Mexico and Nicaragua the only countries where this number 
declined in the past decade.  

2.15 Data also exist to suggest that the poor are disproportionately concentrated in 
technical tracks of education. But few of the region’s technical education 
programs have proven capable or producing graduates that are academically and 
occupationally prepared to meet the challenges of an ever-changing labor market. 
Rather, technical education programs leave them with few possibilities for further 
study at higher levels or other avenues for acquiring critical skills that command 
higher market premiums.  
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2.16 As children from poor families approach age 15, the opportunity cost of 
remaining in school increases in spite of the fact that they may not have 
completed sixth grade. These adolescents often face little choice between school 
and work. They go to work at an early age, foregoing the reward of greater income 
in the long run linked to longer schooling. Entering the workforce ill prepared, they 
take low paying, low-skill jobs with little opportunity for advancement. Those who 
study, or work and study, are likely to lag academically and professionally relative 
to peers that enjoyed a better start and study fulltime or over longer periods of time. 
PISA, the OECD’s Program for International Student Assessment, found greater 
income-related inequality in learning scores in the Latin American countries 
studied than in any other country, with the exception of Portugal and the US.7  

2.17 Poverty and social exclusion are the roadblocks threatening the full achievement 
of the MDG on primary enrolment in LAC. (Box 3 in chapter 4 offers country 
data on the remaining gap related to this MDG; the heterogeneity within countries 
is the principal reason why this MDG continues to be on the agenda in LAC.) As 
mentioned, the rural, racial and ethnic dimension is particularly important as a 
policy variable in this regard. In Guatemala, for example, rural indigenous 
adolescents achieve just over 3 years of schooling on average by the time they are 
15. Their non-indigenous rural peers achieve 4.5 years, the urban figure being 7 
years. While a number of countries have introduced programs to foster the 
educational prospects of ethnic groups through bilingual and multicultural 
education, the results so far point to the need for better and more. There is an 
unfulfilled need for targeted education measures as part of broader, convergent 
endeavors to strengthen the human capital of the poor, such as social transfer 
programs and national poverty reduction strategies.  

2.18 A success story of recent vintage can be reported with respect to the educational 
attainment of girls. In contrast with Asia, Africa and the Middle East, gender-
parity in education, and thus the corresponding MDG, have been achieved in 
LAC. Exceptions are found in the case of indigenous children in rural Guatemala 
and Bolivia, among other countries, where girls receive slightly less schooling 
than boys. Pending issues with regards to girls and indigenous children are the 
persistent patterns of discriminatory role models reproduced in textbooks, 
teaching materials and teachers´ attitudes which tend to influence learning and 
career options in a restrictive way. In general, however, where gender differences 
exist, they favor girls, as boys are more likely to drop out of school, a 
phenomenon that is particularly pronounced in the Caribbean at the level of 
secondary school. Efforts to foster gender equality in basic education, therefore, 
need to be mindful of the needs of boys.  

                                                 
7 PISA measures how well 15 year olds are prepared to meet the challenges of life’s civic and work 
demands. The program administers tests and background questionnaires to samples of 4,500-10,000 
students in participating countries. Reading, mathematical, and scientific achievements are measured to 
assess the students’ ability to apply knowledge and skills to tasks that are deemed relevant to their future. 
The assessment covers the OECD member countries and, today, 15 non-members, including six countries 
in Latin America. See www.pisa.oecd.org.  
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2.19 The issues of inequality of educational opportunity are not restricted to basic and 
secondary education: there are serious equity issues in tertiary education as well. 
In many cases upper- and middle-class students are attending free public 
institutions, while poorer students have to pay for their schooling in private 
institutions. The upper middle class students may have benefited from higher 
quality private education as well as expensive private courses preparing them for 
university entrance examinations. These problems especially affect ethnic and 
racial minorities, which are grossly under-represented in tertiary education 
institutions. Even in training, there is evidence that most training opportunities are 
available to those who are already functionally literate, meaning the “retooling” 
and upgrading necessary for a modern economy are available only to a restricted 
portion of the population. 

C. Patterns of educational attainment and learning 

2.20 Chart 1 shows that, in 1960, the average number of years of schooling in the 
general population was identical in Asia and LAC.8 Since then, a considerable gap 
favoring Asia has developed, but the situation has evolved and become more 
dynamic in LAC in recent years. In 18 LAC countries with data, thirty year olds 
(i.e., those born in 1975) now have 8.9 years of schooling, on average, compared 
with the six years for the population as a whole that are exhibited in Chart 1. 
Chile leads the region with an average of 11.7 years of education for 30 year olds 
today. Argentina, Panama, Peru, and Uruguay average more than 10 years. The 
lagging countries are the poorest ones, including Bolivia, Honduras, Nicaragua, 
and Guatemala, where 30 year olds have 6.5 or fewer years of education. 

Chart 1. Educational Attainment by World Region 

                                                 
8 The Chart also shows that in 2000 North Africa and the Middle East displayed a slightly higher average 
educational attainment than LAC. 
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2.21 Gross enrolment rates are now over 100% in primary and 72% in lower secondary 
school for the region as a whole. Pre-schooling has increased rapidly over the last 
decade, with an estimated 54% of children aged 4-5 in some form of pre-school 
today. But high enrolments do not translate into commensurate educational 
achievements because of grade repetition and dropouts, which are often the 
consequence of unfavorable school and family environments and which 
compromise the efficiency and effectiveness of the education system, resulting in 
expenditure on years of education without the full benefit in terms of grades 
fulfilled.  

2.22 In contrast with other world regions where many children never enroll in school, 
dropout explains much of the failure to complete primary and secondary school in 
LAC. Central America, for example, enrolls about 90% of its children in school 
for a 65% rate of completion of fifth grade. In South America nearly all children 
enroll in school (98%) for an 83% rate of completion of fifth grade. In 1999, the 
secondary completion rate in LAC was higher than in Sub-Saharan Africa and 
slightly higher than in South Asia, but significantly lower than in East Asia (Chart 
2). 

Chart 2. Secondary Completion Rate by World Region 

 

2.23 National systems vary widely as to their focus, effort and results in terms of 
school attainment, as does the relative priority of the problems being addressed 
(i.e., full primary-level enrolment at the appropriate age versus retention and 
universal primary completion; and full lower secondary enrolment at the 
appropriate age versus retention and universal lower secondary completion). A 
typology of countries related to primary enrolment and completion appears in Box 
2. 
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2.24 Shifting from attainment (i.e., years of schooling) to learning, the evidence 
indicates that the cognitive level of students in LAC lags behind that observed in 
developed countries and in countries in Eastern Europe and Asia at similar levels 
of per capita income for which comparable data exist. As seen in Table 1, the 
Latin American countries that participated in the 2000 and/or 2003 PISA test 
(Argentina, Brazil, Chile, Mexico, Peru, and Uruguay) scored lower than 
participating countries in Eastern Europe and Asia. First, only 4% of the Latin 
American students that took the test scored in the top half of all those who took 
the test. Second, the average score of the top 25% of the Latin American students 
was below the overall average achieved by the Eastern European, Asian, and 
OECD students that took the test. And third, the shortfalls of Latin America are 
not confined to students from families at the lower end of the income scale, i.e., 
the best performers in Latin America score well below the best performers in 
other regions. 

Box 2. Country Typology in the Enrolment-Effectiveness Space 

In an attempt at comparing the education conditions of as many countries as possible, the table below, based on data from 
household surveys for the year 2000, classifies country outcomes along two dimensions: enrolment and “effectiveness”, 
the latter defined as the extent to which education systems turn years of education into completed grades. Four groups of 
countries were created according to their performance along these lines. As one moves down the rows, countries are 
ranked according to their success in terms of getting children into school. As one moves across the columns countries are 
ranked according to their “effectiveness” in terms of timely completion. 
 

Effectiveness group 
 1 

(high) 
2 3 4 

(low) 
1 (high) Argentina 

Chile 
Panama 
Uruguay 

 Jamaica Dominican 
Republic. 

2  Bolivia 
Peru 
Venezuela 

Paraguay 
 

Belice 
Brazil 

3 Mexico Colombia 
Ecuador 

Costa Rica 
Paraguay 

 

E
nr

ol
m

en
t g

ro
up

 

4 (low) El Salvador Guatemala Haiti 
Honduras 

Nicaragua 

The best performers in terms of enrolment are Argentina, Chile, the Dominican Republic, Jamaica, Panama, and Uruguay. 
The columns suggest, however, that within this group, Jamaica and particularly the Dominican Republic perform much 
worse in turning children’s participation in the school system into years of schooling. At the opposite side of the spectrum, 
El Salvador, Guatemala, Haiti, Honduras and Nicaragua are the ones doing least well in terms of enrolment. But again 
there is a variance in their “effectiveness”: El Salvador does as well as Argentina, Chile, Panama, or Uruguay in this 
regard, given the attendance patterns it starts with. Nicaragua, in contrast, does as poorly as the Dominican Republic. In 
terms of “effectiveness”, Mexico is the best performer in this middle group, while Brazil, along with the Dominican 
Republic in the same group, enrolls many children but is afflicted by repetition and dropout. 
Source: Urquiola and Calderon (IDB, 2004) 
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2.25 International tests other than PISA9 confirm the lags and the need for 
improvements in the quality of education with a view to catching up. Evidence 
from the longest running national assessment systems, in particular those of Chile 
and Brazil, suggests that learning in any given grade has not improved in the past 
fifteen years. 

 

2.26 Inadequate learning is not restricted to primary and secondary education. For 
example not only is the average literacy of Chilean adults lower than that of its 
competitors, but also Chilean adults with higher education degrees score 
significantly lower on measures of reading and numerical comprehension than 
adults with higher education qualifications in other countries. In fact, while most 
of the current research on learning is focused on primary education and 15 year 
olds, because of the needs for learning at all levels there is no longer a particular 
“level” of education which should be prioritized. Learning improvements are 
needed at all levels of the education and training system. 

D. Constraints on the delivery of results 

2.27 Political: The “production function” underlying education is multi-dimensional 
and complex. During the past 15 years the reform efforts in the region have 
focused on the expansion of the supply of underserved levels of education (pre-
school, secondary), in-service teacher training, decentralization and school 
autonomy, introduction of assessment testing, curricular modernization, and the 
use of technology, most often ICT, in the school system. The politics of expansion 
has been easier than the politics surrounding improvements in quality and system 
efficiency. The political economy of improving learning or changing financing 
has often led to resistance from stakeholders, most notably the teachers’ unions, 
that feel that they may lose out. 

                                                 
9 Including the Third International Mathematics and Science Study (TIMSS) and the International Adult 
Literacy Survey (IALS).  
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2.28 Complicating the picture is the fact that the process of policy-making in education 
tends to be unstable and not very transparent. Quite often, policies are adopted 
without the benefit of public debate and fact-based consideration of the gains and 
costs to society and to such stakeholders as the parents and children who may be 
lacking organization and voice. Trust, indispensable for sustaining long-term 
education policies, is weak among major stakeholders –particularly the Ministries 
and teacher’s organizations. While some aspects of the process show progress in 
some countries (the lengthening tenure of ministers of education may be seen as 
indicative of this), the situation remains unsatisfactory and the scope for the 
quality-enhancing reforms that are needed, compromised. There is evidence that 
countries are observing and learning from each other, however, and “peer 
pressure” may become a factor enabling the acceleration of discrete steps of 
reform.10  

2.29 Institutional: Weak institutions are a critical constraint to progress in education. 
Repeated failures of projects and investments targeting educational improvement 
can be ascribed to capacity constraints that manifest themselves at the conceptual 
level (for example, in the form of inadequate designs and assumptions about how 
organizations change) and in terms of implementation. Often, public institutions 
in the education sector lack the managerial and technical capacity to deal with the 
complexities of proposed reforms. Education bureaucracies attempt to exercise 
control from afar without the ability to follow through at the level of individual 
classrooms and schools.  

2.30 Education and training systems in the region continue to be largely input-driven, 
rather than focused on results, although, as indicated below, the data needed for 
focusing on results in terms of educational attainment and learning are beginning 
to be generated. Neither the systems as a whole, nor the component schools or 
training centers, are as yet structured to monitor performance or take timely 
corrective action should the need arise. Management, such as it is, tends to focus 
on simple targets such as money spent, schools built, training courses provided, 
textbooks delivered, and teachers trained according to prevailing norms. 

2.31 During the past fifteen years, nevertheless, three major changes have occurred 
from an institutional perspective: decentralization, the rise of private-public 
partnerships, and the development of assessment and statistical systems.  

2.32 Countries began to decentralize in response to fiscal challenges at the center and 
in the hope that services administered closer to the intended beneficiaries would 
assume greater quality, efficiency, and equity. Decentralization entailed the 
downsizing of the central bureaucracy and the modification of its functions 
according to notions of subsidiarity. Sub-national governments, as a result, began 
to learn about the management of education services. But decentralization as an 
objective of reform has not been implemented evenly. Poorly defined incentives 
and rules for resource allocation made education spending less productive in some 

                                                 
10 The Bank is contributing to the cross-country debate about promising reform practice, one of the vehicles 
being the Regional Policy Dialogue on Education.  
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cases and in others led to reduced spending. The (regulatory) role of the central 
ministries of education has not been adequately re-defined in the face of 
decentralization.  

2.33 Two decades of effort in decentralization have improved the capacities of sub-
national governments and brought communities closer to their schools, turning the 
latter into stronger institutions. However, inside schools, principals and staff often 
continue to lack the skills, incentives and authority to perform up to potential. 
Throughout the region, even though the rhetoric of active learning pedagogy has 
been mainstreamed, actual classes continue to be taught to a large extent using 
traditional methods, the adaptation of teaching strategies to the diversity of 
student needs remaining a distant objective. 

2.34 The experience of some countries with privately run but publicly financed schools 
is relevant in this regard. While quality and capacities in the private sector vary 
enormously, privately managed schools, including those that serve low-income 
populations, have been found often to produce, on average, the same product with 
fewer resources than the public sector. Private schools in some cases tend to have 
motivated principals and teachers, and parents actively engaged in matters related 
to the school. Private schools also have supervision and pedagogic support 
mechanisms and resources that help improve teaching. The lessons learned from 
management models in the private sector hold promise for schools in the public 
domain.  

2.35 The third institutional change referred to above relates to the strengthening of 
capabilities in testing and evaluation. Seventeen Latin American countries, up 
from four in 1990, today have programs to test and evaluate student learning, and 
procedures to publish the results. A growing number of countries are participating 
in regional and international assessments of student learning. Test data are 
increasingly used as the empirical baseline for analytical studies. Some countries 
have made progress in improving their education and school statistics and making 
them available to the public online or in other formats. Others, however, are still 
not able to collect and issue basic statistics in a timely fashion. Throughout the 
region, the use of test results and data in evaluating teacher performance, planning 
the training and placement of teachers, and taking equity and quality enhancing 
measures remains the exception rather than the rule. This holds true in schools as 
well as in training institutions.  

2.36 The key issue of management of the teaching force remains unsolved in most 
public school systems in LAC. Teachers have low expectations of their students; 
their own training is inadequate, particularly in the sciences and mathematics; and 
they spend most of their classroom time on routine tasks or enforcing discipline. 
Their training is de-linked from the actual curricula and classroom situations as 
they typically arise. In-service training programs, where they exist, have not 
resulted in measurable changes in behavior and improvements in classroom 
learning. Incentive systems only exceptionally reward improvements in teacher 
competence and classroom practice.  
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2.37 Financial: Public and private expenditure on education is growing in LAC. 
Between 1990 and 2002 public expenditure as a share of GDP grew from a 
regional average of 4.1% to 4.7%. Guatemala, Nicaragua, Dominican Republic 
and El Salvador are spending considerably less (about 2% of GDP), while others 
(Chile, Costa Rica, the English speaking Caribbean) spend up to 6% of GDP. The 
observed increase in public education expenditure reflects rapid growth in 
enrolment in secondary and higher education, and there is evidence that 
expenditure per pupil in primary and secondary education is going up. However, 
current levels of real per student expenditure merely represent a return, 
approximately, to the levels observed prior to the debt crisis of the 1980s. 

2.38 Through 2020, an increasing percentage of the population will be in the labor 
force, and dependency ratios and the population aged 6 to 18 will decline. This 
demographic window of opportunity could lead to greater savings and growth and 
should make it easier for the region to raise education expenditure, increasing 
coverage and performance.  

2.39 One element of the coverage and performance equation is the level of spending 
per student which, depending on the country, currently is in the annual range of 
US$150 to US$1,700 in LAC, compared with US$4,100, on average, in the 
countries of the OECD. While the trend is rising, as mentioned, there are 
questions about the efficiency and effectiveness of spending. Chart 3, where 
cumulative per-student spending is plotted against PISA scores for a sample of 
countries, suggests that Latin America is not converting expenditures per student 
into PISA scores as efficiently as other countries and regions. Grade repetition 
alone is estimated to represent a loss of US$11 billion per year. And resources are 
wasted because of problems with the composition of spending, because capital 
spending and other quality enhancing non-salary expenditure is under-funded. 

Chart 3. Expenditure per student and PISA test scores in Latin America and OECD 

 

Peru

Brazil

Argentina

Chile

Mexico

 

USA

Canada

300

350

400

450

500

550

600

0 10,000 20,000 30,000 40,000 50,000 60,000 70,000 80,000

Cumulative education expenditure to age 15 (PPP$)

Av
er

ag
e 

co
m

bi
ne

d 
lite

ra
cy

 s
co

re

Poland

Source: Motivans et al. (2004) 



 16

 

2.40 Therefore, while additional resources will need to be devoted to education to meet 
the challenges discussed in this chapter, there is a need to raise the efficiency and 
effectiveness of education spending in the context of quality, equity and coverage-
enhancing reforms. Private resources, too, will need to be brought to bear if the 
growing demand for education services, particularly at the post-primary level, is 
going to be met.  

E. Conclusion 

2.41 This chapter outlined the considerable and varied challenges faced by the 
countries of LAC as they seek to improve their education and training systems in 
an attempt to close the gaps between them and their competitors. The chapter 
made the point that the knowledge capital of a population has become a major 
source of competitive advantage in the international knowledge economy of 
today. If LAC is to tackle effectively the challenges brought out in the discussion 
above, four fundamental problems will have to be faced: (i) closing the 
educational attainment gap at different levels of schooling that exists within 
countries in LAC and has developed between the region and its competitors (a 
prerequisite is the need for equitable provision and access to high quality primary 
and secondary education in LAC); (ii) expand and reform tertiary education so as 
to make it demand oriented and accessible, while raising the quality of teaching 
and research; (iii) achieve integration between education and science and 
technology development, and (iv) make training flexible, market driven, and 
continuous. These needs are taken up again below. 

 
III. LESSONS LEARNED  

3.1 The IDB’s lending and technical assistance program in education over four 
decades in all borrowing countries has generated experience, which, coupled with 
insight from research and evaluation activity, has led to some changes in 
emphasis and approaches to country assistance in education over time. A set of 
conclusions and lessons can be formulated along the following lines11: (i) lessons 
relating to education policy choices; (ii) lessons arising from the implementation 
of educational reform supported by the Bank; and (iii) lessons related to the 
relevance of IDB instruments and approaches to financial and technical assistance 
in education. 

A. Education policy  

3.2 In terms of education policy, perhaps the main point to be made is that 
unsatisfactory schooling and learning outcomes are largely the result of 

                                                 
11 OVE’s evaluation of the Bank’s basic education strategy (RE-281, October 2003) is one source of 
lessons learned. Also, refer to Annex A below for details on lessons applicable to specific types of 
programs.  
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inadequate policies. While learning in LAC stagnated, countries elsewhere with 
similar levels of income realized rapid gains, as seen above. Although the set of 
factors underpinning this situation is complicated and complex, it is clear, 
therefore, that the region has overlooked essential areas of intervention and 
dedicated substantial resources to measures that had little positive effect on 
educational results.  

3.3 A key deficiency in this respect has been the lack of a systematic approach to 
the improvement of teaching. In spite of the evidence that the quality of 
teaching is critical to learning in all systems, a comprehensive policy has been 
missing in the borrowing countries and the Bank’s education portfolio alike. 
There has been progress in the mainstreaming of the principles of active, 
constructive and contextualized learning among teachers. But the evaluations 
available on the impact of in-service training on teacher practice consistently 
show a close-to-nil effectiveness. In-service teacher training programs with 
minimum impact waste resources. Pre-service teacher training remains 
unimproved and inadequate today; teacher evaluation remains the exception 
rather than the rule; pedagogic support at the school level is essentially non-
existent; and the introduction of teacher standards, licensing and certification is 
generally avoided for political as much as technical reasons.  

3.4 A second set of lessons under the heading of policy choices has to do with the 
forces linking education, the labor market and the economy at large. The demands 
of the knowledge economy require investments at all levels and in all types of 
education and training with a view to preparing the workforce for the demands of 
changing economic conditions. While the importance of these linkages is 
increasingly being recognized, the educational reforms so far, and the Bank’s 
approach to the sector, have not been seized by the approach and frame of 
mind that this implies.  

3.5 A consequence has been that the teaching of science and math has been 
neglected. It is not coincidental that such economic performers as the “Asian 
tigers” have in the past exhibited strong achievements in science and mathematics 
education at all levels. In contrast, analyses of the experience of industrialization 
led by foreign companies and investment in Latin America suggest that—owing 
to the workforce’s low science literacy—there is little local capacity to “own” and 
apply the technologies transferred. The Bank has only exceptionally included 
an emphasis on science and mathematics in its education operations. 

3.6 On the same general issue, the diversification of tertiary education has been 
slow in coming about. The Bank’s Higher Education Strategy cited above made 
a case for the diversification of tertiary education, noting that there are different 
functions for tertiary education –general higher education, academic leadership, 
professional training and technical training12- and that each country should 

                                                 
12 See “Higher Education in Latin America and the Caribbean: Strategy Paper”. Inter-American 
Development Bank. Education Unit (1997). 
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develop programs and institutions capable of fostering excellence in each of the 
functions—an idea not yet mainstreamed in the region. Cultural and economic 
factors tend to push non-university institutions that are often sidelined by public 
policy to dilute their mission by claiming that they are universities. Many 
universities, in turn, having seen their relevance and performance wane, may be 
said to be trying to be everything to all people. To bolster its effectiveness in 
supporting tertiary education, the Bank will have to re-assert its policy 
position and programs in this respect.13  

3.7 Two other lessons pertaining to education policy choices relate to decentralization 
and the challenges of poverty reduction. First, decentralization by itself is 
unlikely to produce gains in the quality of education. Mixed results have 
tempered the enthusiasm of the 1990s regarding decentralization and school 
autonomy reforms. Although the decentralization of education can be advocated 
on several grounds, as noted above, it cannot be expected to positively affect 
learning in the absence of supplementary measures that insure a change for the 
better in the way classes are taught, schools are organized, and the education 
system is held accountable. 

3.8 Second, on poverty reduction, it appears that education is underemphasized in 
the poverty reduction strategies that have been formulated up to now. Studies 
of the determinants of poverty around the world indicate that investments in 
human capital through the formal education system and training programs are 
effective in helping to reduce poverty. When education policies (and, for that 
matter, Bank projects) are undertaken without reference to the broader goal of 
poverty reduction, as has often been the case, integration with convergent actions 
in other sectors is lacking and the potential of educational policy for poverty 
reduction is less than fully realized. 

B. Implementation 

3.9 Three lessons emerging from the study of the challenges of implementation of the 
Bank’s portfolio in education are as follows: First, the effectiveness of the 
Bank’s investment continues to be undermined by the weaknesses of the 
institutions in the education sector in most countries. There is a premium, 
therefore, on seeking to understand the factors that make institutions weak and on 
fostering technical know-how and strength in such respects as regulatory capacity, 
information systems, and the capacity for programming, implementation, 
monitoring and evaluation. The record of implementation of the Bank’s 

                                                 
13 The Bank long has played a leadership role in creating and consolidating solid institutions at the tertiary 
level. Indeed, much of its early lending portfolio in the education sector concentrated on supporting the 
development of universities in Latin America and the Caribbean. This focus gave way to a preference for 
lending targeted towards lower levels of education during the 1980s. Yet, as interest was renewed in more 
integrated approaches to supporting education sectors across the board, the Bank used its convening power 
to bring together rectors and experts in the field to re-iterate the need for investing in all levels of education 
and re-establishing higher education as a necessary component of the Bank’s education portfolio. See Malo 
and Morely (1994), and Higher Education Strategy (1997). 
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education portfolio suggests that the risks deriving from institutional realities 
are not adequately taken into account as projects are designed. At the very 
least, the depth and scope of the underlying institutional analysis needs to be 
enhanced. 

3.10 A second insight is both that it takes time to build technical capacity and that 
experience shows that it can be done. A successful development that can be 
cited in support of the latter contention is the capacity build-up that has taken 
place in the area of assessment testing in the region. Ten years ago there was little 
capacity in most countries to competently perform and analyze tests that measure 
learning. Today the situation is much improved, with the IDB having played a 
role through a combination of country-by-country activities and regional 
cooperation efforts undertaken with other agencies such as UNESCO/OREALC 
and the World Bank. While much remains to be done, assessment testing stands 
as an example of institutional strengthening in LAC where international assistance 
has made a difference. 

3.11 A third insight relates to the issue of ownership and the quality of education 
policies as a determinant of their success. Country ownership and the 
harmonization of donors’ approaches improve the record of implementation. 
There has been an evolution towards more of both in the last decade, which 
obviously is a welcome development.14 Also, as one would expect, the quality of 
education policy-making is key to the policies’ success, but the serviceable 
factors such as policy processes that include safeguards to ensure continuity, 
accountability, and the accumulation of know-how within the education system 
often do not exist. Bank interventions in education should aim at encouraging 
their development and consolidation through institutional engineering, 
participatory and evidence-based patterns of dialogue, and an emphasis on the 
long view as a guide to specific action today. 

C. IDB’s approach and instruments15  

3.12 On the matter of the Bank’s approach it should first be noted that the operating 
environment for education projects and reform is highly dynamic, a fact that 
needs to be taken into account when multi-year policies and programs are being 
designed. Indeed, the experience accumulated in education operations points 
to the need to reinforce sector and risk analysis as a prerequisite for wise 
design. In small countries where a multiplicity of donors typically participate, 
reinforced sector and risk analysis should be shared and could be performed 
jointly with a view to raising the quality at entry of the overall approach and 
introducing resilience to risk. In larger countries, the Bank’s small financial 
contribution relative to domestic spending pales in relation to the knowledge that 

                                                 
14 The principles of ownership and harmonization are at the core of the new Sector Wide Approach 
(SWAP), which (as argued below) lends itself well to education operations in the context of the MDGs and 
the Education For All framework and approach.  
15 Annex B offers an overview of the evolution of the Bank’s education lending and technical assistance 
activities. 
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it seeks to bring to bear. The Bank’s relevance in all countries and distinctly in 
the larger ones depends on strategic choices that cannot be arrived at without 
ambitious sector and economic work.  

3.13 The experience and feedback from the member countries indicates that a major 
factor determining countries’ interest in Bank support is the latter’s knowledge 
and the access that it can provide to relevant expertise and promising practices 
across the region and the world. Countries are seeking non-financial services from 
the IDB to tap into information, policy advice and technical expertise. Only a 
dedicated effort at improving and expanding the Bank’s applied research 
and knowledge management capabilities, therefore, will sustain and enhance 
its competitive position in education. Regional cooperation and the production 
of regional public goods (for example, through the Regional Policy Dialogue in 
education) is an important supporting force in this respect. There is evidence that 
regional dialogue and the dissemination of promising practices among countries 
(processes in which the Bank has played a role) have been critical in the adoption 
of education innovations in some cases.  

3.14 As to the Bank’s instruments, borrowers’ preferences in education are evolving in 
the direction of flexible conditions such as the ones provided for under the New 
Lending Framework recently adopted by the Bank. Looking for ways to improve 
its responsiveness to changing needs, the Bank has put into use a series of new 
lending instruments to enhance the relevance of its support to countries. Among 
these, the Performance Driven Loans (PDLs), and the Conditional Credit Line for 
Investment Projects (CCLIP) seem to be able to respond well to the requirements 
of, and the opportunities in, the education sector and are likely to be 
mainstreamed once the borrowers become familiar with their merits and 
mechanics. These instruments, together with traditional investment loans, can be 
used under the sector-wide approach (SWAP), which is predicated on inter-
agency collaboration in a single government-led sector policy and expenditure 
framework. As new financial instruments find their way into new education 
operations, however, it should be borne in mind that, given the difficulty in 
observing short term changes in the main education indicators, as well as the 
attribution caveats linked to Bank interventions in the education sector (see 
Chapter V, below), the difficulties of utilizing performance-based and conditioned 
lending in the education sector should not be understimated. Accordingly, project 
teams should make careful and modest choices of indicators to measure advances 
in execution.  

3.15 Given their short disbursement times and high economic impact, Policy Based 
Loans (PBL) and Emergency Loans appear to be  particularly useful to push for 
critical policy decisions that can ensure the conditions for further reforms which 
can then be financed with more traditional investment loans. They  are also 
valuable as instruments to protect the sector from budget cuts in the context of 
one-off fiscal adjustments.  When PBLs have  supported educational reform, they 
have done so through conditionalities at the service of pre-existing investment 
loans.  Performance Driven Loans (PDL), in turn, have been effective in countries 
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that are engaged in reforms, as incentives to stay the course and to develop more 
sophisticated accountability mechanisms. 

 
IV. AREAS FOR IDB ACTION 

A. The four priorities 

4.1 In order to increase the effectiveness of its assistance to education in LAC, the 
Bank needs to focus and be selective in the context of its country programs. The 
conditions in each country will dictate the specifics, but the four challenges 
identified earlier and further spelled out in this section provide a denominator, and 
priorities, that are common to all. No country should completely ignore any level 
of education, given the persistence of pockets of exclusion and underperformance 
in each, even in the relatively advanced economies, and given the essential role 
that all types play in shaping the objectives of growth, competitiveness, equity 
and the reduction of poverty.  

4.2 Priority 1 - Closing the educational attainment gap at all levels. This involves 
a) the attainment of the MDG for education, which means focusing on universal 
primary completion and gender equality in education (girls in excluded 
populations and ethnic minorities as pointed out in chapter 2; boys in groups 
where they are receiving less education than girls; see Box 3 on the education 
MDGs); b) expanding access by fostering the expansion of underdeveloped levels 
(pre-school and lower secondary are a high priority in almost all of the Bank’s 
borrowing countries, with substantial equity implications; other levels such as 
upper secondary or tertiary may command priority depending upon the country’s 
level of educational development); c) reducing repetition and preventing early 
drop out (a particularly important priority for all countries in this regard is 
strengthening grades 7 to 9 so as to increase retention, this being an interval where 
countries lose a sizable proportion of students, mostly from low-income families); 
and d) improving education quality, which means that, from pre-school to the 
secondary level, policies will need to focus on programs aimed at improving 
teaching (innovative and comprehensive approaches are needed in this respect, 
rather than just short term programs and in service training of the conventional 
kind). 

4.3 Priority 2 - Expanding and reforming tertiary education. This involves: a) the 
acceleration of functional and institutional diversification aimed at developing 
alternative non-university tertiary education programs that expand access and are 
relevant to the labor market; b) the encouragement of a variety of financing 
modalities, particularly those aimed at facilitating access of low income students, 
such as scholarships and student loans; c) the development and strengthening of 
evaluation and accreditation systems that contribute to the improvement of quality 
and allow for an orderly expansion of the role of private institutions; and d) the 
setting up of regulatory frameworks conducive to the growth of privately supplied 
quality tertiary education. 
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Box 3. Education MDGs in Latin America  
In the aggregate, Latin America has made considerable progress toward meeting the MDGs in education (in particular, 
universal completion of the primary cycle). Net enrolment rates at the primary level are approaching 95 percent and in 
most cases children entering the education system at age five today are expected to receive more than eight years of 
schooling (IDB-IEUNESCO, 2003). Nonetheless, no country in the region has achieved universal net enrolment, let 
alone completion, of the entire primary cycle as seen in the table below.  

Data recently released as part of a regional multi-agency report on the education-related MDGs (UNESCO/OREALC, 
2004) indicate that in the year 2002 merely 88% of the 15-19 year-old cohort had completed the primary cycle; six 
million young people (15-19 years) and nearly 92 million adults above the age of 15 across the region were left without 
this minimal level of education. The data also indicate that, unless greater effort is made, about 6.4% of children now 
under the age of five and who in the year 2015 will be between 15 and 19 years old will not complete their primary 
education by that target year. 

Primary Completion by Area of Residence, Income, Poverty and Ethnicity 
Selected Latina American Countries, 2002 

 Area of Residence Income and Poverty Ethnicity 
Country Urban Rural Poor Upper 10% Not Indigenous Indigenous 

Argentina (a) 96.6  94.1 100   
Bolivia 92.7 62.1 69.8 94.3 88.9 62.4 
Brazil 90.9 70.4 70.8 98.8 93.6 81.7 
Chile 97.6 93.3 92.8 99.4 97.1 95.4 

Colombia 94.5 79.4 86.4 99.1   
Costa Rica 92.9 82.6 72.9 93   

Dominican Rep. 88.3 70.8 79.6 97.8   
Ecuador 93.9 85.5 84.8 97.1 92.4 82 

El Salvador 86.7 59 55.7 97.5   
Guatemala 80.6 47.6 45 93.1 67.8 46.7 
Honduras 83.5 54.9 54.6 95.2   
Mexico 95.2 88.6 83.5 99   

Nicaragua 81.1 40.3 49.2 94.4 65 50 
Panama 96.7 82.3 79.6 99.5 94.2 54.6 

Paraguay 90 69 67.4 98.4 89.2 71.6 
Peru 94.2 80.2 76.5 98.8 90.5 88.4 

Uruguay (a) 96.3  86 99.4   
 Venezuela (b)  83.7 98.3   
(a) Urban Areas Only      
(b) Survey design does not permit classification of residence  

Source: UNESCO/OREALC, 2004. Appendix II.    
 

Although the UNESCO-OREALC report finds that gender parity has been achieved in all but three countries of the 
region, it clearly establishes that the challenge of achieving universal completion of primary school relates to issues of
equity. While there is significant variation, countries with low levels of completion rates tend to display the greatest 
income disparities. For example, whereas Argentina and Chile display nearly equal rates of primary completion for the 
15-19 year old cohort regardless of socioeconomic status (.94 and .93, respectively), figures for Peru (where there is 
greater income inequity) fall to .77. In Guatemala, completion rates for the highest income decile are more than double 
those for the poor. These findings are replicated – almost perfectly – when other variables such as urban-rural and ethnic 
differences are taken into account. In some countries, significant disparities emerge in terms of gender (Bolivia and 
Peru, for example, continue to display lower rates for females; in Honduras, Nicaragua and the Dominican Republic 
males lag behind); in others (e.g., Guatemala) rural areas continue to be at a disadvantage relative to urban areas. 
Clearly, if universal primary completion is going to be achieved by the set date, special efforts will have to be targeted 
to these groups. 
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4.4 Priority 3 - Linking education with technological and scientific development. 
This involves: a) the strengthening of links between the education system and the 
national system of innovation of each country (this requires action to bring 
industry, government and the research community closer to each other and to 
support capacities for sustained advanced and applied research, technology 
transfer, the training of top level scientists and engineers and the expansion of 
laboratories and research facilities); and b) the specification and implementation 
of targeted initiatives aimed at improving both the teaching and learning of 
science in primary and secondary education and the science literacy of the 
population as a whole. 

4.5 Priority 4 - Making training flexible, market driven and continuous. This 
involves: a) advocating non-formal and non-traditional programs that respond to 
labor demand and are based on an understanding of labor market dynamics (this 
includes labor force training, distance education and the design of educational 
alternatives for youths and adults of all ages that are not enrolled in the formal 
system); and b) ensuring the existence of multiple and flexible entry and exit 
points that link the formal education system and the training programs, so that 
institutional rigidities will not prevent workers from getting appropriate training, 
regardless of the level of formal education that they have attained. 

4.6 Getting the balance of priorities, the mix of interventions, and the “how-to” right 
has been and will continue to be the hallmark of success in the Bank’s work in 
education reform. Bank operations have been most effective when they were 
advanced in the context of long-term commitments and informed by careful 
institutional analysis as well as sector and economic work, preferably carried out 
jointly with the education authorities of the borrowing country in play. Heeding 
the lessons of the past, and subject to the special conditions and needs of each 
borrowing country, the Bank will support policies and investments in line with the 
framework of priorities spelled out above.  

B. A toolkit for decision-making and knowledge management  

4.7 Table 2 lists policies and programs that have been adopted for different levels of 
education (K-12, tertiary, training) as stand-alones or in various types of 
combinations. The columns provide assessments of the rated impact each measure 
can be expected to have in terms of improving access and learning and in terms of 
foreseeable risks and constraints (cost and affordability, political feasibility, 
institutional “readiness”).16 There are more interventions listed in the category for 
enhancing access and attainment than in other categories because of the 
substantial experience with proven approaches in this regard. To a large extent 
(the exceptions having been noted in the diagnostic chapter above), the region has 
learned to reach excluded populations and expand enrolments. In the category for 

                                                 
16 The table displays a short list of policies and measures, limiting itself to choices that have led to results 
evidenced by evaluations and other research. Policies and measures as yet untested by any evaluation are 
excluded from the table.  
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quality and enhanced learning, the most relevant interventions listed in the table 
are related to improvements in teaching, including reforms of pre-service teacher 
education, introduction of evaluation and licensing exams, technical support, and 
tutoring at the school level among other activity. Details on these and other 
policies and measures are discussed in Annex A.17 

 

4.8 As an example, countries interested in expanding enrolment with a focus on 
equity might favorably consider conditional cash transfers as a solution in light of 
the transfers’ proven political acceptability and their effectiveness in getting 
children into school. At the same time the fiscal cost of the transfers, which is 
high, has to be weighed, as does their impact on learning, which—as established 
by the evaluations conducted in the region so far—is relatively low (see the row 
“conditional cash transfers” in the table). Similarly, the measure of 

                                                 
17 The impact ratings in the table are intended to be only indicative (“high”, “moderate” and “low”), openly 
recognizing that knowledge about education policy remains imperfect. They refer (i) to the putative 
strength of particular interventions in terms of generating the desired outcomes (first two columns) and (ii) 
to estimates of the extent to which the listed constraints on given education policy choices affect the 
adoptability of the choices (third to fifth column). Note that in the last column a “high” means that a 
particular policy is expected to require as a precondition an elevated degree of institutional capacity or 
“readiness.” A “low” in this case indicates that a policy is  neutral from an institutional point of view. 
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comprehensively reforming teaching (see the corresponding row in the table) 
should receive favorable consideration based on the expected impact in terms of 
learning, but protagonists need to be aware of its limited feasibility in the 
contentious political environment shaped by the unions of teachers. Consensus 
building and compensation for those negatively affected by change emerge as 
prerequisites for efforts related to the reform of teaching. 

4.9 No “perfect” policy associated with high impacts on equity and learning and high 
affordability and feasibility in political and institutional terms is identified in the 
table—which is another way of saying that there is no first best in the world of 
educational reform. There are second, third, and lower order bests that have to be 
weighed in the national context with the benefit of sector and economic work and 
an understanding of the political economy of educational change. The present 
Strategic Framework, in consequence, stops short of recommending a specific 
menu and sequence of policies and measures. It necessarily advocates a flexible 
approach, but one, as seen in the next chapter, that is inspired by targets and 
accompanied by monitoring and evaluation to generate the knowledge needed to 
stay the course.  

C. Options and directions for the Bank  

4.10 The priorities advanced in this Strategic Framework must translate themselves 
into action through the array of financial and non-financial instruments that the 
Bank can offer its borrowing countries. While the traditional investment loan will 
probably continue to play a role, new and flexible financial instruments have been 
created to respond to borrowers´ evolving needs. Their application will be 
coupled with knowledge resources, as explained repeatedly in this report (see Box 
4). The challenge at hand is to match countries’ needs with the best possible 
package of financial and non-financial support given their education conditions, 
preferences, fiscal outlook, and configuration of external assistance. The Bank’s 
New Lending Framework will provide the impulse to achieve the desired 
flexibility and the intended results.  

4.11 An aspect not to be neglected is the coordination of development actors. In the 
relatively poorer countries, the multiplicity of agencies providing foreign 
assistance can overwhelm the institutional capacity in the absence of determined 
efforts at coordination. The harmonization of approaches has become more 
important as a priority for donors, including the IDB, in the context of country 
programs and under the framework of the MDGs and Education for All.  

4.12 Another aspect not to be neglected is the production of regional public goods. 
Given the merits of, and the interest in, regional cooperation, the Bank will see, 
and will respond to, sustained demand for grant-based funds from donors and 
from the budget or the income of the Bank to support technical assistance, studies, 
pre-investment activities and dialogue among the member countries. The 
monitoring of international summits and agreed goals related to education has a 
role to play in this context and will continue in the future.  
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4.13 Private funding and thus the private sector windows of the Bank, including PRI 
and MIF, will seek to respond to the opportunities arising from the anticipated 
expansion of tertiary education. In preparation, the Bank will assess the sector and 
develop instruments to be able to accommodate the demand from private 
providers that formulate requests for financing and products that can support the 
needed expansion of infrastructure, student loans, and special programs. 

Box 4. Knowledge Management for Development Effectiveness in Education  
The Bank’s previous education strategies (cf. footnote 3 above) emphasized the need to develop secondary and 
diversify tertiary education. The operational portfolio followed suit and was accompanied by substantive applied 
research during the past decade, sponsored by SDS/EDU, RES, and the Social Divisions of the Bank’s operational 
departments. In the process, the lessons and themes that underpin the present Strategic Framework were identified, 
including the urgency of introducing teacher-centered and quality enhancing policies, the need to complement 
decentralization with programs that strengthen the linkages between system policies and what takes place inside 
classrooms and schools, the potential and limitations of information technology applied to education, and the 
challenges posed to the region’s education systems by the evolution of labor markets, skill needs and intensifying 
international competition, among other aspects. 

The body of knowledge produced through these activities was mainstreamed through the continuing professional 
exchange that takes place among project teams, and through books, working papers and technical seminars that were 
organized and produced. Beyond the Bank, education authorities and other stakeholders were engaged in policy 
dialogue. 

The present Strategic Framework takes the view that knowledge management involving all relevant stakeholders will 
have to be intensified to shift Bank activities more explicitly into a learning mode and deepen participants’ 
understanding of what works under specified conditions and why:  

• First, and building on the toolkit summarized in Table 2 above, applied research and work to identify, analyze, and 
characterize promising practice will have to become more systematic and will need to be periodically updated 
such as to create a knowledge platform capable of linking strategic aspects and country-level and project-level 
decision-making.  

• Second, the stock of data accumulated through applied research will have to be made available to users, in 
particular project teams across the Bank, in such a way as to facilitate synergy and integration between their work 
and the work of others in the Bank and beyond, including work that the Bank undertakes in partnership with 
specialized entities such as the UNESCO Institute of Statistics and others. 

• Third, the renewed emphasis on education sector analysis advocated in this Strategic Framework will lead to a 
continuing exercise in education policy analysis. This is expected to produce a stock of methods and findings that 
will be available on demand to governments and project teams, as well as Bank staff engaged in programming and 
the policy dialogue with borrowing countries. 

• Fourth, implementation and institutional issues will have to receive sustained attention from the knowledge 
management perspective with a view to honing the Bank’s and borrowing entities’ capacity to anticipate problems, 
analyze risk, and, where necessary, effectively “troubleshoot” and create solutions for operations that run into 
difficulties during the stage of execution.  

• Finally, dissemination and mainstreaming activities, aimed at both inside and outside audiences, will have to be 
given substantial dedicated resources in order to maximize the impact of the four kinds of actions listed above. 

The above elements are central to the spirit of the present Framework, which sees knowledge management for 
development effectiveness as a critical determinant of the Bank’s relevance and comparative advantage in the 
education sector. 

4.14 Bank operations in education, whether country-specific or regional, will become 
more learning- and results-oriented in line with the Bank’s evolving business 
model and the goal of development effectiveness that is widely espoused today. 
This means that an approach seeking to recognize what is not known will be 
adopted and that results frameworks will be specified “at entry” and put to use in 
a culture of monitoring and evaluation. Results-based management of public 
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policies and expenditure in education will increasingly become the norm in Bank-
supported operations. Knowledge management for development effectiveness in 
education will stepped up in the Bank, underpinned by sector and economic work 
(Box 4). A new generation of education sector analyses will be designed and 
carried out to interact with governments on a continued basis and to complement 
the Bank’s new programmatic approach to lending and the sector-wide approach.  

4.15 With respect to implementation, it is expected that the New Lending Framework 
will enable efficient and effective patterns of financial and technical support. The 
recommendation of a recent Task Force on project implementation was that 
education projects should “… try to move away from over-ambitious mega-
projects … towards smaller, focused and better targeted operations … including 
sector financing instruments for building capacity and developing 
evaluation/monitoring capabilities, and multi-phase operations.”18 The same 
source suggested that execution can be improved by using available instruments 
to lend smaller amounts in the context of clear and feasible benchmarks that can 
be monitored and achieved in relatively short periods of time. This Strategic 
Framework endorses this view, but emphasizes that the course of action 
advocated by the Task Force requires a well-developed sector view. Educational 
reforms divisible and scalable, but the individual steps need to be linked to a 
carefully spelled out larger picture lest they run the risk of being ineffective. 

 
V. MONITORING, EVALUATION AND PERFORMANCE INDICATORS  

A. From inputs to outputs and outcomes: a benchmarking exercise 

5.1 The enrolment goals most commonly used in education are poor substitutes for 
what matters most: high levels of educational attainment and learning, high levels 
of equity, as well as advanced and widespread skills in the labor force. Targets or 
goals are needed against which the effectiveness of education measures in terms 
of these outcomes can be assessed. The “minimum performance standard” of the 
education MDGs may be the place to start. But insofar as this standard is within 
reach of most countries in LAC, more demanding goals are needed, including, in 
particular, the closing of the gap in various educational dimensions between LAC 
and its competitors in global markets.  

5.2 Box 5 summarizes a benchmarking exercise that compares performance 
projections to 2015 for LAC relative to achievements in East Asia and the OECD 
for four indicators: the average education attainment of the adult population; the 
equity of educational outcomes (measured by an education Gini coefficient); 
learning (reading scores); and scientific literacy (mathematics test scores). For 
each indicator, the value assigned to the two comparator regions is 1.0 while for 
LAC three scenarios are presented: worst-case, default and best-case. The 
scenarios are represented by values for each indicator that can shift from 0.0 (the 

                                                 
18 IDB Task Force on the implementation of social projects, 2003. 
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2005 baseline) to negative territory (worst-case) or positive levels, represented 
graphically by the middle, inner or outer surfaces, respectively, in the graphs 
included in the Box. 

5.3 The discussion of the scenarios in Box 5 indicates that progress in closing the 
education gap between LAC and the comparator regions is by no means 
guaranteed. Indeed, in the worst-case situation, the gap between LAC and the 
comparator regions would widen by 2015. Under the “default” scenario, LAC 
would make some progress in learning but not enough to improve equity, and 
would continue to lose ground in terms of attainment. If the region were to act 
decisively around the priorities outlined in chapter 4, it could, however, reach the 
“best-case” scenario which would mean that by 2015 attainment and learning will 
have improved, repetition will have been reduced, and poor and ethnic minorities 
will have been incorporated into education systems to an unprecedented extent. 
The education gap with respect to East Asia and the OECD would still exist, but it 
would be visibly smaller. The hope under this Strategic Framework is that the 
Bank will be able to help catalyze change in the region that is in line with, and 
supportive of, this best case which, as argued in Box 5, is not unfeasible.  

B. Methodological issues and indicators 

5.4 The indicators measuring the impact of this Strategic Framework have to be 
connected with the priorities presented earlier and must measure the extent to 
which the Framework itself is being adopted and is leading to results. The 
benchmarking exercise above focused on the challenge of closing LAC’s gap in 
four dimensions relative to East Asia and the OECD. In addition, internationally 
agreed goals, in particular the education MDGs, convey indicators that must form 
part of the results context with respect to which this Framework (and the Bank’s 
work under it) should be evaluated in due course—for example, five years hence. 

5.5 In regard to evaluation, as mentioned earlier, education does not function 
autonomously, but is the result of, and a factor shaping, larger economic, social 
and political forces –which means that caution is advised when attempting to 
assess the impact of educational policies and investments on educational results. 
School effects rarely explain more than 20 percent of the variation in learning in 
higher-income countries with well developed education systems; they have been 
found to explain up to 40% of the variation in poorer countries with low levels of 
extra-school reinforcement. Evaluation, therefore, is complicated by the problem 
of attribution, an important additional dimension of which is the fact that the Bank 
Typically is a relatively small player in the field of education in individual 
countries, when compared with the size of domestic resources being devoted to 
spending on education and training. 
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Box 5. Benchmarking in Education: How the Scenarios are Built and What They Mean 

In the benchmarking exercise depicted three scenarios have been considered: worst-case, default, and best-case. The 
worst-case scenario implies a deepening of the region’s competitive disadvantage according to which, by 2015, 
education in the region will have shown some progress in educational attainment, but not enough to close the gaps with 
either the OECD or the East Asian countries. If this scenario were to materialize, education outcomes throughout LAC 
would be less equitable than they are today, and quality would have stagnated. Although built on pessimistic 
assumptions, this scenario remains perfectly possible. If average repetition and dropout rates move in the wrong 
direction, as they have in some of the region’s worst performers (for example, owing to negative fiscal shocks or a 
decline in political support for increased spending in education, attainment would fall. In terms of equity, failure to give 
due attention to programs specifically targeted to the needs of the poorest and the excluded would be enough to lead to 
a decline. And on the learning front, stagnation on PISA scores could easily result from an inability to keep pace with 
expanding enrolments in secondary education and ensuring better teaching at the classroom level, as has happened in 
the recent past. 

The default scenario emerges from linear projections of the change in main indicators over the past decade. It predicts 
that the outcomes of the region’s education systems will be sufficient to gain some modest ground with respect to 
average performance in the OECD, yet insufficient to narrow the gap with East Asia in terms of attainment and equity. 
The gain in quality is encouraging but remains far from satisfactory, particularly when seen in terms of magnitude of 
change (about half a standard deviation). Learning would improve at the rate at which Mexico’s and Brazil’s scores on 
PISA improved between 2000 and 2003. Enrolment would expand and the education MDG likely would be met. Gains 
in equity and attainment would be made, but would fall short of what is needed to revert current trends, widening the 
gap between LAC on the one hand and the OECD and East Asian on the other.  

Scenarios of Projected Variation in the Education Performance Gap between Latin 
America and the Caribbean, OECD and East Asian countries, 2015 

 
   LAC-East Asia*    LAC-OECD 

-0.6
-0.2
0.2
0.6
1.0

Attainment

Equity

Math Scores

Reading
Scores -0.6

-0.2
0.2
0.6
1.0

Attainment

Equity

Math Scores

Reading
Scores

 
• East Asia does not include Japan 
Source: Own calculations, based on PISA 2000+ y 2003, Thomas (2003) and Household surveys. 
 
The best-case scenario was estimated with actual data from the best performers in LAC. It thus in no way should be 
considered wishful thinking. Considerable variation in economic and social conditions admittedly exist across the 
region, yet the fact that significant improvements have been observed in the region lends plausibility to the assumptions 
underlying this exercise. The attainment gains could be achieved by a combination of enrolment expansion at all levels 
and substantial reductions in repetition and early drop out rates. In practice, this means not only achieving the MDG of 
universal completion of primary for all children, but also making substantial progress in retention in grades 7-9, a feat 
that has been demonstrably difficult for most all countries in the region. This best-case scenario would reduce the 
relative distance in attainment between LAC and the OECD by more than one fifth (0.72 years of education), and by 10 
percent with respect to East Asia (0.27 years of education). Although the magnitude of change may appear to be low, it 
would be the first instance of narrowing interregional differences in five decades. The gains in equitable outcomes 
would be such that they would put the region almost on par with economies of East Asia, and learning taking place in 
schools would rise sufficiently, cutting the distance with OECD by 80 percent. 

Best Default Worst 
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5.6 With this in mind, the set of indicators that would appear to be appropriate for 
evaluating the Strategy at the product level has to be directly related to the actions 
the Bank undertakes in connection with the implementation of the priorities and 
orientations defined in this document. Thus, product indicators can be grouped 
according to: 

- Whether the Bank has taken steps in the direction of education operations that 
are more results oriented, susceptible of evaluation and based on thorough 
sector analysis: a) an increase in the number of financial and non-financial 
products including rigorous evaluation and results oriented frameworks; and 
b) an increase in the number of financial  products incorporating thorough 
sector analysis. 

- Whether institutional readiness, financial sustainability and the presence of an 
adequate policy making process become a focus in the assessment of risks in 
the design and implementation of projects: a) an increase in the number of 
financial products including thorough risk analysis along the institutional, 
financial and political-economy dimensions; b) an increase in the number of 
projects that, as a result of risk analysis, are implemented in a timely fashion 
and have a lasting beneficial effect in terms of capacity building. 

- Whether the quality of policy advice offered has been enhanced by putting in 
place a strengthened knowledge-management infrastructure at the Bank, so 
that learning from past failures and successes, as well as experimentation with 
new policies, is done systematically and contributes to policy effectiveness: a) 
effective use of the Toolkit and other instruments contained in the Strategy, or 
built to complement them, as instruments for the design of operations and 
country-focused policy dialogue, including, in particular, updating of the 
Toolkit´s content every other year; b) an increase in the use of the Bank´s 
knowledge products by operational activities of the Bank and by policy-
makers in the countries. 

- Whether IDB operations take the form of a more diversified set of instruments 
than at present, including new lending modalities, innovative ways of 
supporting regional programs and significant inroads in private sector 
operations: a) an increase in the use of new lending instruments in the 
education sector; b) an increase of private sector operations in the education 
sector; c) an increase in the use of new non-reimbursable instruments –such as 
the facility for the financing of Regional Public Goods- for education. 

- Whether IDB operations in education are closely aligned with internationally 
mandated goals and increasingly undertaken in the context of harmonization 
with other donors: a) an increase in the number of operations that explicitly 
define their goals and results with reference to the MDGs, EFA and other 
internationally agreed upon education goals, and b) an increase in the number 
of operations undertaken in which harmonization with other donors is an 
important feature of the process and products delivered to countries. 
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5.7 In turn, outcome indicators relate directly to expected changes in the education 
sector as a result of IDB-supported activities. The list that follows, albeit not 
exhaustive, includes key education indicators applicable both to the overall 
assessment of the effectiveness of this strategy, and, in different sub-sets and 
combinations, the evaluation of specific education and training programs. The 
indicators have been grouped according to whether they relate primarily to 
attainment, equity or quality objectives in education policy and programs: 

- Attainment: a) an increase in enrolment rates, particularly in secondary and 
tertiary education; b) a decrease in dropout rates in primary and secondary; c) a 
decrease in repetition rates in primary and secondary;  

- Equity: a) an increase in access to all levels of education for socially excluded 
populations, particularly ethnic and racial minorities; b) an expansion in coverage 
of pre-school education; c) an increase in access to life-long-learning 
opportunities for adults. 

- Quality: a) an increase in completion rates at the primary and secondary levels; b) 
an improvement in learning, as measured in test scores both those generated by 
national assessment systems and by international comparative tests; c) an increase 
in the number of patents awarded to researchers and engineers working in Latin 
America and the Caribbean.  

 

VI. PERSPECTIVE 

6.1 Beyond providing guidance on priority interventions and their implementation, 
this Strategic Framework on Education and Training is intended to function as a 
learning tool, consolidating institutional knowledge regarding what is and is not 
known about how to improve education throughout the region and providing a 
framework within which policy discussions within the Bank and with 
governments can be organized. It is hoped that the Framework becomes a vehicle 
to support consistency in operations and policy dialogue, lucid knowledge 
management, and an orientation towards the evaluation of results. The extent to 
which the Framework contributes to these ends –in short, whether it becomes a 
learning tool- should be the key consideration in its evaluation. 
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I. Annex A 

A Menu of Effective Interventions 
This Annex defines and discusses the twenty critical interventions listed in the “toolkit” 
presented in the main body of the Consolidated Education Strategy and also provides 
references about where to look for additional information and analysis. A varied array of 
types of policies and programs is presented, in the understanding that it is up to particular 
countries to decide which is more relevant or effective in the particular conditions at hand, 
and that any intervention listed could make sense bundled in different combinations with 
other policies as well as a single intervention aimed at fixing specific deficiencies of an 
education system. 

The sources for the policy advice offered below include: the specialized literature focused 
on the assessment of the impact of education policies, applied research and best practice 
work carried out at the IDB, and lessons learned from IDB or international practice with 
each particular kind of program, and in many instances, the knowledge regarding the 
effectiveness of particular types of programs is incomplete; yet it has been assessed as 
sufficiently compelling to be included in the  list of interventions in the toolkit. 

1. Access and Attainment 

Efficient intergovernmental transfers in education: To a large extent, the failures of 
decentralization of education of the region are closely related to failures in designing an 
efficient system of inter-governmental finance supporting the distribution of 
responsibilities among levels of government. While there are many such examples, one 
outstanding example of a well-designed arrangement is the FUNDEF reform in education 
financing in Brazil, introduced in 1998. By creating the conditions for a more equitable 
and incentive-compatible distribution of funds between states and municipalities, the 
Brazilian government promoted a visible improvement in the outcomes of the education 
system. 

FUNDEF consists of a public fund to which states and municipalities contribute 15% of 
given taxes and transfers that are then redistributed back to states and municipal 
governments on a per capita basis. State and municipal governments must then allocate 
10% of FUNDEF and 25% of non-FUNDEF taxes and transfers to education, and 60% of 
FUNDEF revenues must be allocated to teacher salaries. In 1996 the federal government 
changed the funding formula to increase the amounts distributed to poorer states and 
communities. The federal government now defines a minimum per/student expenditure 
nation-wide, and supplements the per student allocation in states that do not reach this 
spending floor. In this way, the FUNDEF affects variables critical for  attainment and 
equity: It (i) guarantees a minimum amount of per-student spending as a mechanism to 
reduce regional and intra-state inequalities; (ii) stimulates the educational system to 
enroll all school-age children, which favors the poorer sectors of the population and (iii) 
encourages the hiring of better qualified teachers and  investment in career plans and in-
service training.  

Evidence shows that the impact of this funding mechanism over one decade has been 
substantial. It played a key role in the increase of enrollment rates over the period, 
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particularly in poor, small municipalities, which rely heavily on transfers from higher 
levels of government (World Bank, 2002). Nationwide enrollment rates increased from 
89% of the 4-17 cohort in 1994 to 96% in 1999, and enrollments in grades 5 to 8 
increased by 27% (MEC, 2000). At the secondary level, enrollment expansion reached 
57% between 1994 and 1999 (MEC, 2000). Between 1998 and 2000, per-student 
spending increased 48.5% nationwide, and more so in the poorer states of the Northeast 
where per-student spending increased by 117.5% (Draibe, 2004). In poor municipalities 
where the per-capita value did not reach the minimum floor defined by law, it increased 
by an average of 129% per year (UNESCO, 2000). Positive effects are observed on 
repetition, dropout and age-by-grade distortions (World Bank, 2002). The improvement 
in the quality of public primary school teaching was significant, as there was an increase 
in the participation of teachers with higher qualifications, full certification in pedagogy 
and in-service training. At the same time, the number of teachers who had not completed 
primary education was sharply reduced (UNESCO, 2000).  

In terms of the constraints for the implementation of a compensatory policy for education 
finance, the revised FUNDEF does not involve much of an increase in funding but rather 
the redistribution of existing resources, additional resources being limited to the federal 
government supplement of the per-student spending floor. As to the political feasibility, 
the FUNDEF passed congress in less than two weeks, in spite of the reduced funding 
going to the richer states, and has faced little if no opposition since approval. However, 
the case of Brazil seems to be unique in that the power of the executive branch in 
securing passage of new legislation is particularly strong, and teacher unions were 
fragmented at the time. A highly respected sector leadership, together with virtually no 
significant resistance on the side of state governments, contributed also to the fast 
approval of the law. Finally, the FUNDEF has been highly demanding in terms of the 
institutional readiness to carry it out, requiring a sophisticated design team in the ministry 
of education, and close coordination with fiscal authorities. Also, a high level of 
consensus and coordination among states and between local and higher levels of 
government is a must. 

Compensatory programs for at risk schools: These programs provide resources for 
activities and services directed at children who are at risk of academic failure or of 
dropping out of school. Additional funds are used to help them meet the same performance 
standards that are expected of all children, increase the academic achievement and reduce 
the drop out rate. While compensatory programs in the US – regulated by Chapter I of the 
US Schools Act – provide resources for individual at-risk students, programs in Latin 
America generally  target at-risk schools with supplementary funding and programs.. 
Criteria for selecting the schools include national assessment scores, income level of the 
catchment-area population and grade-level. The focus is often lower grades, since 
compensatory programs are conceived of as early intervention strategies.  

Chile has pioneered in this field with the P-900 program, which, beginning in 1992, has 
provided supplementary resources to the 10% of schools (15% of national enrollment) in 
the lowest decile in learning achievement as measured by the national standardized test 
known as SIMCE. The purpose of the P-900 was to narrow the learning gap between high 
and low- income schools. The program consisted of a comprehensive strategy that included 
provision  of physical inputs, increased maintenance of school buildings, periodic technical 
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assistance by field supervisors, teacher training and remedial tutoring provided by 
secondary graduates from the community. Learning of students  in the P-900 program in 
language, mathematics and a subject which combines natural and social sciences at grade 4, 
increased more than in the rest of the schools between 1992 and 2002 (OECD, 2004).  

While analysis of SIMCE results provides convincing evidence that the P-900 program had 
modest but significant effects on test score gains (Chay et al, 2000), these effects are 
smaller than is widely believed, mainly due to methodological “noise” in school selection. 
Similar programs such as Escuela Nueva in Colombia and CONAFE in Mexico (both 
discussed below), also target  schools with  low-income children (Reimers, 2000).  

The political economy of the P-900  programs presents a mixed picture. There is agreement 
on the need to do more for the most disadvantaged children entering the school system. Yet 
compensatory programs have come to be resisted because the public identification of 
schools as low-achievers stigmatizes the students and their families. Chile helped to diffuse 
resistance to the P-900 by making participation a voluntary decision of school staff and 
parents. In the case of the P-900, delays in the distribution of inputs and the lack of 
regularity of the visits to schools by supervisors have been identified as factors 
contributing to the limited effect of the program (Carlson, 2000). In general, the 
experience with compensatory programs indicates that they require sophisticated 
targeting systems and relatively complex support structures. 
The Escuela Nueva also provides an interesting example of school systems can better 
accommodate diverse populations and learners. This initiative seeks to respond to 
problems of inefficiency, lack of coverage and irrelevance in centralized schools. Based 
on the use of study guides for students and teachers, the approach consists of four 
components: training and monitoring of teachers, curriculum development, administrative 
strategies, and relations with the community. Evaluations of Nueva Escuela (Colbert, 
2004; LLECE, 2000) indicate that this innovation produces better results than traditional 
rural schools, especially in student performance. The Bank supports this program in 
Colombia, and the experience has been the inspiration for similarly dimensioned 
educational innovations in Guatemala, El Salvador, Honduras, and Chile. Additional 
examples of promising programs specifically targeted towards the poor in rural areas 
include community-based education projects, such CONAFE (Consejo Nacional de 
Fomento Educativo) in Mexico, and the multi-grade schools in the Dominican Republic, 
both of which also have received Bank support. 

Overall, compensatory school programs to improve learning among the poorest children 
do seem to make a difference. Yet results are meager in relation to the efforts involved, 
both financial and managerial. (Reimers, 2000). 

Inclusion of excluded populations: Certain social groups are at a particular disadvantage as 
a consequence of their race, ethnicity or gender. In particular,  indigenous  or afro-
descendant populations communities tend to have low enrollment and completion rates, 
and the obstacles they find in having access to school constitute important factors 
preventing achievement of the universal completion of primary MDG.  

                                                 
 



 15

Preliminary results of an ongoing study (Marshall and Calderon, 2005) on social exclusion 
in education across the region finds a high correlation between low enrollment/attainment 
rates on the one hand and poverty-related and motivational variables on the other. Results 
taken from a commonly available question in household surveys - Why is the child (aged 6-
18) not currently enrolled in school? - fall into six categories: cannot afford school or have 
to work, family problems, sickness, access, not interested and other. When crossed with 
education variables, the combined category of poverty and work demands – the so-called 
“poverty explanation” - wields the largest influence in explaining non-enrollment. This is 
not surprising, and these pressures clearly increase with age. A significant proportion of 
children—or their parents—also indicate that they are simply not interested in going to 
school or sending their children to school – the “motivational explanation.”1 Other salient 
factors include physical access and “having a teacher,” which appears to be more of an 
issue for small primary schools. 

Special programs aimed at supporting marginalized groups in their efforts to overcome the 
barriers that separate them from access to regular education opportunities are becoming 
mainstream. One indicator of this is the growing reach or multilingual and multicultural 
education in the region. Another is the emerging crop of initiatives aiming and 
compensating disadvantages experienced by Afro-descendants as the advance through the 
education systems in the form of targeted scholarships that facilitate access to full 
secondary and post-secondary education (Winkler and Cueto, 2004). Other examples 
include conditional cash transfers and scholarships (discussed below).  

Conditional cash transfers programs: Conceived as poverty reduction initiatives and not 
primarily as education programs per se, conditional cash transfer programs implemented 
in a number of countries (e.g., Bolsa Escola in Brazil, the Program for Family Assistance 
or PRAF in Honduras, PROGRESA/OPORTUNIDADES in Mexico, the Social 
Protection Network in Nicaragua) provide families living in poor and/or rural 
municipalities with subsidies conditional on meeting a number of education, health and 
nutritional targets. Insofar as receipt of the subsidy requires regular attendance, families 
receiving the transfer have an incentive to enroll their children and keep them in school. 
In some notable instances (e.g., PROGRESA/OPORTUNIDADES), transfer mechanisms 
have been fine-tuned to allow for indexing by grade and gender (higher subsidies for 
higher grades and, at the secondary level, higher subsidies for girls than for boys). In the 
short term, children living in poverty enroll more and stay longer in school. In the long 
run, as enrollment and completion rates among the poorest sectors of society thus 
increase, so too do their probabilities of earning better wages and breaking vicious and 
inter-generational cycles of poverty. 
                                                 
1 In the specific case of Guatemala, the survey asks enrolled students who report being 
recently absent why they missed school. With these data we get our first glimpse of the 
impact of the child’s health on schooling, as a considerable group of children report 
missing school due to sickness, especially in the youngest cohort.  
 
20 In the specific case of Guatemala, the survey asks enrolled students who report being 
recently absent why they missed school. With these data we get our first glimpse of the 
impact of the child’s health on schooling, as a considerable group of children report 
missing school due to sickness, especially in the youngest cohort. 
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These programs have had been shown to have, according to extensive research and 
evaluation (Levy and Rodriguez, 2005; Morley, 2003), concrete impacts on school , but 
at a cost equivalent to 2.5 to 7.9% of public expenditures on education (Morley, 2003). 
On the other hand, one study suggests that Brazil’s Bolsa Escola would be more 
effective, in terms of school attendance, if it were targeted only towards 6-7 and 14-15 
year olds, so as to encourage on-time initiation of schooling and retention in school after 
grade 6 (Schwartzman, 2005). A study on Argentina suggests that youth who remain in 
secondary school because of scholarships need extra help to improve their academic 
skills, or otherwise the program’s education impacts get diluted (Herran, 2001). Recent 
reviews of CCT (also known as TCT, for “Targeted Cash Transfers”) programs from an 
education perspective have identified serious problems in targeting (Shwartzmann, 2005). 
If the main purpose of Conditional Cash Transfers is to reduce poverty, then encouraging 
school attendance can be of added value. If the main purpose is to keep children in school 
and to increase learning, then less costly initiatives, many of which are described in this 
strategy, may be more appropriate, including complementary support to disadvantaged 
children to improve learning. 

Expansion of pre-school education: Abundant evidence suggests that early learning begets 
later learning and early success breeds later success (Heckman, 2003; Meyers, 1996; 
Morán and Haefeli, 1998.). Yet many children, particularly those from lower socio-
economic strata, enter school without the intellectual, social, emotional, and physical foundations 
needed to succeed in the early grades. . Preschool, if structured to deliver the verbal, mathematical, and 
social skills needed to learn at higher levels, can help compensate for what these children do not bring with 
them to the classroom. To the extent that  performance in early grades is a significant 
predictor of eventual completion at higher levels, investments in preschool are likely to 
increase the overall efficiency of education system and, as retention and graduation rates 
increase, improve future employment and earnings (Schweinhart and Weikart, 1997). 
Within Latin America what limited data exist are illustrative of the potential quality preschool can have. 
Studies on student flows in Uruguay find that 60% of children who have not attended 
preschool and whose mothers have no more than a primary-level education repeat one or 
more years of primary; in Montevideo this figure falls to 39% for children who have gone 
to preschool (ANEP, 2000). In those countries where children enter first grade at an older 
age – e.g., at 7 in Brazil– incorporating some level of preschool into the basic cycle 
would bring children into the system earlier, perhaps keep them there longer, and prepare 
them to progress more smoothly to higher grades. 

Expansion of pre-school education throughout Latin America and the Caribbean largely 
has been through private provision, thus serving higher income families and stacking the 
odds against new entrants from lower socioeconomic strata in first grade. Over the course 
of the last 15 years, however, governments have taken a proactive role in expanding 
coverage. A variety of approaches have been used, several of them  supported by the Bank, 
ranging from an emphasis on universalizing access for the one or two years preceding first 
grade (e.g., in Paraguay, Mexico, Chile), to early childhood programs targeted towards 
lower income children (e.g., Uruguay; see Moran, 2003; Rama, 2005). 

Despite its potential, coverage at the preschool remains far from complete. Expansion has 
been rapid, both in rural and urban areas, but supply – particularly quality services - 
continues to be skewed towards middle and upper income groups. For example it is 
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reported that 81% of upper-income 4 year-olds attend preschool in Argentina, compared 
with  31% and 42% of the cohort in extremely poor and poor groups, respectively. 
(Myers, 1996) 

A growing number of countries have approved legislation obliging the government to 
provide an adequate supply of pre-school education for all children, which suggests strong 
political support for investments in expanding access to this level of education. The region, 
generally, is in the middle stages of a long-term movement in the direction of universal pre-
school and provides fertile ground for innovations in how coverage and quality can be 
expanded in cost-effective way. 

Reorganization of Lower Secondary Education A disproportionately high number of 
students drop out or get “stuck”  in f grades 7th to 9th (Urquiola and Calderon, 2004). To 
some extent, the problem has to do, particularly in the rural areas, with the  availability of 
lower secondary schools. Repetition in early grades also plays a role, since opportunity 
costs of remaining in school are unusually high for young adults arriving to that level at 
an age in which they should be  completing the upper secondary cycle. Recent experience 
indicates, however, that the current structure of lower secondary may make lower 
secondary a stumbling block for many students. Here the notion of “educaibility” –how 
capable  a student  is to acquire knowledge and learning, given her/his cultural and socio-
economic background (Tedesco, 2003) helps to capture the fact that, when and education 
system moves from teaching to the elite to near universal coverage –incorporating 
students with lower socio-economic backgrounds at a massive scale-, there will be 
difficulties with traditional school organization, pedagogy and curricula, which  were 
developed for children with greater  support at home,  exposure to other complementary 
sources of learning, and  physical and emotional readiness to learn.  In particular, during 
the nineties,  massive quantities of students started to reach secondary education.  
Traditionally, the typical transition from one classroom teacher to 9 or 11 different 
subject-areas, each with a different instructor, leaves all the burden of integrating 
knowledge to the student and her/his family. Clearly, the capacity to do this cannot be 
taken for granted in the case of low-income students, many of which are the first  in their 
families to reach secondary education. In the mid-nineties Uruguay pioneered curricular 
reforms which included  the consolidation of the many subjects in a few (about 5) areas 
of study, enabling  schools and teachers to more effectively  integrate material delivered 
to students. The change was far from easy, given that it implied substantial modifications 
in the organization of schools and, most difficult of all, in the way teachers organize their 
daily routines. Yet the result, as measured in test scores, retention and graduation rates, 
has been positive,  and other countries in the region have been moving in a similar 
direction (ANEP, 2000; Ravella, 2004). 

Expansion through Distance Education: Distance education has been shown to have an 
impact on increasing access to secondary and other levels of education.  Mexico’s 
Telesecundaria, offering television based instruction to grades 7 to 9 in rural areas for 
over 40 years now enrolls one million secondary students and is expanding to Central 
America. Research suggests learning results in Telesecundaria are equal to conventional 
instruction, after taking into account the weaker preparation of rural students (Wolff et 
al., 2002).  Telecurso in Brazil, reaching 400,000 out-of-school youths, was created by 
Fundação Roberto Marinho and is funded by the Federation of Industries of the State of 
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São Paulo. Pass rates on the Brazilian lower secondary school equivalency exam 
(supletivo) for Telecurso students are 60% or higher, with dropout rates falling below 
20% (de Moura Castro, 2000). Increasingly both public and private higher education 
institutions are offering distance learning programs with results which appear to be 
comparable to that of face to face instruction.  

Initiatives such as Telesecundaria have been found to be affordable compared to the 
alternative of constructing and staffing conventional schools, especially in larger 
countries. A particular strength is the possibility to reach students living in rural areas, at 
lower costs than would be possible through provision of a conventional school with  
trained teachers in a variety of subjects.  These distance education programs rely heavily 
on highly structured and well produced instructional materials, and therefore help to 
overcome the fact that in poor and isolated areas teachers tend to be relatively less 
qualified and support materials –textbooks, maps and the like- may be scarce. Once the 
initial effort at producing the material is covered, marginal costs of vastly expanding 
these systems u and even spreading them to additional regions or countries is very low. 
Nonetheless they require a strong, well managed central organization capable of 
preparing high quality teaching materials as well as an efficient maintenance system 
(Wolff et al., 2002). 

Targeted expansion through infrastructure: The improvement of enrollment rates in 
many countries, particularly in rural and in peripheral urban areas where school 
overcrowding tends to be the rule, largely depends on the expansion of  infrastructure... 
This is true both for primary and for secondary levels, depending on the relative 
development of education systems in any given country. Research in the USA has 
demonstrated a connection between infrastructure and student achievement, finding test 
scores, student behavior, attendance, teacher recruitment, retention and morale 
consistently linked to quality buildings. 

After salaries, infrastructure spending is the highest in education budgets. Given that 
resources are more often than not insufficient to meet the needs, the criteria for school 
location become key, requiring a detailed analysis of optimal location and of projected 
student population in any given area. Building new schools normally enjoys widespread 
political support. Yet, targeting construction to areas in need may be more politically 
difficult, given that more vocal communities may have a greater voice in national 
decision making. The use of objective criteria for targeting and decision-making, such a 
geopolitically referenced mapping of school supply and demand, has proven to be 
extremely useful in these cases . Using such criteria, then the voice of  school 
communities –parents, teachers and students associated with particular schools- can also 
constitute, a valuable input for sound education infrastructure decision-making.  

2. Quality and Learning 

Accelerated promotion: The reasons for high repetition and overage students vary  across 
the region.  Outside factors –poverty, opportunity costs, social exclusion- play a powerful 
role. Yet, the influence of intra-school variables – particularly the quality of teaching – 
remains substantial. Teaching methods impact both the internal and external efficiency of 
education systems. Recent evidence from international tests (e.g., TIMSS; PISA) 
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suggests that differences in teaching methods explain at least in part  the differences 
observed in student performance. Better prepared teachers applying better methods of 
teaching increase learning and the efficiency with which schools make graduates of these 
students. In consequence, quality-enhancing education policies should produce a direct 
benefit in terms of the reduction of repetition and drop-out rates. 

Programs of  accelerated promotion and learning address the  fact that far too many 
students in schools in the region are already repeaters, and have accumulated age without 
corresponding progress in their school careers. The Accelerated Learning Program in 
Brazil, piloted in the state of Maranhão in 1995 and later extended throughout the 
country, targets students lagging at least two years behind the expected grade level 
(Oliveira, 1998; Navarro and Verdisco, 2000). These students receive four hours of 
separate and highly intensive instruction per day, with specially trained teachers, smaller 
classes, and highly structure teaching materials.  Expectations for accelerated students are 
high: they are expected to adequately perform all prescribed activities – including reading 
and reporting on one book a week (40 in total) as well as other homework and extra-class 
tasks – and, thereby, be promoted two grade levels upon completion of the school year. In 
average, students participating in the program in Maranhao skipped 1.6 school years and 
those in the state of Minas Gerais an average of 2.8 school years, more than 
compensating the direct costs of the program through savings in reduced repetition. More 
than one million students have benefited from these programs.  

Accelerated promotion programs include an integrated “package” of pedagogical, and 
administrative components, with specific targets or goals to be reached within a given 
time frame. In the case of Brazil, the program utilizes existing school staff and officials. 
It lasts no longer than four years within any given school system or municipality and no 
more than two years a given school. The decision to participate in the Program falls to the 
individual schools; teacher participation is voluntary. The Program ensures the relevance 
of content through its applied, on-the-job teacher training. Supervision plays a central 
role as well, with supervisors making four-hour visits to every classroom every week, 40 
times a year. The Program also includes a network of teacher support services and a 
distance education training facility. In many instances, teachers are encouraged to remain 
in the Program for two to three years and, upon completion, to become first grade 
teachers. 

Comprehensive Reform of Teaching:  To improve learning and quality the main challenge 
is to improve teaching. Teachers are the main link between what societies expect from 
their schools and what children actually learn. Based on  available evidence, the quality 
of teaching is the single most decisive determinant of student learning, both in high-
income and developing countries. With a few exceptions, substantial volumes of 
resources invested over the years in in-service training have had a limited effect on the 
classroom. A recent review of pre-service training in Argentina, Mexico and Peru, found 
a pattern of a proliferation of programs with little or no regulation or supervision from 
ministries of education, delivering training that varied widely in terms of quality, content 
and relevance to classroom realities (Vaillant, 2002; Rodriguez-Braña and Pacheco, 
2005). A recent study of pre-service training in Chile and Brazil found that most 
programs were overloaded with theory and developmental psychology at the expense of 
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practical issues in classroom management and in teaching  an increasingly diverse student 
body.  
Deficient training is only one part of the problem. Although a few exceptions can be 
found – such as networks of private schools and innovative local or state governments – 
current systems of teacher management  in place across the region suffer from acute 
distortions. Recruitment and staffing decisions are undermined by the combination of an 
inability to attract sufficient talented candidates to the profession and the use of non-
professional criteria in entry and promotion procedures. Quality-assurance mechanisms 
that are commonplace in the rest of the world, such as licensing exams, are for the most 
part unheard of in Latin America. 

With few exceptions teacher standards do not exist. Teachers thus are deprived of clear 
signals of what schools and societies expect from them. In those (limited) instances 
where standards are found, they tend to exist in isolation, without mechanisms to ensure 
their alignment with school resources, curricula, classroom activities, performance 
assessments or overall school management practices. Undesirable and ineffective 
teaching practices thus are replicated over and over again. Overly theoretical training 
short-changes them on the necessary pedagogies and classroom management techniques 
to effectively deliver mandated curricula. Insofar as the role of principals is only 
exceptionally understood as one of academic and professional leadership, teachers rarely 
find tutoring, mentoring or other support at the school-level.  

Incentive systems, as well, often are non-existent or poorly designed. Neither schools nor 
education systems more generally possess practical procedures that allow individual 
teacher careers to be steered in any direction other than seniority and, sometimes, 
additional in-service training (Navarro, 2002). Salaries and incentives are rarely, if ever, 
related to improvements in learning, although the few consolidated experiences in the 
region in this regard, most notably the SNED in Chile, have shown encouraging results 
(Navarro, 2003; Vegas, 2005).  

In sum, a combination of deep distortions and missing pieces translates into ineffective 
teaching,  clearly at odds with international standards of good practice (Navarro 2002; 
Rama and Navarro, 2004). This failure in putting together a framework able to support 
adequate teacher practices likely explains much of the lack of improvement in  learning 
detected by  international and domestic tests. Policies aimed at modifying this status quo 
should take into account both the short term perspective, doing as much as possible to 
shore up the quality of teaching using teachers already active in the system –through the 
introduction of licensing, incentives, classroom and school-based support, enhanced 
leadership at the school level and better designed in-service training programs- and long 
term policies with a focus on a reform of pre-service training. 

The politics of education is such that changes like these are not easily adopted. It will be 
essential to improve the ability of both governments and teacher unions to build a 
cooperative and trusting relationship, something that has not been easy in the past.  

Integration of Information Technology: In the region, there is an increasing awareness 
that technology literacy should be a part of general secondary education. Technology in 
secondary schools can close the gap in information technology access between the rich 
and the poor, encourage students to remain in school, and prepare students for the world 
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of work. In addition, at all levels of education, there is a growing eagerness to introduce 
information and communications technology - so as to  enhance learning (Brunner, 
2000). 

With both these objectives in mind, countries in Latin America and the Caribbean are 
investing considerable resources in technology hardware and software for schools. 
Unfortunately, quite often the technology drives the process, instead of all the way 
around.  The IDB has consistently argued that first comes the identification of an 
educational problem and then the assessment of whether and which particular 
technologies are cost effective responses. The challenge is to make sure that these 
investments in technology pay off in terms of better and more appropriate teaching and 
learning. Recent hardware cost reductions and evolving technology increase the 
feasibility of achieving this objective. It should be kept in mind, however, that up to now 
research has not yet established beyond controversy that technology based programs 
increase learning consistently and on a large-scale basis. A worldwide search is on, trying 
to pinpoint the key features of successful programs aiming to integrate technology in the 
schools. 

It is at least known that well designed provision of learning opportunities through 
technology can be a factor in overcoming the weaknesses of teachers in the classroom 
and increase their effectiveness. There is now a wide range of promising experiments 
with this aim (Capper, 2004). These include educational portals in Chile, Colombia and 
Mexico, which provide detailed lesson plans for teachers, and computerized and Internet 
based programs in Costa Rica, Brazil and Mexico. The IDB has supported a variety of 
pilot projects with this aim, including the International Virtual Education Network, Inter-
American Teacher Training program and the Latin American Network of Educational 
Portals. On the other hand, less sophisticated technologies such as “inter-active radio” 
have been shown to improve the teaching of mathematics and language in primary 
schools. To help ensure that technology is utilized in schools, efforts should be made to 
ensure that all new graduating teachers are computer literate.  

Enhanced accountability through testing: An essential component of education 
improvement is accountability.  More relevant and accurate information  adequately 
reported and utilized, is bound to result in improved decisions, enhanced public debate 
about problems such as those highlighted in this document,  consensus building, and, 
eventually effective actions to reduce the learning gap in the region. . Enhanced 
accountability should include the strengthening of education statistics, learning 
assessments, the development of capacities for policy analysis, and activities that engage 
education stakeholders, including parents, students, teachers, unions, business, churches, 
non-governmental organizations and the media in informed policy discussions,. 

Testing is a critical element in accountability systems. Nearly every country in the region 
now has in place a testing and evaluation system for primary education and several are 
moving towards testing in secondary and higher education. Studies (Ravela 2001, Iaies, 
2003) which have reviewed the experience of testing in the region have identified two 
critical challenges to help insure that testing eventually leads to increased learning. The 
most important is to provide timely and appropriate dissemination of information to key 
decision makers and stakeholders, especially to teachers. The second challenge is to 
strengthen the technical validity of tests. Measurement of learning and achievement in 
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secondary and higher levels also needs to be expanded, as well as internationally 
comparable tests which would provide benchmarking information to policy-makers 
(Tiana, 2000). 

3.Tertiary education 

Development and Expansion of Non-university Tertiary Institutions: While all types of 
tertiary education likely need to expand, of particular importance is the need to develop 
post-secondary occupationally oriented programs below the BA level.  Institutions of this 
type appeal to more occupationally-oriented students that, due to their own interests and 
inclinations or to the financial constraints they face, have a preference for shorter 
programs, more closely  linked to the local labor market. They can also afford to bring as 
instructors practitioners that would not normally find acceptance among academic 
departments. These institutions tend to have lower operating costs than universities and 
are more able to develop pedagogic approaches better suited to less academically oriented 
students (De Moura Castro and García, 2002 Throughout the world  both supply and 
demand for this type of training are growing. 40% of higher education enrollment in the 
USA is now in community colleges. Enrollments in the European models of post-
secondary technical education in countries such as France, Spain, Portugal, and now 
United Kingdom have also increased rapidly. 

Some countries in the region, such as Venezuela and Jamaica, have moved far in this 
direction and Mexico is rapidly expanding these types of institutions. Yet too many 
countries still tend to think about tertiary education from the  perspective of the classical 
model of the academic university.  Strong inertial forces work against the 
institutionalization of a more diverse supply at this level, including  widespread social 
perceptions that non-university degrees are second class and they constitute a dead end 
for poor people rather than a clear channel for upward social mobility (Expert Meeting, 
2004; Levy, 2002; Schwartzman, 2002). This signals a need to develop effective systems 
of credit transfer and academic paths that connect non-university with university degrees, 
as well drawing lessons from the success stories in the region. 

Evaluation and Accreditation Systems:  Desires to both to channel and control growth 
and ensure accountability have increasingly led to the  development of tertiary education 
evaluation and accreditation programs. There is considerable variation in the type of 
instruments and approaches put in place in different countries but the common objective 
is the development of tools aimed at improving the quality of the teaching and learning 
activities carried out in tertiary education institutions (Kent, 1996),. The assumption in all 
cases is that quality is not something that can be left only in the hands of the internal 
mechanisms of each institution. The public has to receive better information when 
making decisions about enrollment in a program, including benchmarking institution’s 
performance against similar institutions. The government needs reliable information 
about quality for policy-making. Benchmarking will also assist individual institutions to 
improve their programs. Effective tertiary  evaluation and accreditation system belong 
today in the standard toolkit of any OECD country (OECD, 1994; Westerheijden, 1994). 

6.2 A recent turn of events has added urgency to the need for quality assurance in 
tertiary education. Distance education and web-based education offer a new and 
potentially important and cost effective means of increasing the  supply of higher 
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education.. but distance education raises issues regarding public information, 
quality assurance and licensing.. Both regional and non-regional institutions, have 
begun to offer academic degrees to Latin American audiences, which in turn has 
spurred governmental attention in enhancing their own capacity to regulate these 
new types of courses (Rubio Gomez, 2004). 

Although several countries in the region have established the groundwork for evaluation 
and accreditation systems,21 for the most part these systems are not fully developed and 
will only achieve consolidation under sustained public and international support. Policy 
capabilities and systematic data gathering in governments will need to be enhanced, and 
incentives set up to encourage each institution to undertake self-assessment. These 
initiatives have the advantage, of encouraging  quality while remaining both affordable 
and consensual, since quality enhancement  represents a point of coincidence among all 
tertiary education stakeholders. Some political friction has taken place, however, with 
public dissemination of information on the comparative quality of tertiary programs since 
some institutions resist being publicly exposed in a way that is inconsistent with their  
claims. 

Development of a Strong Private Sector: Private providers are already playing an 
increasingly prominent role in delivery at the post-secondary level. The private sector 
already accounts for 37% of higher education enrollment. With public financing 
increasingly stretched,  governments will need to encourage the continued expansion of 
private sector involvement in tertiary education (De Moura Castro and Navarro, 1999). 
Countries with small private higher education sectors, especially, will have to take action 
since their current cost structures and public/private ratios make it difficult  for the public 
sector to finance significant public tertiary education expansion. 

Private sector expansion does not mean  that the government role in tertiary education 
will be reduced. It rather signals that the public role will shift from an exclusive concern 
with financing public universities to a sound regulation of private initiative in this area. 
Quality assessment systems, such as those mentioned above, will be a key component. 
There will  also be a role for the government in the development of financial aid systems 
(see below), provision of public information, licensing , and helping to ensure equal 
opportunity. In almost any scenario, the publicly managed and financed institutions of 
tertiary education will retain a large share of enrollments and most of the research 
capabilities to be found in the post-secondary level. 

Strengthening of student loans and scholarships: One increasingly important role of 
Government is likely to be the  expansion of  student loan programs, which can improve 
equity, are a cost-effective means of encouraging the growth of private higher education 
institutions (Johnstone, 2001), and can also constitute part of what may become a strategy 
for revenue diversification of publicly funded tertiary institutions. Equity is a particularly 
important issue for lower middle class students and disadvantaged groups who wish to 
further their studies after secondary school, since they increasingly face the opportunity 
cost of remaining in school rather than working. A number of public institutions in some 

                                                 
21 The Bank has been particularly proactive in supporting this type of developments, with recent projects in 
El Salvador, Nicaragua, and the Dominican Republic (See Guimaraes (2002) for a discussion of the case of 
Brazil, and Bernasconi, 2002, for the case of El Salvador). 
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countries (e.g. Brazil, Chile) are very selective, with the result that they are populated 
with middle and upper class students who have benefited from better quality secondary 
schooling, often private, yet pay little or no tuition. =In contrast, poorer students often 
have to attend private fee charging institutions and must study part time while working.  

The region has an increasing strong record in providing student loans. Beginning with 
Colombia in the 1960’s, over eighteen countries in the region have now developed 
publicly and privately managed student loan programs for tertiary education, which have 
helped over 2 million students (Tellez and Orostegui, 2004). Over the years these 
programs have increasingly improved their efficiency, management, and repayment 
indices. They could be vastly expanded to reach more potential students. In some cases 
scholarships, rather than loans are needed for youths from particularly disadvantaged 
groups, including support to attend the “cram” courses for entrance exams into higher 
education common in the region.  

Integration of tertiary institutions in the National System of Innovation: By any measure, 
investment and output in science and technology and in related R & D is inadequate in 
Latin America and the Caribbean. These deficiencies have multiple causes, most notably 
very low public and private investment on S&T, as well as inadequate economic policies 
encouraging innovation.  The  poor performance of the education systems of the region is 
another cause. A key function of tertiary education in any country is the supply of highly 
specialized personnel and core institutional capabilities such as laboratories and channels 
for accessing the latest advances in science, technology and, more generally, ideas in all 
fields of study. Tertiary institutions have also a responsibility to engage both the private 
and the public sector, bringing to the table what they have to offer in terms of 
technological capacity, as a contribution to economic and social development. 
University-trained scientists and engineers and college graduates in technical fields play 
an important role in developing new products and innovations, all of which, in turn, plays 
positively into growth equations. Even allowing for the existence of “island of academic 
excellence” in several niches of tertiary education in the region, there is little doubt that 
the region has to do better in terms of developing an adequate base for world-class 
research and development. Recent experiences in India, China, South Korea and other 
emerging Asian economies show that this is an area where accelerated progress is 
possible, as well as vital for growth and competitiveness. 

Thus, education in the region can become a catalyst for development, not only through 
developing a broad base of knowledge, but also through investments in advanced degrees 
and research capabilities in top level universities and research institutes. Such an 
investment should always be made from the perspective of the strengthening of national 
systems of innovation22, avoiding ventures that have inadequate connections with 
national development, and local comparative economic advantages. Efforts to encourage 
communication and coordination among business, government and academia –such as the 
Research Agenda roundtables in Venezuela (Avalos, 2002) should be, in this regard, 
strongly supported. While there is much to be done to improve the management of 
                                                 
22 IDB operations in science and technology development have, over the past decade, emphasized this 
perspective, and accumulated considerable experience in terms of which policy instruments are relatively 
more effective in different contexts if the aim is to enhance the integration of the National System of 
Innovation. 
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tertiary institutions, these weaknesses should not bar  investment in= the development of 
scientific and technological capacities at this level. 

4. Vocational and Technical Education 

Flexible and market-focused training institutions: In a number of countries in the region, 
semi-autonomous training agencies (widely referred to as the S&Is; de Moura Castro and 
Verdisco, 2000) with strong industry representation have provided and continue to 
provide in-service and pre-service training to skilled and semi-skilled workers. In 
response to increasingly differentiated labor markets, a number of these agencies have 
attempted to become more agile and expand their clienteles.  

In some instances, these agencies have relinquished responsibilities for the direct 
provision of training (although the primary source of financing often remains a payroll 
levy) and created mechanisms through which service providers, public and private, 
compete for training contracts. Bank-supported programs in Chile (Chile Joven) and 
Argentina (Proyecto Joven) and more recently in Peru and Haiti have sought to 
reengineer systems of training by converting the role of the state from an operator of 
training to a buyer of training services. Evidence, albeit limited, finds that the application 
of competitive delivery mechanisms has led to  gains in efficiency and accountability and 
the incorporation of previously excluded clienteles (e.g., disadvantaged youth; women) in 
training systems (de Moura Castro and Verdisco, 2000).  

In other instances, the move has been towards a more diversified menu of services. As 
labor markets demand increased levels of basic knowledge and increasingly sophisticated 
skills-sets from its workforce, few of the region’s training agencies now provide just 
training, traditionally conceived and delivered, and few target just workers. To a large 
extent, training has evolved from an almost exclusive focus on the “harder” issues - such 
as training to use materials, tools and equipment – to a focus that gives equal attention to 
“softer” aspects, including information and computer programs, management, 
development and training of human resources. The region’s training agencies thus are 
diversifying into new areas, offering a broad range of services to firms and to the 
community at large: technology support (INET, Argentina; INA, Costa Rica); 
certification of services (INSAFORP, El Salvador); consultants (SENAI, SENAC, 
Brazil); coordination and regulation of training providers (NTA, Trinidad and Tobago; 
HEART, Jamaica) and outreach services to marginalized communities and populations 
(INFOP, Honduras). Yet much more remains to be done. 

Competency-based Training: The region’s training agencies are also moving away from 
specific job-related qualifications towards more broadly defined “competencies,”  defined 
by the European Union, as “the proven and individual capacity to use know-how, skills, 
qualifications or knowledge in order to meet both familiar and evolving occupational 
situations and requirements” (CEDEFOP, n/d). This approach is results-oriented: workers 
must be able to obtain results on the job. When competencies are certified, actual 
performance is evaluated on the basis of a given industry standard, thus resolving issues 
of what workers realistically can contribute versus what they claim they can contribute. 
The approach is more fail-proof than traditional means of certification in that it tests 
outcomes, not processes. 
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The process whereby competencies are certified creates a hierarchy and sequencing of 
progressively more complex skills and responsibilities. It thus provides an organizational 
architecture that enables firms to manage their human resources and human resource 
needs. For example, incentive mechanisms can be linked much more easily to 
achievement of a given level of competence and be made clear to workers and throughout 
the industry. Job mobility possibilities also can be judged more evenly when the 
competencies required in other areas of the firm or industry are known. Possibilities for 
further education and training arise as well, as the skill basis for each competency is 
broken down into component parts and assessed for the level of academic skills – e.g., 
math, science, language – they imply and require. 

The experience of Mexico provides a particularly illustrative example of the move 
towards labor competencies. The Occupational Skills Standardization and Certification 
Council (Consejo de Normalización y Certificación de Competencias Laborales, 
CONOCER), initiated in 1995 as public non-governmental trust with operational and 
budgetary flexibility, was created to promote an Occupational Skills Standardization and 
Certification System. The Technical Occupational Skills Standards (NTCL) established 
through this system provide a “common language” for training suppliers and employers 
and thus facilitate the alignment of training with the demand for skilled labor in the 
market. About 600 NTCL were issued over the course of 5 years and the concept of 
occupational skills standards has been incorporated into the policy decisions throughout 
the public and private sectors. 

As the European experience to date indicates, processes involved in moving towards a 
competency-based approach are complex(see CEDEFOP, n/d), often requiring a level of 
institutional and inter-institutional sophistication not often found in Latin America and 
the Caribbean. Indeed, in Mexico the development of standards has come at a high price. 
According to CONOCER, the average cost of developing a standard, including 
consulting fees and CONOCER’s administrative and operational overhead, is about 
US$27,000. Evaluation and certification require additional resources. CONOCER 
certifies certification agencies (CAs) that in turn issue certificates of skills after 
evaluation centers (ECs) evaluate a given trainee’s skills. In aggregate terms, this lengthy 
process to date has cost US$6.1 million. Only in a few cases have the standards 
recognized by the marketplace been developed fully and completely.  

Another issue has been the lack of a strategic focus on how skills demanded by the 
market are likely to evolve or change in response to an increasingly globalized 
marketplace. As a result, some of the skill-standards and guidelines and requirements for 
evaluation and certification have become obsolete. This highlights the need to make sure 
that analysis and monitoring of labor markets goes hand in hand with the development of 
initiatives like these, something the Mexican government is strengthening in the re-
engineering of the program currently under way. 

Multiple entry and exit points in training systems: Throughout the world, the divide is 
narrowing between vocational and technical training on the one hand and general 
education on the other (Raffe, 2004). Skilled workers need to operate with computer 
assisted diagnostic and other tools requiring broad conceptual and mathematical 
knowledge. Therefore  secondary schools ought to  focus mainly on broadly based 
applications of technology and business, including information technology, and  leave 
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more specific occupational training to the private sector, national training agencies, and a 
wide variety of post-secondary programs. The premium the labor market places on the 
acquisition of basic skills – applied basic oral expression, writing and math, problem 
solving, and the application of basic technology – suggests that   technical education or 
specialization should be postponed until a higher (e.g., post-secondary) level.  

Yet the diversity found in education systems across the region guards against the uniform 
postponement of technical education until the tertiary level. Whereas systems in countries 
such as Argentina and Brazil are experimenting with policies along these lines, other 
countries – e.g., Central America and Mexico ,) – do not appear to be ready to adopt such 
an approach. Their approach takes into account the need to encourage non-academically 
oriented youths to remain in school and to provide them with some skills for the labor 
market. 
The certification of competencies (see above) provides one approach creating multiple 
entry and exit points in educational and training systems. In Mexico, for example, 
CONALEP (national network of upper secondary schools, largely serving youth from 
lower socioeconomic strata), under the auspices of CONOCER, introduced a 
competency-based program in 1994 for nine careers. Although CONALEP graduates 
tend to participate at the same rate in the labor force as non-graduates, CONALEP 
graduates tend to earn more per hour, work more consistently in their area of 
specialization, and receive additional training to update skills and knowledge.  

(1) Another approach is the articulation of curricula from 
the secondary, to the post-secondary and tertiary levels. In 
line with the experience from Taiwan, in Costa Rica, 
curricula in various areas (e.g., metal-mechanics, 
computers, and electronics) offered at different instances 
throughout the education and training systems - the 
technical tracks at the secondary level (diversified cycle), 
the community colleges, the National Training Institute 
(INA) and the Technical University - are aligned. The 
system thus creates multiple entry and exit points, with 
options through the tertiary level remaining open.  

(2) Other innovations in the Costa Rican model include the 
requirement that all students, regardless of course of study 
(academic or technical), take the country’s standardized 
tests, therefore permitting articulation of technical schools 
with other levels of education.. These tests are given in 6th, 
9th and in the last year of study (in the academic track, this 
is in 11th grade; in the technical track, it is in 12th grade). 
All students thus leave school with a bachillerato, a degree 
that, in turn, grants entry into the nation’s universities; 
graduates of technical track also receive a technical title in 
their field. Yet a further innovation is the method of 
institutional evaluation used to accredit plans of study. To  
ensure that the supply of technical education is in line with 
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market demand and that the institutions imparting these 
courses of study have necessary the staff, infrastructure and 
equipment to offer quality training, officials in the Ministry 
of Education review institutional development plans every 
three years. The data examined include the teaching-
learning process (distribution of class time, planning of 
activities, teaching materials, etc.), infrastructure, the 
teaching staff, how technical education is administered 
within the school, and the level of satisfaction with 
graduates among employers. This process injects a key 
component of accountability in the program as a whole. 
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Annex B 

The IDB and Educational Development in Latin America * 
The Inter-American Development Bank is one of the largest sources of external capital 
for the education sector in Latin America and the Caribbean. From its inception the Bank 
has approved more than 200 loans in this field, for a total close to US$8 billion, as well as 
500 technical cooperation projects for over US$300 million. At this time the IDB’s 
education portfolio includes 39 loans for an amount close to US$2.9billion, as well as 78 
technical cooperation projects of approximately US$39 million. 61 additional loans for 
US$2.3 billion are in various stages of preparation. 

The loans to support education in the hemisphere reflect the education policy priorities 
defined by the countries that the Bank serves. These loans fall within the framework of 
the IDB’s overall institutional strategy, which has as its main targets poverty reduction 
and sustainable economic growth in Latin America and the Caribbean. In this regard, 
education occupies a prominent place in Bank’s activities, as it is considered crucial for 
development and indispensable for the reduction of poverty and income inequalities, and 
the consolidation of competitive economies. The following section details the support the 
IDB has given to education systems throughout the region and how this support has 
evolved over time to address changing priorities. 

Evolution of lending 
During the last few decades, education in Latin America and Caribbean countries has 
experienced a significant improvement, even though, as this Strategic Framework 
highlights, this improvement has fallen short of the competitive needs of the region. Such 
progress has occurred after a long history of commitment by the region’s governments to 
expand coverage and strengthen quality at all levels of education, an effort that has had 
the continuous support of the Bank for many years. As can be seen in Chart B.1, the 
volume of loans approved in support of the education sector has grown consistently 
throughout the history of the Bank.  
Over time, the nature of lending for education has changed as the region´s priorities have 
evolved and the knowledge base available to guide education policy has improved. The 
Bank increasingly has promoted a systemic reform-based approach to its operations. 
Infrastructure support has decreased, and more support to infrastructure has gone to 
renovation and school expansion rather than new construction. Growing amounts of 
lending have been directed at producing and acquiring  equipment and materials. Within 
this rubric, the emphasis has moved from science and technology laboratory equipment, 
to textbooks, and more recently, to information technology and distance education 
modalities. There has also been a major growth in the support for institutional 
strengthening and capacity building, assessment and evaluation, and the training of 
teachers and administrators. Quality improvement and issues related to equity, rather than 
expansion per se, have become the focus of recent IDB lending, although the Bank 

                                                 
* This Annex is based on the chapter of the same name in Navarro and Rodríguez-Braña (2004), written by Juan Carlos 
Navarro, Eva Rodríguez-Braña and Valeria Pacheco 
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remains open to supporting construction and rehabilitation of education infrastructure 
wherever and whenever justified.  

Shifts in the composition of the Bank’s lending portfolio in education can be noted as 
well. From the beginning of its activities during the sixties and throughout the seventies, 
the work of the Bank in education concentrated primarily on universities and centers of 
scientific research and, within that sector, on those areas considered to be strategic for the 
construction of the region’s technological infrastructure. Such was the case of the various 
fields of engineering and of the natural and agricultural sciences. Another area that began 
to receive greater attention from the beginning of the IDB’s presence in the region was 
vocational education and training, an interest that served as the basis for efforts to 
strengthen national technical education systems in accordance with the economic 
modernization and industrialization strategies that prevailed during the period. 

Chart B.1. Evolution of lending volumes for the 
education sector, 1965-2004 
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During the 1980s a shift took place that directed the Bank’s attention towards the 
expansion of basic education. As important economic and demographic transformations 
impacted priorities of the region’s governments, most of them embarked on serious 
efforts to rapidly expand access to primary education, guided by the criteria of equity and 
equality of opportunity that were gaining ground as economic performance worsened and 
social conditions deteriorated in many areas of the region. 

The complex social picture emerging from the debt crisis of the 1980s pushed equity and 
quality issues to the top of education policy agendas. The expansion of primary education 
enrollments forced the countries to turn their attention to the expansion, improvement and 
reform secondary education. These new concerns wielded a direct effect on the Bank’s 
portfolio, which gradually shifted towards significant support to secondary education and 
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to reform projects focusing on quality. Chart B.2 provides information on the recent 
amounts of IDB lending by educational level, and traces the history of the relative 
priority given to each level. It also shows that tertiary and technical-vocational education 
continue to be areas of activity for the Bank, even though they no longer dominate the 
portfolio. 

The 1990s witnessed a change of emphasis, not only in terms of the education level to 
which loans were dedicated, but also in the content of the operations themselves, which 
for decades had concentrated on construction and the provision of physical infrastructure 
for school systems and universities. As Chart B.3 illustrates, towards the end of the 1990s 
a considerable expansion had occurred in the proportion of lending dedicated directly to 
the improvement of education through teacher training and professional development, as 
well as of lending directed to improving the efficiency, quality and equity of educational 
systems (classified under the general category of “reform”). Country ownership, key for 
ensuring the successful and timely implementation of projects, increased as well (see Box 
1). 

 

Chart B.2. Evolution of lending in the education sector 
by level, 1965-2004 (Millions of current 
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The “reform” category includes support for activities such as the establishment and 
strengthening of national systems for the evaluation of learning achievement; the 
improvement of educational statistics; focused scholarship programs directed towards 
diminishing the exclusion of low income students and their drop-out rates; modernization 
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of school management; promotion of community participation in the management and 
accountability of school systems; strengthening of entities responsible for education 
policy and introduction of improvements in teacher training. More recently, the 
concentration of the investment portfolio in secondary education has led to support for 
curricular changes and teacher resource management models designed for that level. 
II. Box 1: Creating Ownership in Bank Education Projects 

Education Reform in the Dominican Republic 
The Bank developed proactive support for education reform in the Dominican Republic through a high degree of 

cooperation among the team members in the Social Programs Division and the Country Office, and operating within a 
10 year education development plan issued by the Government after considerable preparation and consultation. Bank 

support focused on the most significant issues, in response to government interest and unwavering political 
commitment, thereby attaining an effective day-to-day working relationship and the confidence of a succession of 

government authorities responsible for the education sector. The cooperation took many forms, with the Team Leader 
and the Country Specialist working closely with top level decision-makers, supplying consultants at critical moments 
when key issues were being resolved, organizing technical and consultative meetings, undertaking critical studies and 

utilizing loan funds in a flexible way to resolve problems. As a result, the Bank became the main source of international 
funding for education in the DR and exercised technical leadership in helping define key reforms in primary, secondary 
and higher education. At the same time, education loans had the highest disbursement rates in the Bank’s DR portfolio. 

These results attest to the development effectiveness of Bank support for the sector and the importance of national 
commitment to change in the context of a well developed and shared sector perspective. 

 Modernizing Secondary Education in Uruguay 

The Bank’s support to the transformation of secondary education in Uruguay is another example of an effective 
medium term sector assistance strategy, spanning 10 years and providing continuity to reform efforts, despite changes 
in government and sector leadership. In Uruguay, the Bank concentrated its support on the modernization of secondary 
and technical education, through three loans and two TCs that have been instrumental in implementing an ambitious 
but effective process of reform. The key factors of success were: i) strong sector leadership and the continuity provided 
by two Bank loans through the nineties; ii) the initial impetus of the reform was complemented by a second loan aimed 
at consolidating the reform of lower secondary and extending the transformation to upper secondary. Emphasis was 
made on placing the reform in the national agenda and on consensus-building. The dissemination of relevant models of 
secondary education worldwide through national workshops, international seminars and study visits added value to the 
design and contributed to the sustainability of the reform; and iii) the consolidation of a solid executing unit – with 
continuity of a committed team – and the development of a clear and streamlined framework for execution by means of 
operational rules gave a high degree of autonomy and agility to the unit. As a result, project execution in the sector has 
been recognized as outstanding in the context of the Bank’s portfolio in Uruguay, and the Ministry of Finance has 
protected the local counterpart from cuts in the midst of a severe episode of fiscal adjustment. 

 

Chart B.3. Evolution of the typical composition of loans for education, 
1990 and 2000 
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Source: IDB databases. 

Infrastructure, equipment and endowment of school materials continue to be issues of 
crucial importance. It could hardly be otherwise, since the expansion of access to 
education continues to be a challenge for all countries, with various degrees of emphasis 
dictated by the needs of the different levels of education. But it is worth noting that the 
characteristics of these components have also changed in order to achieve a closer 
alignment of them with the general orientation of the Bank’s efforts in education, 
particularly its emphasis on reform. Therefore, at the present time, infrastructure 
components are generally organized according to rigorous targeting principles, giving  
greatest priority to the needs of the poorest and most excluded of the region’s children. 
Materials and equipment integrate the use of information technology in education, and 
even when they use conventional means and formats (textbooks, guidebooks, maps), are 
designed to closely reflect government-induced changes to modernize curricula and 
pedagogical practices. 

In the case of operations directed at the tertiary level, a constant feature has been the 
introduction or development of evaluation and certification procedures; the introduction 
of competitive principles for securing research funds and the strengthening of links with 
national systems of innovation; encouragement for the development of non-university 
tertiary education, and special programs to improve access to tertiary education for 
minorities and the poor. In the case of vocational and technical education projects, the 
Bank has promoted important innovations involving (e.g.,) the use of subsidies to 
strengthen demand for training, a strategy that has produced notable results in terms of 
improving the qualifications of young people entering the labor force in several countries 
of the region and, in some cases, of reforming and modernizing traditional systems of 
technical education. 

To this brief overview of education operations, other initiatives in at least two related 
areas merit mention: science and technology and conditional cash subsidy programs. 

The Bank has given its support to the science and technology sector from 1973 to the 
present day. A large share of its lending in this area, which averages US$100 million per 
year, has been channeled towards institutions of tertiary education through competitive 
funds for scientific and technological research, the advanced training of scientific 
personnel, the endowment of laboratories, etc. A good portion of the Bank’s support to 
universities thus takes place through this route. 

The Bank also provides support for large-scale conditional cash subsidy programs 
designed with the goal of reducing poverty as their main target. But these initiatives 
include an ever increasing number of important education components directed towards 
retaining children in school systems through the provision of monetary incentives for 
eligible families. In 2001, for example, the Oportunidades program in Mexico received 
US$1billion in IDB support, an amount greater than all the lending that year for 
education programs, strictly defined. Such support has recently being renewed given, 
among other things, the well-substantiated impact of the program on school attendance. 
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Technical assistance, knowledge management and regional cooperation 
In addition to the financial support it provides through lending, since the seventies the 
Bank has been active in supplying technical assistance and supporting regional 
cooperation projects in education through non-refundable grants. 

Since the IDB supports such a wide portfolio of projects in each of the borrowing 
countries of the region, it is uniquely positioned to play a role in collecting, systematizing 
and disseminating good practices in the field of education policy, in identifying emerging 
issues and stimulating applied research, and in convening conferences, study tours and 
training programs for the officials in charge of managing the educational sector within 
the region’s governments. 

Between 1995 to 2003 the Bank has produced three strategy documents for the sector: 
primary and secondary, technical and higher education. In addition, sponsored a number 
of important  international meetings on key topics, including the use of technology in 
education, financing of education, reform of secondary education, strategies for the 
expansion of primary education, emerging trends in higher education and science and 
technology policy, models of tertiary non-university education, reform of the teaching 
profession, educational reforms in the Central American and in the Southern Cone 
regions, and financing. Many of these events were carried out in collaboration with other 
international organizations such as the World Bank, UNESCO, OAS, OEI and other 
institutions active in the promotion of educational development, such as the Program for 
the Educational Revitalization of the Americas (PREAL) and numerous centers of 
excellence in socioeconomic research throughout the region. These events are also 
generally carried out jointly with national educational authorities. All these activities and 
the publications associated with them fulfill the role of focusing the region’s attention on 
issues that need to be addressed. They also contribute to the dissemination of best 
practices among different countries, as well as to the emergence of consensus on 
education policy issues. 

Through the use of non-reimbursable resources, the IDB has tackled key education issues 
that are by nature regional in scope, such as the gathering and information on best 
practices (by supporting the educational information network REDUC), the production of 
comparable information about the quality of learning in the region’s schools (as the main 
financial support for the Laboratory for the Measurement of Quality in Education of 
UNESCO-OREALC), and multiple stakeholder development and policy dialogue 
initiatives (support for PREAL is relevant in this regard, among others). 

On the subject of the application of technology to education, the IDB supports an active 
portfolio of pilot projects through which multiple education strategies are examined and 
evaluated, and insights on the feasibility of their widespread application are analyzed. 
These projects include the production of modules for secondary level instruction in 
science and mathematics in digital format (International Virtual Education Network–, 
IVEN), the definition of quality standards for distance learning in tertiary education, the 
use of Internet content for classroom teaching and the production of multimedia content 
for the training of teachers of lower secondary education, the Inter-American Teacher 
Training Program. 

The latter initiative is a direct response to the commitments on regional educational 
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cooperation acquired during the Third Summit of the Americas in Quebec, 2003. The 
IDB has followed the hemispheric summit process closely. During the course of these 
meetings, education received considerable attention from the Heads of State, particularly 
after the Second Summit held in Santiago, Chile. The Santiago meeting was also the 
starting point for an IDB sponsored program of regional internships in education, 
coordinated by PREAL, which has provided a number of education leaders and school 
managers with an opportunity to visit successful experiences in education management 
and policy developed by countries other than their own. Over the last five years the IDB 
has hosted meetings of the Regional Policy Dialogue on Education, a network of vice-
ministers of education that meets approximately twice a year in an informal setting in 
which they can exchange experiences and concerns in a candid and direct manner. The 
Dialogue has proved to be a useful tool for the region, and has spawned the occurrence of 
periodic meetings of similar nature at the sub-regional level that take place in addition to 
the general meetings of the whole region. Some countries are adopting similar 
mechanisms to address issues of coordination and negotiation among education 
authorities in decentralized contexts. 

The Bank has taken note of the extensive agenda in promoting regional cooperation and 
understands the importance of finding creative and effective mechanisms to support the 
provision of regional public goods in the field of education. It is therefore in the process 
of examining alternatives and innovations. In this regard, the recently created Regional 
Public Goods program offers renewed possibilities to fund regional initiatives in 
education.  

 


