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The subject chosen by the members of the education
network to examine during the VI meeting of the Re-
gional Policy Dialogue (held in February 2004 at IDB
Headquarters in Washington, DC) was Post-Second-
ary Technical and Vocational Education. As it is
related to the transition between education and work,
the subject is multifaceted in that it must take into
account not only the education sector but also social
conditions, economic development and the job mar-
ket. Recently, the new knowledge-based economy,
advances in communications, and globalization of
markets have also become crucial elements in this
discussion.

This subject could hardly be more relevant for
our countries at this moment. The transition from
school to work cannot help but be a priority concern
for all those involved in key issues of education policy
and it is particularly relevant to education reform.
How can we think of secondary education reform,
for example, without facing the question of what types
of skills are graduates going to need in order to par-
ticipate as productive agents in today’s economy? The
Bank’s interest in and support for this subject was
included in the 2004 Economic and Social Progress
Report, which specifically focused on an analysis of
labor markets. Among other issues, it addresses the
need for better training related to the fact that un-
skilled workers have seen their wages decline relative
to the wages of skilled workers.

On the other hand, the Bank has been giving
growing importance to analyzing the availability of
post-secondary non-academic training, and one of the
main issues in the 2000 Strategy on Vocational and
Technical Training was an analysis of the character-
istics of efficient technical education in harmony with
economic development and technological advances.
The strategy’s recommendations were based on the
assumption that an adequately trained labor force is
key to increasing the region’s competitiveness.

Education systems cannot be expected to pro-
vide the complete solution to these problems, but
relevant training, conditions of equality, and quality
of technical education undoubtedly play an essential
role in the solution. Curriculum content, teaching
methods, the organization of vocational education,
and the efficiency and flexibility of national training
systems are all elements that must be better tuned
every day in order to mount an effective response to
today’s challenges.

The studies presented at the VI Meeting of the
Education Network include internationally tested
alternatives for technical and vocational education
that allow conclusions to be made for our countries.
We are confident that this publication will contrib-
ute to improving the dialogue among countries and
to their ability to solve problems and design success-
ful reform policies for non-academic post-secondary
education in the region.

Foreword
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One of the most challenging tasks that Latin Ameri-
can and Caribbean (LAC) education systems face is
developing a post-secondary education option that,
on the one hand, supports the growing number of
high school graduates and, on the other, aligns itself
with the demands of a dynamic economy that is
highly technologized and firmly based in knowledge.
The most critical situation is that of the non-aca-
demic post-secondary segment of the education
system, responsible for the training of mid-level tech-
nicians, specialized laborers, administrators and, in
general, the workforce for both traditional and
emerging sectors.

The pursuit of greater integration and competi-
tiveness in the region has resulted in important
advances on political, economic and commercial
fronts. In particular, the free flow of trade capital
and people presents challenges to workers who must
find employment in constantly changing, globalized
markets. Permanent upgrading will be necessary for
all levels of occupations. The low cost of communi-
cation will increase demand for information
technology and interpersonal and communication
skills. It will require workers to possess analytical
skills, adaptability, autonomy, and the ability to work
with a team and perform non-routine activities.
Workers will change occupations several times
throughout their career, compelling them to either
face the challenge of constantly learning new tasks
or risk losing their jobs.

In short, the region’s competitiveness increasingly
depends on the quality of human resources and less
on the low cost of labor. The demand for a new type
of worker exposes the weaknesses of Post-Secondary
Education (PSE), representing an obstacle for eco-
nomic development and integration into international
markets. As currently organized, PSE options are in-
sufficient, inadequate, and incompatible with the
demands of a “new economy” and the markets the
region is attempting to join. The bulk of training fo-
cuses on the manufacturing and service sectors, and

pigeonholes students into the occupation for which
they receive training, which denies them any real pos-
sibility of adjusting to the occupational mobility
required or to return to the education system to re-
fresh and update their training.

Evidence analyzed in this document suggests that
non-academic PSE in the region will increase signifi-
cantly during this decade. Labor-market behavior
shows a growing need for specialized workers with
higher order skills that already exceeds the demand
for professionals and academics. During the immi-
nent process of expansion and reform, the region will
have to confront and resolve problems of financing,
permeability to market demands, and interchange
with the private sector, and must look for new insti-
tutional solutions that ensure a fluid transition
between education and employment and lay the foun-
dation for lifelong learning.

The articles presented in this document served
as a basis for conversations held during the VI Meet-
ing of Regional Policy Dialogue on Education, which
took place at Bank headquarters in Washington in
February 2004. They were selected for their contri-
bution to promoting the discussion of key aspects to
consider for PSE improvement in the region.

In the first article of the document, Alejandra
Cox analyzes the relationship between economic de-
velopment, the labor market and education. She
presents evidence of the trend observed in LAC dur-
ing the nineties showing high unemployment levels,
especially among young people, salary discrepancies
that increasingly favored post-secondary education,
and relative growth in the demand for specialized
labor that emphasized analytical and interactive
skills. The article compares the situation in the re-

Introduction
1

1 We thank Norma García for her collaboration in preparing
this document, from her support of consultants during the
completion of these studies to her compilation and revision
of the texts presented here.



2     MODERNIZATION OF TECHNICAL POST-SECONDARY EDUCATION

gion and in the industrialized world, where, as in
Latin America, vocational and technical training sys-
tems have been slow to adjust to changes imposed
by a more technologically developed economy. Nev-
ertheless, the industrialized world has made
important progress, allowing the region to take a sig-
nificant step forward. The author describes some of
the policies adopted in the United States and Eu-
rope to align technical education options with
economic development—such as allowing the pos-
sibility to study and work simultaneously, loans for
post-secondary studies, and granting the private sec-
tor a more predominant role in providing technical
education—and analyzes their relevance with regard
to the reality of LAC’s economy.

David Raffe complements the preceding view-
point in examining the PSE modernization process
in Europe from the institutional perspective. He ana-
lyzes the tendency toward the integration and
unification of technical and academic tracks, the
main objective of which is to provide solid instruc-
tion in basic skills more attuned to the lifelong
learning and the versatility required of workers. All
of the strategies analyzed in this article indicate the
need for more permeable boundaries and the dis-
mantling of obstacles between academic realms and
technical tracks, between education and employ-
ment, between technical education and higher
education. The author offers interesting ideas for
change in Latin America by establishing a relation-
ship between the strategies followed in European
countries, specifying social, economic and political
situations in each country. In this way, the analyzed
categories allow the reader to draw conclusions for
other countries that share economic, social or po-
litical characteristics. One of the outcomes of such
integration is an increase in prestige of technical PSE
relative to the university, expressed by the younger
population’s increased interest in short-term techni-
cal degrees. Integrated systems’ internal and external
flexibility has allowed students significant mobility,
unlike the rigidity of traditional institutions that pre-
maturely pigeonhole them into a virtually permanent
position.

In his article, Jacques L’Ecuyer describes the pro-
cess by which institutions in Québec offering
technical and vocational training have organized to
be in constant dialogue with socioeconomic sectors
and the labor market. He analyzes competency-based
approaches as  key to aligning technical education
with the labor market. The article points out that re-
forms in Québec have been directed at pursuing
training that teaches individuals to function within a

broad range of competencies, and prepares students
for the need to perform well in positions whose re-
quirements change several times throughout their
employment period.

Claudio de Moura Castro and Andrés Bernasconi
examine the experience in community colleges in
the United States, taking into consideration the needs
observed in LAC, and explore lessons that may be
drawn in reforming education systems in the region.
The study highlights the need to address the de-
mands of a social group currently graduating from
the system that is more disadvantaged in economic
and cultural resources than past graduates. The au-
thors draw a parallel between Latin America and
the United States, where community colleges were
created primarily to balance out economic and cul-
tural diversity during the postwar period, a time
characterized by high levels of social mobility. They
show evidence that both Europe and the United
States are producing significantly higher numbers
of community college graduates than university
graduates, a fact that Latin America should take into
account since, the authors maintain, there is not
much difference in the behavior of the economies.
They predict that technical PSE in all its forms will
be the most rapidly growing segment in LAC in the
coming years, creating an expanding market for the
private sector.

Lastly, Larry Wolff’s article consists of an exhaus-
tive analysis of the education systems in five
Caribbean countries and of their relationship to the
social and economic environment. He emphasizes the
current state of PSE institutions and the measures
taken to make them more effective and sensitive to
the demands of economic sectors. He subsequently
examines aspects that any sub-regional reform agenda
must consider, focusing the discussion on expansion,
financing and institutional strengthening of the sys-
tem. With this focal point, the author analyzes five
reform and improvement strategies implemented in
the selected countries, which offer numerous lessons
that can be replicated throughout the region.

We hope that the experiences analyzed in this
document will contribute to identifying successful
non-academic PSE reform policies for the region,
thereby helping to improve the training level of hu-
man resources and place the region in a more
competitive position in the world.

Viola Espínola
Sr. Education Specialist
Education Unit
Sustainable Development Department



Changes in the labor market in LAC:
What do they mean for education?

Alejandra C. Edwards, California State University, Long Beach
1

February 2004
2

INTRODUCTION

There are four generalized trends observed in Latin
American labor markets in the 1990s: (1) slow growth
in GDP per capita; (2) high rates of unemployment;
(3) rising wage differentials associated to tertiary edu-
cation; and (4) declining wage differentials associated
to gender and increased female labor force participa-
tion.

The decade of the 1990’s in Latin America is char-
acterized by moderate GDP growth and stagnant per
capita GDP. Table 1 summarizes per capita GDP
growth trends for the 1980’s and 1990’s. With an av-
erage increase in GDP per capita of 1.7% per year,
the 1990s was a good decade in terms of economic
growth. However, this performance followed signifi-
cant output losses in the 1980s, leading to an average
growth in per capita GDP for the 1980–2002 period
of just 1/3 of a point per year.

Average unemployment rates reached the two
digits mark in 2001 lead by Argentina, Panama and
Colombia with 17%. More importantly, youth unem-
ployment rates have been above 15% in most
countries with the exceptions of Brazil, Costa Rica
and Mexico where overall unemployment rates have
been systematically lower.3  (see Tables 3 and 4)

The most recent Economic and Social Progress
Report of the IDB examines micro data for 17 coun-
tries in the region to document changes in wage
differentials associated with schooling. The report
concludes that “[D]uring the 1990s, the wages
of workers with college degrees increased in rela-
tion to the wages of workers with lower levels of
education.

Perhaps surprisingly, a sustained rise in female
labor force participation rates was observed through-
out the 90s. Duryea, Cox Edwards and Ureta (2001)
report that female labor force participation increased
in 8 of the 13 countries examined. They analyze the
role of wages, as a partial explanation for the pattern
of changes in labor force participation rates, and show
that in the 1990’s the adjusted female wage penalty
was closing at a rate of nearly 1 percentage point per
year, such that over the decade women’s wages rose
from lagging men’s by 25 percent to lagging by 17
percent. While the year trend for the 1990’s is sig-
nificant at the 10 percent level, if they expand the
sample to include the 1980’s they find similar param-
eters, much more precisely estimated. These results
suggest that women’s earning opportunities in the
labor force relative to men’s were steadily gaining over
two decades and may have played a role in attracting
women to the labor force.

Interpreting these Changes in the
International Context

At the center of Latin America’s modest performance
in economic growth are two factors: (1) macroeco-

1 The author is Professor of Economics at California State
University, Long Beach.
2 I am thankful to Viola Espínola for helpful comments
and suggestions. I take full responsibility for any remaining
errors
3 The youth to overall unemployment ratio is on average, 2.0
for European countries and 2.6 for the U.S. The correspond-
ing ratio in Latin America is closer to 3 suggesting relative
larger barriers to entry to the jobs market for LAC youth.
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nomic instability and (2) an overall low rate of pro-
ductivity growth. As Table 2 shows, total factor
productivity, which measures the increase in output
over and above the expansion in employment and
capital, has been very low during the last two de-
cades. (Edwards, 2001).

Economists would argue that these two factors
are primarily the result of policy failures; that fiscal
discipline, and delegation of authority to the central
bank to conduct monetary policy aimed at price sta-
bility leads to macroeconomic stability, and that
market-oriented reforms lead economies to a better
use of resources—and productivity increases.

On the other hand, the changes observed in Latin
America regarding unemployment, wage differentials
and female labor force participation are consistent
with worldwide evidence on the effects of an increase
in the relative demand for skilled labor, a force that
would have been present irrespective of economic
policy choices.

In 1994, the OECD published the “Jobs Study”
which gained worldwide attention by its depth and
policy relevance. The report addressed the concern

TABLE 1

AVERAGE GDP PC GREW BY A THIRD OF A
POINT PER YEAR BETWEEN 1980 AND 2002

Country 1980–2002 1990–2002

ARG 0.00% ␣ 0.00%

BLZ 2.57% 1.28%

BRA 0.00% 0.00%

BRB 1.83%

CHL 3.19% 3.97%

COL 0.00% 0.00%

CRI 3.69% 4.05%

DOM 0.00% 0.00%**

ECU –1.86% 0.00%

GTM 0.00% 3.96%

GUY 0.00%*

HND –2.40% 2.39%

HTI 0.00% 0.00%

JAM 2.30% 4.07%

MEX 1.85% 3.31%

NIC 0.00%

PAN 0.00% 1.71%

PER 0.00% 0.00%

PRY –3.18% –3.28%

SLV 2.52% 6.02%

SUR 0.00%

TTO –3.00% 2.85%

URY 2.41% 0.00%

VEN –2.24% ␣ 4.69%

AVERAGE 0.33% 1.67%

* data up to 1997

** growth between 1900 and 2002 is estimated at 6% per year.
However the fall in the currency relative to the US dollar during
2003 drops the growth rte to zero.

Note: Estimates are based on GDPpc figures from IMF data, in
dollars, and deflated by the US GDP deflator (Chain Index). Growth
rates were estimated by fitting a regression to the log of real GDP
per capita. If coefficients were non significantly different from zero,
we report a best estimate of zero.

TABLE 2

TOTAL FACTOR PRODUCTIVITY GROWTH
IN SELECTED LATIN AMERICA COUNTRIES

DURING THE 1980S AND 1990S

Estimated TFP Estimated TFP
Growth (%) Growth (%)

Country 1980–1990 1990–2000

ARG –2.4 ␣ 1.1

BRA –1.5 0.7

CHL 1.0 2.0

COL 0 –1.6

ECU –1.3 –0.6

MEX –2.4 –1.5

PAN –2.9 –1.1

PERU –3.3 3.9

REGION’S

MEAN –1.6 0.4

MEDIAN –2.0 0.1

Source: Goldman-Sachs for the period 1980-1997; Edwards, 2001
for 1998–2000.
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of policy makers and observers regarding the in-
creased unemployment in Europe and the rising
disparities in income distribution in the United States.
The report argues quite effectively that the 1980s wave
of financial-market liberalization and product mar-
ket deregulation improved efficiency in most
economies and also accelerated the pace of change.
These developments challenged the capacity of
economies and societies to adapt. In addition, the
need to adapt was heightened by the new informa-
tion technologies and by the trend towards
globalization.

Yet, in the midst of this tumultuous period when
so many forces were testing the flexibility of econo-
mies, policies to achieve social objectives were
extended, with the unintended side-effect of mak-
ing markets, including importantly labor markets,
more rigid. This erosion of the ability to adapt to
change was probably most pronounced in continen-
tal Europe and Oceania. In the United States, by
contrast, there was a different response to new tech-
nology and globalization. Protective labor market and
social policies were less extensive; labor markets re-
mained highly flexible; and entrepreneurship was
dynamic. The state did not become such an impor-
tant employer. The number of new jobs grew very
fast—almost five times the rate in Europe, for ex-
ample—with the great majority of them in the private
sector. Many of the new jobs were highly produc-
tive, paying high wages. But many others were
low-productivity jobs. Workers in these jobs often
had no option but to accept low wages, precarious
conditions and few health or other benefits, because
they lacked the skills needed for higher-paid jobs,
and did not have the alternative of European-style
social support. On the other hand, the social prob-
lems faced by many of these workers might well have
been worse if inflexible labor markets had deprived
them of even these jobs.

“The appearance of widespread unemployment
in Europe, Canada, and Australia on the one
hand, and of many poor quality jobs as well as
unemployment in the United States on the other,
have thus both stemmed from the same root
cause: the failure to adapt satisfactorily to
change. Management skills, education and train-
ing attainments have failed to keep pace with
the requirements of a more technologically ad-
vanced economy. Companies have not sufficiently
improved the productivity of their operations; and
workers have not become sufficiently trained. In
the United States, where the economy is highly

flexible, many of those with few skills could find
only jobs with poor wages and conditions. In
Europe, Canada and Oceania, by contrast, such
low-wage jobs were, by and large, disallowed by
society, whether through state-imposed or union-
negotiated wage/income floors and employment
protection. So the problem which appeared as a
combination of low-wage jobs and unskilled un-
employment in the United States took the form
in Europe mainly of unemployment of the low-
skilled.” (OECD, 1994)

In the United States, during the last 30 years, the
wages received by workers have become more un-
equal. To be noted, wages have become less unequal
by race and gender and more unequal by skill. The
word skill is used to encompass individual charac-
teristics that explain wage variations. While this
definition of skill is highly correlated with schooling
and experience, there are large observed variations
in skill within age and schooling categories. Most of
the increase in wage dispersion occurred in the 70s
and 80s, with little increase in this dispersion in the
90s. Most of the increase in wage dispersion occurred
in the upper half of the wage distribution, especially
among those working full time.

There is a high degree of consensus over the ar-
gument that skill-biased technological change
explains most of the increase in wage inequality in
the United States. The central support for this argu-
ment is the overwhelming evidence on rising wage
premiums associated to schooling and experience.
Autor, Levy and Murnane (2001) recognize that the
substitution of machinery for repetitive human la-
bor has of course been a central thrust of
technological change dating at least from the indus-
trial revolution. Computers, they argue, uniquely
contribute to this process with the capability to cal-
culate, store, retrieve, sort, and act upon information.
The question they ask is; how precisely do comput-
ers affect the use of labor? Which precise skills
become more valued in the presence of computers?
Which ones become less so?

“In the economy of the 1970s, long haul truck
driving and double entry bookkeeping were both
tasks routinely performed by workers with mod-
est education, typically high school graduates.
In the present economy, computers perform a vast
share of the routine bookkeeping via database
and accounting software but do little of the truck
driving. Similarly, playing a strong game of chess
and writing a persuasive legal brief are both
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skilled tasks. Current computer technology can
readily perform the first task but not the sec-
ond.” (Autor, Levy and Murnane, 2001)

They argue that present computer technology has
quite specific applications and limitations that make
it an incomplete substitute for both well-educated
and less educated human labor. They use US data
and create representative observational metrics of job
tasks from the Dictionary of Occupational Titles
(DOT), to analyze the degree to which technological
change has altered the cognitive and manual content
of jobs between 1960 and 1998. They show in their
Figure 1 (reproduced here as Figure 1 also) that the
proportion of the labor force employed in occupa-
tions that made intensive use of non-routine cognitive
tasks—both interactive and analytic—increased sub-
stantially. In contrast, the percentage of the labor force
employed in occupations intensive in routine cogni-
tive, routine manual and non-routine manual
activities declined over the period.4

They quantify the extent to which changes in the
structure of work induced by computerization have
contributed to recent observed increases in the rela-
tive demand for educated labor. More precisely, they
find that a decline in the price of computer capital
leads to an increase in the use of computers and sub-
stitution of computer capital for human labor in
routine tasks. The effect is a reduction in the level of
employment and wages of workers carrying out rou-
tine tasks. The impact of computerization is not
confined to widely observed educational upgrading.
In fact, within-education group changes in task struc-
ture appear at least equally important. In other words,

within nominally similar education categories, techno-
logically intensive industries have differentially shifted
the task content of employment against routine, repeti-
tive tasks and towards tasks demanding cognitive
flexibility.

Implications for the Latin America Region

The changes observed in labor use in the US reflect a
worldwide phenomenon. Arguably, the extent to
which this technological change leads to a substitu-
tion away from routine tasks in a given country
depends on the local price of labor in routine tasks
relative to computer capital, the local availability of
complementary factors such as labor in non-routine
cognitive tasks, and the relative importance of tech-
nologically intensive industries. What is more
important however is that, given the extent of mar-
kets globalization, the adoption of computer
technology in some areas/countries leads to rapidly
evolving sources of comparative advantage, with ef-
fects in all countries. In practice, enterprises
experience changes in demand for their goods or ser-
vices, requests to lower prices in response to lower
price competitors, and the need to adapt. This chal-
lenge is not new, but its importance has been
highlighted first, by increasing globalization, lead by
lower cost of communications and transportation, the
process of trade reform that many countries have fol-
lowed, and third, by technological improvements.
This is addressed in section 3.

These changes present great opportunities in
terms of productivity increases and at the same time

4 To measure non-routine cognitive tasks, they employ two
variables, one to capture interactive and managerial skills and
the other to capture analytic reasoning skills. The variable
DCP codes the extent to which occupations involve Direc-
tion, Control, and Planning of activities. This variable takes
on consistently high values in occupations involving substan-
tial non-routine managerial and interpersonal tasks. The vari-
able GED-MATH, their second measure of non-routine
cognitive tasks, codes the quantitative skills ranging from
arithmetic to advanced mathematics that are required in oc-
cupations. They employ this variable as a measure of occu-
pations’ analytic and technical reasoning requirements. They
identified STS, the acronym for adaptability to work requir-
ing Set limits, Tolerances, or Standards, as an indicator of
routine cognitive tasks and selected the variable FINGDEX
(an abbreviation of Finger Dexterity) as an indicator of rou-
tine manual activity Finally, they selected EYEHAND, short
for Eye-Hand-Foot coordination, as a measure of non-rou-
tine motor tasks. This variable takes on high values in occu-
pations requiring physical agility, such as firemen.

FIGURE 1

ECONOMY-WIDE MEASURES OF ROUTINE AND
NON-ROUTINE TASK INPUT: 1959–1998 (1959 = 0)
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challenge individuals and organizations to adapt.
Policy makers must lead the population to be less
resistant to change and seize any opportunities to
learn new tasks. Education can play a key role to the
extent that it makes individuals more adaptable; more
capable of being reallocated to different jobs; more
prone to be retrained; and or to be lifelong learners.
But the education systems also are challenged to de-
velop individuals’ analytical and communication
skills in favor of memorization and repetition. The
evidence indicates that the availability of computer
technology at declining prices has changed the com-
position of demand for labor in favor of non-routine
cognitive, analytic and interactive tasks. This is ad-
dressed in section 4.

Recent calculations suggest that the average Latin
American and Caribbean generation born in 1970
received 8.8 years of schooling (see Berhman, Duryea,
and Székely, 1999). This average masks large cross
country variations (see Table 5), within country dif-
ferences between rural and urban areas and significant
deficiencies among the indigenous population. On
average, there was an increase of 4.6 grades of school-
ing in the 18 LAC countries between the cohort born
in 1930 and their counterparts born in 1970. The
largest increases were in Mexico, Dominican Repub-
lic, Chile, Ecuador, Bolivia and Venezuela, for all of
which there was a gain of more than five grades dur-
ing the period. The smallest changes were in Jamaica,
Paraguay, Brazil and Nicaragua, all with less than four
grades. Behrman, Duryea and Szekely (1999) com-
pare the advances in the LAC region with those
observed in Korea and Taiwan where the average
grades of education in the 1930s compared to those
of Chile and Panama and increased by 6.8 and 6.5
respectively, placing the 1970 generation above all
LAC countries. In fact, recent generations in Taiwan
and Korea are approaching schooling levels in the
United States.

Data from the US suggests that advancements in
average schooling beyond 12—the average for the
generation born in 1930—are more difficult to ob-
tain. The US generation born in 1970 gained 1.1 years
of schooling on average relative to their 1930 coun-
terparts. Perhaps for similar reasons, schooling
progress in LAC was considerably greater for the gen-
erations born between 1930 and 1950—a gain of 2.7
grades—than for those born between 1950 and 1970
—a gain of 1.9. However, the slowdown appears to
be steeper in Honduras, Dominican Republic, Ven-
ezuela, three countries with low averages for the 1950
generation; and Panama with only 8.8 years for the
average individual born in 1950. Berhman, Duryea

and Szekely (1999) use cross-country variation to
identify country characteristics associated with school
attainment. They report that agricultural land per
capita reduces attainment and urbanization increases
it among males. These two variables can be consid-
ered more structural and are associated to the
relatively higher costs of schooling in rural areas. They
also report that school attainment increases with trade
openness and falls with volatility in GDP per capita.
These are two policy variables that Latin American
countries have recognized as important for economic
growth and policy changes in this direction will likely
contribute to increase school attainment.

Given that a number of countries in the region
are currently approaching average school attainment
close to the United States, it is of interest to compare
the school to work transition for individuals age 16
to 24. I use survey data for 17 countries in the re-
gion. Because schooling levels are lower in rural areas
and the relative size of the rural population varies
considerably across countries, I focus on urban ar-
eas. The surveys used are all from the period 1995 to
1998.

SCHOOL-TO-WORK TRANSITIONS
FOR LATIN AMERICAN YOUTH

Latin America is doing relatively well in terms of the
education “coverage” of young adolescents (12–13).
In a recent study, Menezes-Filho (2003) uses house-
hold surveys for 17 Latin American countries
collected in the late 1990s, and establishes that more
than 75 percent of individuals observed in this age
group were in school. In fact, a large fraction of stu-
dents starts secondary education, but school dropout
rates are very high between the ages of 16 and 18.
Several studies have noted that the key variable that
explains which individuals are in school in each coun-
try is parental education. Parental schooling as a
proxy for household permanent income, therefore the
link between parental schooling and survival in the
school system is indicative of borrowing constraints
among poor households.

Figure 1 uses the cross-section data from each
survey to show the percentage of each age group that
attends school (at the time of the survey). Figure 2
uses the same data to show the percentage of age
group that works. I added the equivalent percentages
for US data to Figures 1 and 2 in an attempt to have
a benchmark. The first important observation to be
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FIGURE 2

FRACTION OF POPULATION IN SCHOOL BY AGE

drawn from Figure 1 is that in the US, more than
90% of individuals stay in school to age 17, which
typically indicates high school graduation. In the LAC
region, between 60 and 88% of 16 year olds are in
school. In fact, the largest differences in school at-
tendance by age between LAC countries and the US
are observed at age 16, which roughly corresponds
to the first year of high school. In essence, LAC coun-
tries present high dropout rates at the start of the
secondary cycle, but the observed decline in school
attendance at older ages relative to age 16 are com-
parable across countries.

The cross section data suggests that the region is
currently facing the challenge to broaden up cover-
age at the secondary level, and at the same time, to
avoid an increase in dropout rates among those in
the secondary system. One may suspect that 16 year
olds in the LAC region dropout to school to join the
labor market. However, if we turn to Figure 2 we make
the surprising observation that the fraction of 16 to
19 year olds that works is typically lower in LAC
countries relative to the United States.

To get a better idea of what is different between
the LAC region and the US with respect to school
retention and labor market participation, the data is
organized by country in Figure 3. Each graph shows
the fraction of individuals within a given age group
in one of five mutually exclusive categories: (1) At-
tends school and does not work; (2) Attends school
and works part time; (3) Attends school and works
full-time; (4) Does not attend school and works; (5)
Does not attend school and does not work. In every
case, the definition of work excludes work in the

household but it includes unpaid family work, which
corresponds to the ILO definition.

The green section in each graph (at the bottom)
represents the fraction in school; the yellow section
(second from the bottom) represents those in school
and working part time; the gray section (third from
the bottom) represents those in school and working
full time; the black section represents workers; and
the white section those that do not work or study.
Except for the height of the green bar, at first sight,
the graphs show similar shapes across countries.
However, the USA figure is significantly different in
that the yellow section represents about 20% of each
bar from age 16 to 21. In fact, if one focuses on the
fraction of teenagers working, it is not unusual for a
country in Latin America to have 45% of 19 year olds
in the labor force. Interestingly enough a similar frac-
tion of 19 year olds works in the United States.
However, while teenagers in the US continue in the
school system and work part-time, in Latin America
those that work typically are out of the school sys-
tem and work full time.

There are a few countries among those exam-
ined in Figure 3 that have a significant fraction of
the young population in school and working par
time. These countries include Peru and to a lesser
extent Uruguay.5  This evidence raises several ques-
tions: (1) Is the difference in work patterns of
students a cultural phenomenon? or (2) Are there

5 We are unable to measure the extent of partime employ-
ment in Brazil.

FIGURE 3

FRACTION OF POPULATION WORKING BY AGE
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FIGURE 4

SCHOOL TO WORK TRANSITIONS IN LAC AND THE US
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FIGURE 4

SCHOOL TO WORK TRANSITIONS IN LAC AND THE US

0%

20%

40%

60%

80%

100%

16 17 18 19 20 21 22 23 24

Age
16 17 18 19 20 21 22 23 24

Age

16 17 18 19 20 21 22 23 24

Age

16 17 18 19 20 21 22 23 24

Age

16 17 18 19 20 21 22 23 24

Age

0%

20%

40%

60%

80%

100%

0%

20%

40%

60%

80%

100%

0%

20%

40%

60%

80%

100%

0%

20%

40%

60%

80%

100%

School to work transitions: Domenican Rep. 1996 School to work transitions: Guatemala 1998

School to work transitions: Honduras 1998 School to work transitions: Chile 1996

School to work transitions: USA 2002

Out of School no work
Work only
School + FT Work

School + PT Work
School only

Out of School no work
Work only
School + FT Work

School + PT Work
School only

Out of School no work
Work only
School + FT Work

School + PT Work
School only

Out of School no work
Work only
School + FT Work

School + PT Work
School only

Out of School no work
Work only

School + Work
School only



CHANGES IN THE LABOR MARKET IN LAC: WHAT DO THEY MEAN FOR EDUCATION?     15

specific characteristics of the education systems or
labor market opportunities that explain it?

If access to high school education is currently
restricted by poverty, arguably an expansion in part-
time job opportunities would allow more young
workers to complete secondary education.

LABOR POLICY ISSUES

Information technology in general, and the internet
in particular, are about freedom, creativity and dyna-
mism. As pointed out above, there is abundant
microeconomic empirical evidence suggesting that
the effects of the computer technology are greater
when labor relations are flexible and dynamic. Labor
legislation in Latin America, however, is generally
rigid and does not facilitate the rapid redeployment
of workers across companies and sectors. Moreover,
in many countries collective bargaining still takes
place at the industry-level. These centralized labor
negotiation practices tend to ignore the peculiarities
of specific firms that in the midst of technological
change may face very particular circumstances.
(Edwards, 2001)

Textbooks usually mention minimum wages as
the predominant labor market distortion to be re-
moved in market-oriented reforms. At the present
time, however, this is not the most pressing issue in
Latin America. In fact, with a few exceptions, mini-
mum wages have declined throughout the region in
the last few years and have largely become a non-
binding restriction. This, of course, does not mean
that (potential) hikes in minimum wages will not
have negative employment effects in the future.

The most serious labor market distortions in
Latin America can be classified in three categories:
(a) high costs of dismissal that reduce flexibility and
make a firm’s restructuring difficult and slow; (b) high
payroll taxes that reduce the incentives to expand
employment, and negatively affect the degree of in-
ternational competitiveness of local firms; and (c)
regulations that reduce the scope of collective bar-
gaining at the firm level.

Job Security

In a recent paper, Nobel Laureate James Heckman
and Carmen Pages, from the Interamerican Devel-
opment Bank, analyzed labor legislation in Latin
America and concluded that it restricts labor mobil-

ity significantly. Moreover, these authors compared
employment protection under labor legislation in
Latin America, several European countries and the
U.S. They found that, contrary to popular belief,
employment protection in Latin America is, in gen-
eral, significantly higher than in the European
nations and higher than in the U.S., which is the
most unregulated of all. The authors also find evi-
dence that more restrictive labor legislation has
resulted in slower job creation and a larger
“informal” labor market. Efforts to reform labor leg-
islation, and introduce greater flexibility while
enhancing workers’ rights, have been largely unsuc-
cessful.

Figure 5 reproduces Graph 1 from Heckman and
Pages (2000) which summarizes the costs of advance
notice and compulsory severance pay in Latin Ameri-
can, and the Caribbean for 1990 and 1999. This graph
reveals that even after many countries have reduced
dismissal costs during the nineties, the average cost
of dismissing a worker is still higher in Latin America
than in our sample of industrial countries. In com-
parison, the countries of the Caribbean basin exhibit
much lower dismissal costs.

Pagés and Montenegro (1999) develop a model
in which job security related to tenure, biases em-
ployment against young workers and in favor of older
ones. As severance pay increases with tenure, and
tenure tends to increase with age, older workers be-
come more costly to dismiss than younger ones. If
wages do not adjust appropriately, negative shocks
result in a disproportionate share of layoffs among
young workers. Therefore, job security based on ten-
ure results in lower employment rates for the young,

FIGURE 5
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relative to older workers, because it reduces hiring
and increases firings for young workers. Thus, one
can argue that higher job security provisions reduce
turnover rates and bias the composition of employ-
ment against formal and young workers.

Heckman and Pages (2000) examine data
for OECD and Latin America spanning from the
1980s to the 1990s to extract the link between job
security and employment. They control for the state
of the business cycle in a given year using GDP
growth, and different types of variables to control for
country specific factors that may be correlated with
job security. The results suggest a negative and large
effect of job security on employment rates. The mag-
nitudes of the elasticities are quite large: an increase
in expected dismissal costs equivalent to one month
of pay is associated with a 1.8 percentage points de-
cline in employment rates. Given that in Latin
America the average dismissal cost in 1999 was 3.04
months (See Figure 5), the estimated loss in employ-
ment –as a percent of total working population— due
to JS provisions is about 5.5 percentage points. Esti-
mates suggest that job security does not affect the
employment rates of all workers in the same fashion.
In particular, job security reduces LAC youth em-
ployment rates by almost 10 percentage points.6

Payroll Taxes

A payroll tax tends to reduce net wages and increase
labor costs. Thus, one would expect that the higher
the payroll tax, other things equal, the lower will be
labor force participation and employment. Using time
series data for Chile spanning over the period 1960
to 2002, Edwards (2003) estimates that a 10 points
reduction in the payroll tax would lead to a 2% in-
crease in employment, and that 10 points reduction
in the payroll tax would lead to a 0.7 points expan-
sion in labor force participation. Current payroll taxes
in the LAC region (calculated as a percent of gross
wages) range from 36 percent in Argentina to 17 per-
cent in Nicaragua.

Collective Bargaining

A number of authors have argued that the degree of
rigidities embedded in labor legislation will affect the
equilibrium level of unemployment. This has been,
for example, the view of many authors that have at-

tempted to explain the high degree of unemployment
in Europe during the last decade and a half, and has
been expressed in particularly strong terms by the
OECD Jobs Study (OECD, 1994).

Most attempts at testing this general proposition
have been based on comparisons across countries
with different regulatory environments, and in par-
ticular on comparisons between the countries of
Europe and the United States. Nickell (1997), how-
ever, concludes that the received wisdom is only
partially right, and that some (but not all) labor
market regulations in Europe cause higher unemploy-
ment. Blanchard and Katz (1997) take a similar view,
and argue that restrictions to firing workers increase
unemployment duration and workers’ flows, but do
not “necessarily led to a higher rate of unemploy-
ment (p. 59).”

In analyzing the effects of labor market regula-
tions, some authors have focused on their effects on
the dynamics of unemployment, and in particular on
its degree of persistence. For example, in their analy-
sis of European and U.S. unemployment patterns,
Blanchard and Summers (1986) argue that due to
greater rigidities, and in particular because of the
more active role of unions, unemployment has been
more persistent in Europe than in the United States.
They argue further that the extent of unemployment
persistence is affected by the state of the economy,
with unemployment being more persistent in “bad
times” than in “good times.”

Because of the major reforms of the last thirty
years, Chile provides a unique opportunity for ana-
lyzing the effects of changing labor regulations on
unemployment and other labor market outcomes
within a particular country. If the “regulations hy-
pothesis” is correct, one would expect that Chile’s
labor market would exhibit a greater degree of flex-
ibility and fluidity in the post reforms period.
Edwards and Edwards (2000) quantify the extent of
Chile’s reform in collective bargaining and follow
Blanchard and Summers (1986) to link the degree
of unemployment persistence and the characteristics
of the collective bargaining system in Chile. Their
results indicate that in the post reforms period, Chile’s
labor market experienced, both a reduction in per-
sistence and in the natural rate of unemployment,
and their analysis indicates that the collective bar-
gaining reform contributed greatly to these two
changes.

To sum, economic growth and particularly, total
factor productivity growth in LAC countries will
greatly benefit from labor market reforms in three
key areas. First, a reduction in costs of dismissal will

6 These magnitudes are consistent with the ones obtained in
Pagés and Montenegro (1999) for Chile.
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contribute to employment creation, particularly
among the youth, and will also facilitate the reallo-
cation of employment to increase overall productivity.
Second, a reduction of payroll taxes will contribute
to higher labor force participation, and an increase
in employment. Third, reforms to labor legislation
that collective bargaining which increase the scope
of collective bargaining at the firm level tend to con-
tribute to higher flexibility and reduce the persistence
of unemployment.

THE IMPLICATIONS FOR EDUCATION POLICY

To the already well know challenges of continue to
expand coverage, particularly in Central America, the
rural areas, and amongst the indigenous population,
there is a challenge of modify what schools currently
offer.

Recent data—both from surveys as well as from
formal standardized tests—indicate that education
deficiencies in Latin America are substantial. Indeed,
studies that have focused on the quality of educa-
tion—as opposed to its coverage—show that the Latin
American region is seriously lagging behind other na-
tions. For instance, recent survey results on the quality
of math and science education place every Latin na-
tion, with the exception of Costa Rica, in the bottom
third of a sample of 59 countries (U. Michigan, 2000).

Results from these standarized tests, which were
taken by more than 150 thousand students in 38 in-
dustrial and emerging countries, are strictly
comparable across nations. The only Latin American
country that participated in the Third TIMSS project
on mathematics and science for eighth graders was
Chile. In mathematics, Chile placed 35th out of 38
countries, with a score 20% below the average for all
nations. In science it also placed 35th; this time, how-
ever, Chile’s score was only 14% below the average
for all countries.7

A possible objection to these results is that they
refer to unconditional test scores. However, economet-
ric analyses suggest that even after conditioning by a
number of factors—including GDP per capita, edu-
cation coverage, class size and expenditure in
education—Chile’s test scores are among the lowest
in the sample (see Edwards. 2001) When these find-

ings are projected to the rest of Latin America, the
picture that emerges is one of a region where chil-
dren are not being adequately trained for a
technologically oriented future.

 “Education systems throughout the region are
more successful in putting and keeping youth in
school than in truly teaching requisite skills.
Indeed, learning goals often are compromised by
factors and conditions—e.g., inadequate teach-
ing, too little time on task, lack of teaching
materials, and inadequate management and in-
centives” (de Moura Castro and Verdisco, 2002)

Under the current circumstances, it is worth
spending resources on education research. The same
technology that is challenging us to modify how chil-
dren are taught can be used to figure out what leads
children to learn analytical and communication
skills. In the past, educators have been reluctant to
rely on the use of tests to make school management
decisions. Their basic complaint is that tests scores
are only partially a measure of teaching, and mostly
a measure of the child’s socio-economic environ-
ment. But, good research on education does take into
account the effect of a particular program or method,
controlling for the characteristics of the parties
involved.

Dynamic Relationship between
Formal Education System,
Job Training, and Employment

It helps to classify a country’s skills development sys-
tem as having three parts: (i) general education system
with its primary, secondary and post-secondary lev-
els, (ii) in-school training (provided at the secondary
or post-secondary level), and (iii) in-house training
provided on the job. While on-the job training is in
the realm of private agreements between employers
and employees, in-school training is an alternative
to general education, and can be part of the public as
well as the private education systems. Parents and/or
young adults choose to invest or not to invest in train-
ing or education according to the perceived costs and
benefits. However, these investments are often con-
strained by access to credit. This justifies policy
intervention via subsidized education or subsidized
credit to access education. In all LAC countries there
is subsidized education and in many students can
apply to subsidized credit towards postsecondary
education. These funds are generally channeled
through the Ministry of Education. Latin American

7 The complete TIMSS results can be found in: http://
timss.bc.edu
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countries have searched for innovative ways to ex-
pand primary and secondary school coverage on the
basis of limited resources. In some cases (notably
Colombia, El Salvador and Chile) public financing
methods are successfully attracting complementary

funds from parents and/or private organizations. The
experience of Chile in leveraging funds provided by
the Ministry of Education towards technical-voca-
tional education with private sector resources is quite
valuable. (see Box 1)

BOX 1

VOCATIONAL EDUCATION FOR CHILEAN FARMING:
THE CODESSER MODEL

Since 1982, the Corporation for Rural Development
(CODESSER—Corporacion de Desarrollo Social del
Sector Rural), a non profit organization has taken on
the administration of a number of vocational schools.
The management style of CODESSER’s schools is based
on six elements and merits special attention because it
has turned out graduates with marketable skills.

1. Private sector participation in Management

Schools report to a Regional Directory, made up of seven
recognized farmers or industrial entrepreneurs. The in-
volvement of the private sector also offers a direct
connection to the job market, and an effective medium
to bring about organizational and productive innova-
tions in the schools.  The school management combines
the expertise of professional managers and educators.

2. Teachers hired as Private Sector Employees

The agreement through which the vocational schools
were transferred to CODESSER in the early 1980s, ter-
minated all contracts (teachers and other personnel).
In 1994, between 60 and 70% of the personnel in some
schools was comprised of people that were teaching
under the old system. However, new contracts were
offered under the general labor code, and teachers are
private sector employees. CODESSER has established
a clear personnel policy, including selection and promo-
tion criteria, teachers’ salaries are about 50% above
municipal schools, and there has been a consistent ef-
fort to update teachers’ training.

3. New Educational Programs.

CODESSER’s educational programs aim at delivering a
solid general knowledge in humanities and sciences, pre-
pare students to perform in a family of occupations, to
be problem solvers, and to continue learning. The schools
also emphasize personal growth and the development
of responsibility, leadership, and personnel management.
The effectiveness of the programs depends on the con-
nection between the curr iculum and the work

opportunities available. In the case of agricultural schools,
CODESSER conducted a thorough field study, survey-
ing more than 1,200 farms from the IV to the XII Regions
(more than 2/3 of the national territory).  This study
was used to determine the needs of technicians by re-
gion, and the technical profile required.  This data, along
with follow up studies to graduates, were the base for
new Plans and Programs, which were subsequently pre-
sented for the approval of the Ministry of Education.
Similar studies directed to industries and agro-indus-
tries, were conducted in 1987, to design the curriculum
of the industrial schools.

4. Curriculum Revisions

After the first and major revision of each school’s cur-
riculum, CODESSER conducts periodic surveys of the
job profile requirements in the surrounding area of each
school.  These surveys allow CODESSER to keep track
of employment opportunities for graduates, and adjust
the vocation-specific component of the curriculum ac-
cordingly.  CODESSER provides teachers with the
training required to implement these curriculum revi-
sions.

5. Students’ Selection

To be considered for admission, students must have
obtained a minimum of grade 5 in each course in levels
7th and 8th. (grades go from 1 to 7, where 7 represents
excellence). Students must also present a recommen-
dation letter from their teachers.

6. Funding

Schools receive public subsidies buy also develop inde-
pendent means.  In 1982, the public subsidy represented
the bulk of the school’s budget.  By 1991, the public
sector support represented about 50% of the combined
budget of all schools.  (One of the sources of funding is
found in traning provided under SENCE programs—
See Box 2).
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At the post-secondary level, an interesting for-
mula to channel funds to help the most needy
students is for the state to fund jobs for student-work-
ers within post-secondary institutions. In the United
States, for example, the Federal Work Study Program
provides funds earmarked to pay for employment of
undergraduate and graduate students with financial
need attending eligible postsecondary schools. In

most cases, these funds are complemented with state
and school funds. Work-study programs help stu-
dents fulfill the American tradition of working one’s
way through school. Pay is based on federal mini-
mum wage standards, but varies with job
requirements, skill, and experience levels.

Although there is very little data or literature
on firm provided training in developing economies,
the available evidence does suggest that firms in Latin
America do train their workers. Data from the 1999
World Business Environment Survey, a joint WB-
IADB survey that assess the enabling environment
for private enterprise in 20 Latin American coun-
tries, contains information on training practices of
private firms. The survey is based in interviews of a
random sample of 100 modern sector firms in the
manufacturing (40%) and service sectors (60%). In
the first place, the percentage of firms in the region
than train their workers is not too different than the
one in the US and Canada. Three out of four firms
in the region do train their workers, and firms that
have recently introduced some innovation (be it in
products or processes) are almost 30% likelier to
train than firms that have not innovated. Firms in
the services sector are 5% more likely to train, and
small firms are fully 25% less likely to have some
kind of training program. Foreign firms are slightly
more likely to have training programs, while family
owned firms are less likely to do so. Though older,
more established firms are more likely to train, this
effect is minor relative to the other effects studied in
the survey. This pattern of incidence of training ac-
cording to firm characteristics is very similar to the
one described in the literature for developed coun-
tries. In addition, when looking at workers, the
pattern of training by schooling level looks very simi-
lar to that revealed in the literature on developed
countries: the more educated workers are the ones
chosen by firms to be trained and for longer periods
(Marquez, 2001)

Given the high rates of unemployment among
the youth in the region, and the unbalance between
the demand for and the supply of skills, it becomes
more important to build policies to strengthen the
alignment between the education, training and the
labor market. Throughout the world, the private sec-
tor is playing a growing role in education and training
production. It is generally better for the private sec-
tor to produce training because industry’s demand is
rapidly changing, and trainees have needs that vary
according to their interests, preferences, and expec-
tations. The private sector can adapt to these changes
more easily than the public sector. If the public sec-

BOX 2

THE MECHANICS OF
A VOUCHER SYSTEM:
THE CASE OF CHILE

The National Training authority (SENCE) manages a
targeted training program in a decentralized way us-
ing vouchers.  The first step in the process is to identify
the population in need.  This is very much a demand-
driven process where qualified individuals apply for
specific training programs.  In response to this demand,
SENCE calls for bids to select trainers for specific
courses.  Training institutions (public or private) com-
pete for the opportunity to offer the courses and
SENCE selects on the basis of merit.

The selected institutions establish a contract with
SENCE and promise to deliver a specific training ac-
tivity. Each institution invests a fraction of the total
cost of the program with SENCE, and this amount
would be lost if the activity failed to take place. SENCE
has specific requirements in terms records keeping,
and compliance with these requirements is key to
obtain full reimbursement of the program’s cost. One
of the key goals of SENCE is that trainees complete
the programs and that they find employment.  They
have to mechanisms to induce training institutions to
adapt the same goals.  First, training institutions that
let trainees drop out before completion are unable
to recover the full cost of training.  Second, training
institutions with a weak placement record of their
trainees, are unlikely to obtain new contracts.

Training institutions have the opportunity to define
the population of trainees they want to attend and
they are encouraged to develop an understanding of
this population.  They can design the course content
that will maximize the chances of success and that
would help retain students, and finally, they have the
responsibility to distribute the meal and transporta-
tion subsidies, which give them another opportunity
to affect incentives.
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tor is the dominant producer of training services, the
linkage with the labor market is likely to be weak.

Countries do not need a government institution
running training programs, which can be run by spe-
cialized professionals. However, in the absence of a
training authority that channels funding, low-income
individuals have limited access to training. In the
case of Chile, the training authority—SENCE—man-
ages two policy instruments: (1) a government tax
credit available to all private enterprises, (2) a pro-
gram of training scholarships financed with
government funds and targeted to specific groups of
individuals. Training can be implemented in service,
or can be obtained externally. Training organizations
must have a previous SENCE approval if enterprises
want to obtain the requested tax credit. In essence,
SENCE role regarding the tax credit is one of a clear-
inghouse. However, the system in place allows
SENCE to maintain an up-to-date register of train-
ing organizations, reserving the right to inspect both
training institutions and enterprises that qualify for
tax credit towards in-house training, and facilitates
the ongoing evaluation of these organizations’ work.

The scholarships program has many arms, in-
cluding Chile Joven. SENCE captures the demand
for these scholarships at the local level, when indi-
viduals apply for these vouchers or training grants
(see Box 2). There are minimum qualifications for
applicants, and if their request is approved, they typi-
cally receive free training, a subsidy towards meals
and transportation and accidents insurance Previ-
ously registered training institutions can bid on
specific courses/programs, and SENCE selects among
applicants according to merit. The current setting of
the Chilean system can lead to the accumulation of
data that permits adequate evaluation of specific pro-
gram design. The evaluation of training programs has
received significant attention in the United States in
the last 20 years and lead to the use of sophisticated
econometric techniques that can lead to appropriate
evaluation and help policy making in the LAC re-
gion (See Box 3).

Conclusions

There are four generalized trends observed in Latin
American labor markets in the 1990s: (1) slow growth
in GDP per capita; (2) high rates of unemployment;
(3) rising wage differentials associated to tertiary
education; and (4) declining wage differentials asso-
ciated to gender and increased female labor force
participation. The changes observed in Latin America
are consistent with worldwide evidence on the ef-

fects of an increase in the relative demand for skilled
labor. The appearance of widespread unemployment
in Europe, Canada, and Australia on the one hand,
and of many poor quality jobs as well as unemploy-
ment in the United States on the other, have thus
both stemmed from the same root cause: the failure
to adapt satisfactorily to change. Management skills,
education and training attainments have failed to keep
pace with the requirements of a more technologically
advanced economy.

If one takes the view that the changes observed
in labor use in the US in the 1980s and 1990s are
manifestations of a worldwide phenomenon, given
the extent of markets globalization, the adoption of
computer technology in some areas/countries leads
to rapidly evolving sources of comparative advantage,
with effects in all countries. These changes present
great opportunities in terms of productivity increases
and at the same time challenge individuals and orga-
nizations to adapt. Policy makers must lead the
population to be less resistant to change and seize
any opportunities to learn new tasks. Education can
play a key role to the extent that it makes individuals
more adaptable; more capable of being reallocated to
different jobs; more prone to be retrained; and or to
be lifelong learners. But the education systems also
are challenged to develop individuals’ analytical and
communication skills in favor of memorization and
repetition.

Perhaps is important to keep in mind that edu-
cation and training are investments that generate clear
benefits for those that receive them. Yet, there are
large portions of the LAC youth that do not have the
means to finance their schooling, and targeting of
public sector resources towards this population can
lead to broader coverage of the education system as a
whole. The task ahead is of great magnitude and the
policy response has to keep sight of the limited re-
sources. Formulas the leverage public sector funds
with private sector efforts in education are particu-
larly appropriate, and formulas that use public sector
funds to provide training for low-income workers to
make them gain employment are of the essence.

Throughout the world, the private sector is play-
ing a growing role in education and training
production. It is generally better for the private sec-
tor to produce training because industry’s demand is
rapidly changing, and trainees have needs that vary
according to their interests, preferences, and expec-
tations. The private sector can adapt to these changes
more easily than the public sector. If the public sec-
tor is the dominant producer of training services, the
linkage with the labor market is likely to be weak.



CHANGES IN THE LABOR MARKET IN LAC: WHAT DO THEY MEAN FOR EDUCATION?     21

BOX 3

EFFECTIVENESS OF GOVERNMENT TRAINING PROGRAMS:
THE IMPORTANCE OF EVALUATION

The Employment and Training Administration (ETA) is
the agency of the US Department of Labor responsible
for government initiatives dealing with training of the
workforce and the placement of workers in jobs through
employment services. In 2000, ETA was allocated $ 5.5
billion towards funding of training programs. This repre-
sents 16% of the Labor Depar tment’s budget, is
equivalent to 15% of the Department of Education’s
budget, and is equal to 1.5 times the budget of the Na-
tional Science Foundation. Given the significance of the
resources involved, there have been a number of evalu-
ations of these programs since the late 1970s.   The
program evaluations have raised a number of concep-
tual issues revealing the complexity of the evaluation
question. The jury is still out on the implications of these
evaluations for the key policy question, namely “What is
the most effective way of improving the labor market
opportunities of the unemployed poor?” However, the
main lesson that this process has taught is that there is a
lot to be learned from the experimental approach, and
those lessons cannot be learned in the absence of evalu-
ation efforts.

a. Comparing Earnings of Trainees Before and
After the Program

A number of studies estimated program’s impact on
earnings by comparing earnings of trainees before and
after training.11 Estimates from these studies suggest
that, typically, women benefit more than men from train-
ing. Women’s estimated increase in postprogram annual
earnings are in the range of +$20 to + $2,200, and
men’s are in the range –$1,875 to +$1,170. Estimates
for disadvantaged youth are typically lower than men’s
and often negative. However these calculations suffer
from self-selection bias. The problem is that the mea-
sure obtained reflects the impact of the program on
workers that choose to be trained, but cannot be ex-
tended to a different population.

b. Randomized Experiments. Differences in
Differences

In an effort to reduce or eliminate the self-selection bias,
there have been some randomized experiments. In these,
potential trainees are assigned randomly to participate
in a training program. Lalonde (1986) estimated the im-

pact of the National Supported Work Demonstration
(NSW) program. He found that the typical worker who
was treated by the program earned $1,512 annually in
the pre-training period and $7,888 after the training.
The $6,376 gain of the typical trainee has to be com-
pared to the gain experienced by those that received
no training. It turns out that the control group experi-
enced a $4,969 increase in annual earnings. Thus, the
estimated impact of the program is the difference in
differences or $1,407 per year. Lalonde’s work caused a
revolution in program evaluation work, because he used
the experimental data to demonstrate the size of biases
that can arise using the before and after comparisons.
Experimental evaluations have allowed researchers to
narrow down some of the results and be more confi-
dent with respect to their interpretation. In particular,
the evidence points at modest but significant positive
impacts of low-cost search assistance on adult women’s
earnings. Results for disadvantaged youths and adult
males are less encouraging. However, this methodology
still suffers from selection problems. In particular, (1) only
those interested in training are part of the treated or
control group cases, (2) the random selection may not
work out if some of the chosen candidates fail to show
up for training, and (3) some of the individuals in the
control group may receive training from other sources.

c. Matching Samples

The latest methodology developed to estimate the im-
pact of programs (such as training) is non experimental.
It consists in a two-stage evaluation methodology that
(a) estimates the probability that a person will partici-
pate in a program, and (b) uses the estimated probability
in extensions of the classical method of matching (see
Heckman, Ichimura, and Todd, 1994). The critical condi-
tion to obtain good estimates in the absence of random
controls is to have a very rich data set to allow con-
struction of non-experimental comparison groups. The
proponents of this method argue that “placing non-par-
ticipants in the same (narrowly defined local) labor
market as participants, administering both the same ques-
tionnaire, and weighting their observed characteristics
in the same way as that of participants, produces esti-
mates of program impacts that are fairly close to those
produced from an experimental evaluation.” (pp 646)

(continued)
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There are interesting experiences throughout the
region that offer lessons on both the benefits and
shortcomings of delegating the delivery of training
and or schooling to privately run institutions. Del-
egation of authority naturally leads to data collection
(on attendance, retention in grade, etc). Data analy-
sis becomes a significant component of research on
education, something that is urgently needed under
the current circumstances. Another advantage of the
delegation model is that the Ministry of Education
can become a more objective evaluator of programs
and methods, and can disseminate good practices.

Evidence presented in this paper suggests that the
student-worker in the post-secondary system is rare
in the LAC region. In contrast, in the United States,
the fraction of students above 16 that work part-time
rises with from about 20% at age 16 to close to 50%
between ages 20 and 22. The opportunity to work for
US students contributes to a higher school attainment
overall. We know that labor regulations that grant job
security have the unintended effect of restricting ac-
cess to jobs (or part-time jobs) among youth. This is
a challenge that education authorities must take up
to the labor authorities in every country.
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BOX 3 (continued)

EFFECTIVENESS OF GOVERNMENT
TRAINING PROGRAMS:

THE IMPORTANCE OF EVALUATION

Application:  The Case of Gain in California

As a result of recent reforms of the welfare programs,
many states have refocused their Welfare-to-Work
programs from an emphasis on human capital acqui-
sition to an emphasis on “work-first,” moving welfare
recipients into unsubsidized employment as quickly
as possible. The willingness of policy makers to make
this policy change was highly influenced by results from
the experimental evaluation of California’s Greater
Avenues to Independence (GAIN) programs con-
ducted by the Manpower Demonstration Research
Corporation. The evaluation found that, compared to
programs in other counties that emphasized skill ac-
cumulation, the work-first program in Riverside County
had larger effects on employment, earnings, and wel-
fare receipt. In addition, the Riverside program was
cheaper per recipient than the other programs (see
for example, Friedlander, Greenberg, and Robins, 1997).



Unifying’ Vocational and
General Education:

European Approaches
David Raffe, University of Edinburgh

INTRODUCTION

A key question for policy-makers responsible for vo-
cational education is how it should relate to general
or academic education in a national education sys-
tem. In this paper I discuss attempts in many
European countries to improve the quality and raise
the status of vocational education by bringing it closer
to general education. These are examples of a cross-
national trend which I describe as the ‘unification’ of
vocational and general education. The term ‘unifica-
tion’ reflects the language of current policy in the
United Kingdom and some other countries, although
it embraces measures which fall short of the full in-
tegration of vocational and general education. It
describes three distinct but related trends:

● the trend to link or integrate vocational and gen-
eral curricula, either by encouraging greater
mixing of components or by developing new
kinds of curricula which do not easily fit con-
ventional labels of ‘vocational’, ‘general’ or
‘academic’;

● changes to the organisation of upper-secondary
education to link its vocational and general tracks
and reduces the differences between them;

● the development of flexible, seamless opportu-
nities for access and progression through lifelong
learning, without arbitrary barriers associated
with academic/vocational divisions.

I discuss these three trends below.1 I focus on
education at the upper-secondary or immediate post-

secondary level, below higher education. I shall treat
‘general’ and ‘academic’ education as broadly synony-
mous, reflecting current usage in most, but not all,
European systems. First, I set the scene by describ-
ing the variety of vocational education systems in
Europe.

THE CONTEXT: THE DIVERSITY OF
VOCATIONAL EDUCATION IN EUROPE

There is no single European vocational education
system.2 Vocational education varies across European
countries with respect to:

● how it is delivered: whether through full-time
schooling or through alternance, apprenticeship
or less formal types of work-based learning;

● its content: whether it is organised around de-
tailed occupational categories or a small number
of broad areas, and how far programmes are na-
tionally standardised;

● its curriculum structure: for example, the extent
of ‘modularity’ and the use of competence-based
approaches;

1 This paper draws on Raffe (2003a), also available as IUS
Working Paper 5 on www.ed.ac.uk/ces/ius/IUS_papers.html.
2 Details of European education systems are provided by the
Eurybase database (www.eurydice.org/Eurybase) and the ‘elec-
tronic training village’ of CEDEFOP (www.trainingvillage.gr).
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● its arrangements for assessment and certification;
● its governance: the respective roles of education

and labour ministries, the degree of central or
local control, the role of ‘social partners’ and in-
dustry bodies, and so on.

These variations are connected with differences
in the wider policy, social and economic context of
each country. In a recent study of transitions from
education to work in Europe3 we suggested that coun-
tries of the European Union fell into three or four
main groups:

● Countries such as Germany, Austria, Denmark
and the Netherlands with strong occupational
labour markets, mainly selective secondary edu-
cation systems and strong vocational sectors.
Vocational education tends to be standardised,
occupationally specific and delivered in voca-
tional or technical tracks that are organisationally
very distinct from general education. It is often
(but not always) provided through apprentice-
ship. A high proportion of young people enter
the labour market with vocational qualifications,
and few have only compulsory-school qualifica-
tions. Compared with other European countries
young people have smoother transitions to work,
lower unemployment and less instability; the un-
employment risks, job mobility and occupational
levels of new entrants to the labour market are
more similar to those of experienced workers.

● Southern European countries, where levels of
educational attainment have been historically low
but have recently risen very rapidly. These coun-
tries have little vocational specialisation and low
levels of apprenticeship and in-company train-
ing, sometimes reflecting the dominance of small
enterprises in the private sector economy. Their
labour markets are more highly regulated and
family support plays an important role in young
people’s transitions to work. As a result there are
very high levels of unemployment among new
entrants, especially the well-qualified, many of
whom may wait a long time for a job. When they
find employment they typically enjoy higher oc-
cupational levels and more job stability than in
other countries.

● A third, rather more heterogeneous group of
(mainly northern European) countries. These

tend to have stronger internal labour markets
than occupational labour markets. The propor-
tions of school leavers with vocational
qualifications is intermediate between the other
two groups of countries; much but not all voca-
tional education is school-based. Levels of
apprenticeship are higher than in southern Eu-
rope but lower than in the first group of countries,
but there are relatively high levels of in-company
training other than apprenticeship. New entrants
to the labour market converge on the occupa-
tional levels, mobility rates and unemployment
rates of experienced workers more quickly than
in southern Europe but more slowly than in the
first group of countries.

● Our study was based on current European Union
countries and did not include the countries of
eastern Europe. Some writers have suggested that
these countries are developing a southern Euro-
pean model, although many of them have
historical and institutional links with the other
two groups of countries. In contrast to southern
Europe, many eastern European countries have
more flexible labour markets and a relatively
buoyant private sector of vocational education,
which provides newly-demanded skills such as
computing and languages. Young people are less
disadvantaged in the labour market, and they
have coped better than many adults with
the demands of political and economic recon-
struction.

These four groups do not fully capture the diver-
sity of European systems. Comparative studies
repeatedly draw attention to the unique features of
each country, and countries vary within each of these
groups. For example, in some of our analyses Spain
is categorised with the third group rather than with
southern European countries: this may partly reflect
its higher mobility among workers, possibly due to
the different way in which temporary contracts for
young people have been used in Spain compared with,
say, Italy. Nor are countries necessarily trapped by
their current institutional position: Ireland is an ex-
ample of a country whose education system has
significantly transformed over the past decade, with
the successful development of a vocational sector.

The important message from this review is that
countries’ education systems vary, and that this varia-
tion is related to other contextual factors such as

● the stage of economic development and the dis-
tribution of employment across sectors;

3 The CATEWE project (Comparative Analysis of Transitions
from Education to Work in Europe). See Smyth et al. (2001),
Raffe & Müller (2002) and Müller & Gangl (2003).
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● the structure of the labour market: its
organisation along occupational or internal (com-
pany) lines; its ‘flexibility’ and the extent of
regulation;

● the institutional infrastructure: for example, the
nature of employer organisations;

● social policy and family structures and roles;
● the size and homogeneity of an education sys-

tem and the way in which it is regulated and
governed.

These differences have implications for cross-
national policy learning. Policies are more likely to
be transferable between countries that are similar in
these respects. If we want to find policies or ideas
which might be adapted for our own countries, then
we should look at ‘similar’ countries. On the other
hand, if we want to look for contrasting experiences,
and to find ideas to challenge and clarify our own
assumptions, we might find it more useful to look at
countries that are very different from our own. In
general, cross-national comparisons are a better
source of policy learning than of policy borrowing.
The OECD’s Thematic Review of the transition from
initial education to working life illustrates a possible
approach. Instead of looking for policies which
worked in all countries, it identified conditions which
all successful ‘transition systems’ should meet, even
if different countries meet these conditions through
different institutional arrangements.4

PRESSURES FOR CHANGE

Despite the diversity of European systems the trend
towards the ‘unification’ of general and vocational
education is found in nearly all European countries,
even if it takes different forms.5 This trend reflects
common pressures which affect all European coun-
tries (it also affects countries elsewhere):

● global economic pressures: these pressures arise
from intensified economic competition, the
growth of the service sector, changes in the work
process, technological change, more flexible
forms of employment and increased occupational
mobility. These trends, it is claimed, create a need
not only for higher levels of qualification but also
for new kinds of skills and knowledge which do
not fit the traditional labels of ‘academic’
and’‘vocational’. They require a shift from spe-

cific to generic skills, from skills for immediate
application to those which provide a foundation
for lifelong learning, and from specialised skills
to the capacity to connect, and integrate, differ-
ent areas of learning.

● social pressures: education, and especially voca-
tional education, are called upon to help the
casualties of the global economy, such as people
at risk of unemployment or social exclusion, and
the socially disadvantaged who are less well pro-
vided for by mainstream education. There are
pressures for education to become more inclu-
sive, to extend access, to make learning
opportunities more flexible, to unblock dead-
ends and to reduce the risks associated with
participation and progression in education.
Young people—and many adults as well—have
higher aspirations, they increasingly want to
keep their options open, and they expect greater
control as citizens and as ‘consumers’ over the
education and training system and over their
pathways through it. They are less willing to ac-
cept the early selection and narrowing of choices
which a rigid separation of vocational and aca-
demic tracks may involve.

● weaknesses of vocational education: even countries
with strong and well-respected vocational sys-
tems, such as Germany, recognise the need to
modernise them, to make them more flexible and
responsive to changing social and economic de-
mands, and to improve their quality. They also
face a problem of ‘academic drift’, the growing
tendency for young people (and especially the
well-qualified) to prefer high-status academic
programmes to vocational programmes. In many
European countries vocational education is still
under-developed, and this is often reflected in a
lack of well-structured pathways from education
to the labour market.

● expansion of education: more broadly, as educa-
tion expands and pathways through learning

4 See OECD (2000). The conditions are: a healthy economy;
well organised pathways that connect initial education with
work and further study; widespread opportunities to com-
bine workplace experience with initial education; tightly knit
safety nets for those at risk; good information and guidance;
and effective institutions and processes.
5 Some of the evidence drawn on in this and the following
sections is summarised by Lasonen & Manning (2001),
Lasonen and Young (1998), Manning (2000), Stenstrom &
Lasonen (2000) and the FINNBASE database of national re-
forms together with other resources at  www.b.shuttle.de/wifo.
For more detailed references see Raffe (2003a).
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become longer and more complex, the coherence
and coordination of education systems becomes
more important. When academic and vocational
tracks were small and specialised it did not mat-
ter that they were separate and uncoordinated;
in a large and complex education system it mat-
ters much more.

Governments respond to these pressures in the
light of their own political priorities. For example,
in countries such as Sweden unifying measures have
been associated with a democratic tradition and a
concept of common citizenship. Governments’ po-
litical agendas may be particularly important when
European models are exported. In South Africa the
National Qualifications Framework, which drew on
the experience of Scotland and England (as well as
New Zealand and Australia) was strongly influenced
by the aspiration to provide equal opportunities
and equal recognition for learning in the post-apart-
heid era.

UNIFICATION OF CURRICULA

The first type of unifying measure aims to unify gen-
eral and vocational curricula. There are different ways
of doing this. An additive approach to curricular uni-
fication encourages greater mixing of general and
vocational components, but does not try to blur the
differences between them. An additive approach may
involve increasing the number of general courses
within vocational programmes, as in Norway, Swe-
den, Hungary and several other countries. Or it may
involve offering students a menu of options drawn
from both general and vocational programmes, and
encouraging them to select mixed programmes. This
approach has been followed in England and in
Finland, where general and vocational schools col-
laborate to offer a curriculum in which general
students can take modules in vocational schools and
vocational students can take modules in general
schools. An integrative approach aims to create a new
kind of curriculum, rather than simply mix general
and vocational elements. Examples include projects
in the German and Austrian dual systems which aim
to exploit the potential of vocational training for gen-
eral learning. Another example of an integrative
approach is the introduction of key qualifications or
transferable skills as elements in both vocational and
general programmes. The distinction between addi-

tive and integrative approaches is often a matter of
emphasis. Most additive measures aim at a degree of
curricular integration: for example, the Finnish re-
forms aim for the ‘mutual enrichment’ of general and
vocational curricula.

Integrative approaches tend to be followed in
countries with occupational labour markets, with
large dual systems or well institutionalised vocational
tracks, and with a tradition of general education
through vocational training; additive approaches are
more typical of countries with weaker occupational
labour markets. In most countries, curricular unifi-
cation affects vocational tracks more than general
tracks, and when it does affect general tracks this is
often in the form of additional options rather than a
change in the mandatory curriculum.

Do these measures have an impact on student
outcomes and transitions to employment? There are
some instances of apparently successful reform - the
German Black Pump project, based on reforms to an
apprenticeship programme, is an example. But these
tend to be based on intensive and well-researched
experimental projects. It is harder to know what hap-
pens when such measures are rolled out system-
wide. Many ‘additive’ reforms are merely permis-
sive—they allow students to choose mixed or
integrated programmes but do not require them to
do so—and these often have little impact on students’
actual choices. The Finnish and English reforms are
examples.

Despite two decades of attempts to introduce
‘core skills’ or ‘key skills’ into curricula, Scottish and
English employers complain as much as they have
ever done about young people’s lack of these compe-
tencies.6 Indeed, the effective development of generic
skills is one of the main challenges facing European
vocational education. The wide range of terms by
which they are known (key skills, key competencies,
key qualifications, core skills, generic skills, etc) re-
flects the variety of definitions, concepts and ways to
deliver and assess them. They are generally agreed to
be important, but exactly what they are, how (if at
all) they may be taught, how stable and transferable
they are and how they can be measured are all mat-
ters of continuing uncertainty.

6 In Scotland the core skills are: Communication, Numeracy,
Information Technology, Problem-Solving and Working with
Others. The English key skills are similar, with the addition
of Improving Learning and Performance, but the first three
tend to take priority. Other European countries have differ-
ent, but sometimes overlapping, lists.
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ORGANISATIONAL UNIFICATION

Most upper-secondary education systems are
organised around tracks or pathways with labels such
as vocational, technical, general or academic. The
second type of unifying measure aims to link or unify
these tracks and to reduce the differences between
them. For example, Sweden, Scotland and Norway
have all rationalised their post-16 curricula to bring
vocational and general programmes into a single
framework. In 1994 Sweden replaced its upper-sec-
ondary curriculum with 2 general and 14 vocational
programmes: all programmes are three years’ dura-
tion and have a common core of general education
and follow common principles of curriculum and
assessment. (Sweden is now planning a further re-
form which will reduce the 16 programmes—since
increased to 17—to eight areas.) The Scottish reforms
of 1999 replaced academic and vocational post-16
provision with a flexible modular structure of units
and courses at seven levels, with common design rules
for assessment, certification and some aspects of the
curriculum. The Norwegian Reform-94 also
rationalised the post-16 curriculum and introduced
stronger links between institution-based learning and
apprenticeship. In England, a government-appointed
Working Group is developing proposals for a unified
qualifications framework to replace existing qualifi-
cations for 14-19 year olds. Other countries have
maintained the formal distinctions between general
and vocational study but have brought them into
clearer alignment, for example by using common lev-
els to describe them. Examples include the General,
Technical and Vocational Baccalaureates in France,
or the Vocational and Applied versions of the Irish
Leaving Certificate. In these two cases the vocational
route was strengthened or lengthened within a frame-
work defined by the general or academic route.

Several reforms link vocational and general tracks
by making it easier to move between them. This may
be achieved through modularisation, through credit
transfer arrangements and courses which bridge be-
tween programmes, or through developing national
qualifications frameworks which support mobility
and transfer. Italy, whose education system was rela-
tively inflexible and required long-term commitments
to particular pathways, is introducing a more flex-
ible structure of upper-secondary provision intended
to make it easier for students to move between aca-
demic and vocational pathways. Several European
countries have developed dual-qualifying pathways
which enable vocational trainees to qualify for higher

education as well as for the occupation in which they
have trained. Dual-qualifying pathways do not nec-
essarily enable young people to move between
vocational and general tracks within upper-second-
ary education, but they enable these tracks to lead to
the same or equivalent destinations in higher educa-
tion. Examples include the French Vocational
Baccalaureate and the Swiss Berufsmatura, which
provides a bridge from an apprenticeship to higher
education.

Some countries have linked tracks by bringing
them into integrated upper-secondary schools, either
on a system-wide basis such as in Norway and Swe-
den, or alongside existing track-based institutions as
in Greece. Norway has also developed integrated ar-
rangements for the training, socialisation and
registration of academic and vocational teachers. Fi-
nally, some countries have brought academic and
vocational study under a single ministry, or created
common arrangements for funding, administration,
regulation and quality assurance.

As these examples illustrate, what I have termed
‘organisational’ unification covers a wide range of
measures. When colleagues and I studied some of
these measures in the late 1990s we distinguished
three broad strategies:

● a tracking strategy, which maintains distinct and
separate general and vocational tracks and aims
to strengthen vocational education by
emphasising its distinctive identity;

● a linkages strategy, which introducing features to
link the tracks, to increase their similarity or
underline their equivalence; and

● a unified system strategy, which aims to accom-
modate a diversity of provision within a unified
set of arrangements.

In practice these strategies form a continuum,
according to how far countries wish to strengthen
or to reduce the distinctions between vocational and
general (or academic) learning. Countries which al-
ready have strong vocational systems, especially if
these are based on apprenticeship and/or serve strong
occupational labour markets, are most likely to pur-
sue a tracking strategy. Conversely, countries with
weak occupational labour markets, with comprehen-
sive schools and large higher education sectors, as
well as countries with relatively small, homogeneous
and centralised education systems, are most likely
to pursue a unified system strategy. In practice, most
countries fall somewhere between these extremes:
even countries with strong vocational traditions such
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as Switzerland and Austria are creating links
with general education, notably by developing dual-
qualifying pathways. And countries which pursue
unified system strategies often end up less than fully
unified—for example Scotland, where the unified
system with its strict design rules has achieved in-
complete coverage of vocational education.

Moreover, there are different ways in which coun-
tries may pursue unification. We identified several
dimensions of unification, and Figure 1 summarises
possible measures which may be pursued under each.
Different national strategies emphasise different di-
mensions. For example, in the United Kingdom
certification (qualifications) and funding (governance
and regulation) have been main instruments of re-
form; other European countries have put more
emphasis on institutions or curricular change.

Does organisational unification have an impact?
Once again, the evidence is not conclusive, partly
because the organisational changes tend to be sys-
tem-wide and part of a wider reform process, so it is
hard to identify their separate effect. There is good
evidence from comparative studies that ‘dual-quali-
fying’ pathways (which lead to higher education as
well as employment) can encourage participation in
vocational education. One study found that the young
people who followed these routes had higher employ-
ment chances if they entered the labour market, but
this may simply reflect the characteristics of young
people who enter such programmes. The general evi-
dence on the effects of organisational unification on
either learning or employment outcomes is mixed or
inconclusive.

UNIFIED PATHWAYS
FOR LIFELONG LEARNING

The third type of unifying measure aims to reduce
the distance between vocational and general learning
in longitudinal terms, in order to provide flexible,
seamless opportunities for access and progression in
lifelong learning. It may involve measures to make
learning available in more flexible forms and in a va-
riety of modes and contexts, which transcend the
barriers often associated with the distinction between
vocational and general study. It may involve flexible
multi-purpose institutions, such as the Dutch ROC
or the British Further Education college, which offers
both general and vocational learning over the life
course. It may involve qualifications frameworks, de-

signed to make it easier to carry credit from one learn-
ing episode to another and to move between general
and vocational programmes. Scotland, Wales and Ire-
land are developing national credit and qualifications
frameworks, which record all qualifications in terms
of common measures of volume (credits), levels and
(in the Irish case) areas of study. The WEB reform in
the Netherlands provides a single qualifications sys-
tem for vocational education and adult learning,
delivered in an integrated community college.

These measures overlap with the measures of
‘organisational unification’ discussed above, but they
have a different rationale for linking general and vo-
cational learning. They conceive of general and
vocational learning, not as discrete pathways between
which people must choose, but as episodes in a se-
quence of lifelong learning. Learners combine general
and vocational motives for learning and their mo-
tives change over time. For example some adults
return to learning for a vocational purpose, then con-
tinue because they find that learning enhances their
confidence and personal growth, and based on this
confidence return again to pursue new vocational
goals. They move between general and vocational
motives and between general and vocational
programmes, and they build on their initial educa-
tion whether this has been general or vocational in
content. The kinds of unifying measures described
above aim to make this type of integration of
academic and vocational learning possible and
fruitful.

This aspect of unification tends to be emphasised
in countries with flexible labour markets and liberal
educational traditions and where the boundary be-
tween initial and continuing education is weak. As a
result it is less embedded in European systems than
the other two types of unification, although the north-
ern Europe countries have well-developed adult
education systems and Ireland and the countries of
the United Kingdom are developing qualifications
frameworks. The European Commission is strongly
committed to lifelong learning and is planning a Eu-
ropean vocational qualifications framework as part
of its strategy.

It is probably too early to assess the impact of
measures of this kind. Most of the available studies
focus more on their design and implementation, than
on their impact in practice.7 One theme to emerge

7 See the contributions to Young (2003) on qualifications
frameworks, including Raffe (2003b) on the Scottish Credit
and Qualifications Framework.
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FIGURE 1

A MATRIX OF UNIFICATION: TYPES OF SYSTEM AND THEIR DIMENSIONS

Tracked system Linked system Unified system

CONTENT AND PROCESS

Purpose and ethos Distinctive purposes and Purposes and ethos Multiple purposes and
ethos associated with overlap across tracks pluralist ethos
each track

Curriculum Different content Some common Curriculum reflects
(subjects, areas of study) elements across tracks student needs and

integrates academic and
vocational learning

Teaching/learning Different learning processes Different learning Variation based on
processes in different tracks processes but some student needs and not

common features tied to specific
programmes

Assessment Different assessment Different methodologies Common framework of
methodologies and grading but with level and grade methodologies including
systems equivalences a common grading system

SYSTEM ARCHITECTURE

Certification Different certification for Certification frameworks A single system of
each track link tracks, eg overarching certification

diplomas, equivalences

Course structure Different course structures Course structures allow Flexible entry points,
& pathways and insulated progression transfer and combinations credit accumulation, and

pathways single progression ladder

Progression to
higher education Not possible from most Some programmes lead All programmes may lead

vocational programmes to ‘dual qualifications’ for to HE
HE and employment

DELIVERY

Local institutions Different institutions for Variable/overlapping One type of institution,
different tracks relation of track to or choice of institution not

institution constrained by type of
programme

Modes of participation Tracks based on separate Tracks partly based on Single system covers
modes (general= full-time, mode different modes
vocational=work-based)

Staff Different staff for each Variable/some overlap Socialisation, qualifications
track, with non-transferable of staff and conditions are
qualifications consistent for all staff

GOVERNMENT AND Different ministries and Mixed/variable Single administrative and
REGULATION different arrangements for organisational structure regulatory system

funding, regulation, quality
assurance

Source: adapted from Raffe et al (1998)
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from the current research is that, even if learning
pathways themselves are made ‘flexible’, people’s ca-
pacity to move among and between them will be
influenced by other economic, social and institutional
factors that may be beyond the reach of educational
planners to influence.

CONCLUDING COMMENTS

For many countries, the immediate problem is not
be how to connect well-established general and vo-
cational tracks, but how to develop vocational
education where little existed before. However the
same issues arise: what should be the relation of vo-
cational to general or academic education. Many of
the reforms discussed above have had as their main
goal the establishment or development of a strong
vocational sector.

I conclude by identifying three issues which the
trend towards unification raises in Europe, and prob-
ably in other countries as well.

Difficulties in reforming the ‘general’ or ‘academic’ route.
The unifying measures described above assume that
the relationship between general and vocational edu-
cation is key to an effective education system. In other
words, reforms need to embrace general as well as
vocational programmes, even if the symptoms to
which they respond mainly affect vocational
programmes. In many countries general or academic
tracks appear to be successful, primarily because they
attract the most advantaged students and lead to high-
status destinations. It can therefore be difficult to win
political support for a reform which embraces aca-
demic as well as vocational tracks, especially as
‘academic’ interests tend to be politically powerful.
In many countries legal and administrative con-
straints, as well as political constraints, also make it
hard to reform academic programmes. One conse-
quence is that many unifying reforms are one-sided,
and have more impact on vocational than on aca-
demic education.

Incorporating work-based provision. Another key ques-
tion for European policy-makers concerns the role
which apprenticeship and alternance arrangements
– sometimes seen as distinctively–‘European’’– should
play in education systems. Several European coun-
tries have attempted (with mixed success) to enhance,
revive or create an apprenticeship system. However

apprenticeship may be harder to fit in to a more uni-
fied system, especially one based on what I have called
organisational unification rather than curricular uni-
fication. Countries with strong apprenticeship
systems tend to be less unified, although some re-
cent reforms (notably Reform-94 in Norway and the
Dutch WEB reforms) have tried to–‘unify’ work-based
and school-based learning routes.

Maintaining the identity of vocational education. A
unified system is not a uniform system and it may
contain a variety of different types of programmes.
Many unifying measures attempt to increase the sta-
tus of vocational education and make it more
attractive to young people. However there is a risk
that if vocational learning is brought into a unified
system where ‘academic’ values are dominant, it will
lose its distinct identity. For example, successive re-
forms of full-time vocational courses (GNVQs) in
England have brought them closer to the academic
‘A’ level model, and some commentators have ques-
tioned whether they still have a distinct purpose and
rationale. This may be a challenge for vocational
learning in many countries: how to become part of a
more unified education system without losing its dis-
tinct purpose and identity.
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Quebec, Canada

INTRODUCTION

From many points of view, Quebec is a special prov-
ince within the Canadian Confederation. Its roots,
its culture, its language give it a unique character.
Quebequers are proud of their heritage and traditions
which they want to preserve while staying open to
new ideas and new comers. Their educational sys-
tem, which is different from that of other provinces,
reflects their situation as well as their preoccupation
for the future.

French is the official language of Quebec, with
eighty-three per cent of the population speaking
French at home, 11 per cent English and 6 per
cent, another language. Half of the labour force speak
both French and English and 16 per cent are fluent
in a third language, usually Italian, Spanish or
Greek. Most of the 11 Native nations speak their
own language, and French or English as a second
language.

Quebec enjoys a modern and open economy,
whose growth is based on leading sectors such as
aerospace, biotechnology and information technolo-
gies. Because of its wealth of waterways, forests
and other natural resources, its economy relies heavily
on the hydroelectric, forestry and mining sectors.

The structure of the labour market in Quebec
demonstrates the importance of technical education.
Some 54 per cent of jobs require vocational or tech-
nical skills, 24 per cent are semiskilled, requiring
limited qualifications, 13 per cent require a univer-
sity education and 8 per cent are management
positions.

THE QUEBEC EDUCATION SYSTEM

There are four levels of education in Quebec: elemen-
tary, secondary, college and university. Elementary
and secondary school are mandatory, while college-
and university-level studies (higher education) are
optional. Vocational and technical education is an
integral part of the education system and it serves
both young people and adults. Figure 1 illustrates
the Quebec education system.

● Elementary education is offered in public schools
governed by school boards, and in private schools.
It includes one year of preschool education, which

FIGURE 1

THE QUEBEC EDUCATIONAL SYSTEM

Primary School
6 years

College (Pre-University DEC Programs)
2 years

University (Bachelor)
3–4 years

University (Master, PhD)
2–6 years

College (Technical DEC Programs)
3 years

Secondary School
5 years

(Vocational Programs available after 3 years)
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is mandatory for five-year-olds, and a further six
years divided into three two-year cycles.

● Secondary education is also provided by school
boards and a number of private schools. It is di-
vided into two cycles : the first includes the first
three years and focuses exclusively on basic gen-
eral education. The second cycle allows students
to pursue their general education for a further two
years before entering college, while providing the
opportunity to explore a range of possibilities
through optional courses, or to obtain a vocational
diploma leading to the practice of a trade.

● College education is provided by public colleges,
the CEGEPs (a French acronym that stands for gen-
eral and vocational colleges), private colleges and
a few schools under government jurisdiction. Col-
leges are one of the areas in which the Quebec
system differs from other systems. Two options,
both of which lead to the Diploma of College
Studies (DEC), are available. One of them,
preuniversity education, consists of two-year pro-
grams which prepare students to enter university.
The other, technical education, consists of three-
year programs that lead, like secondary-level
vocational education, to the labour market. Un-
der certain conditions, technical education also
render students eligible for university studies. All
CEGEPs offer preuniversity education and some
technical education programs. Private colleges
can choose to offer only preuniversity education,
only technical education, or a combination of
both. In Quebec, there are 48 CEGEPs, 4 schools
under government jurisdiction and around 20
private colleges offering technical programs lead-
ing to the Diploma of College Studies (DEC).

● University education is divided into three
cycles : undergraduate studies leading to a
bachelor’s degree, graduate studies leading to a
master’s degree and postgraduate studies lead-
ing to a doctorate. There are 22 universities in
Quebec, 12 of which are part of the Université
du Québec network.

TECHNICAL EDUCATION IN QUEBEC

Technical education programs prepare students to
practice a technical trade. They lead them to master
practical scientific applications in production and
work organization, in a wide variety of fields includ-
ing health, agriculture, physical technologies, social

sciences, business administration, computer tech-
nologies, arts and crafts.

The Diploma of College Studies (DEC) is issued
by the government and certifies a three-year techni-
cal program. All technical education programs
include an extensive general education component,
with courses in first and second language, humani-
ties and physical education. This component is
equivalent to about one year of studies. It is com-
mon to all college students whether in technical or
preuniversity programs.

Colleges can also develop their own programs,
which may vary in duration, in order to meet spe-
cific training needs. These programs are certified by
a diploma issued by the college, which is called, an
Attestation of College Studies (AEC).

The Aims and Orientations of
Technical Education in Quebec

Technical education is a learning process designed
to train young people and adults who want to prac-
tice a trade or occupation. Its aims are related to the
personal and professional development of the indi-
vidual, as well as to the improvement of society as a
whole. The Ministry of Education has stated these
aims as follows :

● to prepare students to assume their responsibili-
ties in a given area of occupational activity;

● to ensure that students will develop the compe-
tencies required to meet current and future labour
market needs;

● to contribute to social, economic and cultural
development;

● to contribute to the personal and professional
development of the individual.

The Ministry of Education also indicated that
technical education must be accessible, must foster
versatility and must be consistent with lifelong
learning.

Access

In pedagogical terms, access implies a variety of paths
leading to programs and diplomas. It includes the rec-
ognition of prior learning and competencies to facilitate
admission to programs, for which only the essential
prerequisites are considered. It also implies a constant
concern for academic success, so that the program
lead to a diploma obtained following a rigorous but
realistic evaluation of the competencies to be acquired.
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In geographic terms, everyone in Quebec has
access to technical education, usually in his or her
own region, thanks to a fair distribution of study at
the college levels.

Finally, in financial terms, technical education is
free, and student aid in the form of loans and bursa-
ries is available to those who would otherwise not
have the means to pursue their education.

Versatility

Technical education fosters the acquisition of a suffi-
ciently wide range of competencies to allow
individuals to practise their trade or occupation in
different areas of the same field of activity. The pro-
grams of study also promote the development of
individuals’ ability to adapt to changes in their work
environment and adopt attitudes favouring perma-
nent learning, two essential elements in a
socio-economic context characterized by technologi-
cal change, rapidly evolving job descriptions and
competencies, and job mobility.

Lifelong learning

By definition, lifelong learning is not limited to a
specific period and may take place regardless of the
age of the individual; it is not necessarily acquired
in school, and it can involve learning acquired
through a variety of means and paths, in different
places and from different sources. To be consistent
with lifelong learning, program offerings in techni-
cal education must therefore be flexible and
adaptable to different groups, work situations and
socio-economic needs. Thus, a variety of practices
and approaches to learning and organization are
used. Programs of study based on the acquisition of
competencies favour lifelong learning because they
lead educational institutions to focus their pedagogi-
cal and educational organization on the student
rather than on teaching, which means promoting a
variety of ways of accessing education, recognizing
prior scholastic and experiential learning, harmo-
nizing programs of study, individualizing teaching,
and offering full-time or part-time education—in
short, a range of paths in the perspective of lifelong
learning.

The General Goals of
Quebec Technical Education

The general goals of technical education are consis-
tent with the above aims and orientations and hinge

on the competence of the individuals, their integra-
tion into the work force, their personal and
professional development and their professional
mobility. They are as follows :

● to develop effectiveness in the practice of a trade
or occupation

● to ensure integration into the work force
● to foster personal and professional development
● to ensure professional mobility.

Effectiveness in the practice

Technical education is expected to prepare students
to take on the roles and duties and perform the tasks
and activities inherent in a trade or occupation at an
acceptable level of competence for entry into the
labour market. They should also be able progress sat-
isfactorily in their professional activities thanks to
their knowledge and skills in the following areas :
technique, communications, problem solving, deci-
sion making, ethics, occupational health and safety,
and environmental protection.

Integration into the work force

Technical programs should familiarize students to the
labour market in general and the specific context of
the trade or occupation they have selected. They
should also be informed of their rights and responsi-
bilities as workers.

Personal and professional development

Technical education should help students to develop
their autonomy and their ability to learn and acquire
work methods. It should bring them to understand
the principles underlying the techniques and tech-
nologies they use. It should also help them to develop
their ability to express themselves, as well as their
creativity, initiative and entrepreneurship, and to ac-
quire the attitudes necessary for a successful working
life, such as a sense of responsibility and a concern
for excellence.

Professional mobility

Students should be taught to develop a positive atti-
tude toward change and encourage to learn career
management techniques and, in particular, develop
an awareness of entrepreneurial possibilities and dy-
namic job search techniques.
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THE TECHNICAL EDUCATION SYSTEM

The responsibility for developing and offering tech-
nical education programs leading to the DEC is shared
by the MEQ and the educational institutions. An evalu-
ation Commission was created to ensure that
educational programs are of high quality.

Responsibilities of
the Ministry of Education

The MEQ is the architect of technical education in
Quebec. It ensures the integrated management of
programs of study, as well as the organization and
funding of services. Its responsibilities include :

● defining orientations;
● assessing training needs and developing the gen-

eral framework of programs of study, in particular
determining the competencies to be mastered by
the students and translating them into objectives
and standards;

● ensuring the geographical distribution of pro-
grams of study and setting quotas if necessary;

● establishing budgetary and financial rules;
● awarding diplomas;
● measuring the internal and external effectiveness

of the system.

The MEQ is assisted in this task by various part-
ners, the most important being the Comité national
des programmes d’études professionnelles et tech-
niques (CNPEPT—provincial vocational and technical
education program committee).

The Comité national des programmes
d’études professionnelles et techniques

The CNPEPT is an advisory body that plays an impor-
tant role in the joint management of the vocational
and technical education system. Chaired by the As-
sistant Deputy Minister for Vocational and Technical
Education, the CNPEPT’s mandate is to advise the Min-
ister, in particular on :

● the relevance of the objectives of programs of
study in the planning stage;

● plans for the development or revision of programs
of study;

● the geographical distribution of programs.

It is made up of representatives of employers,
unions, public and private educational institutions,
universities, Emploi-Québec (an agency whose man-
date is to contribute to the Development of
employment and manpower) and the Quebec
interprofessional council (an agency representing the
professional orders that accept graduates from tech-
nical education programs).

Responsibilities of educational institutions

Once programs have been developed by the MEQ and
their objectives and standards defined, it is the re-
sponsibility of educational institutions to ensure their
implementation. This implies :

● the development of learning activities, courses,
laboratories, etc.;

● the organization of these activities into a logical
instructional plan;

● the recruitment and in-service training of per-
sonnel;

● the registration and admission of applicants;
● the recognition of prior scholastic and experien-

tial learning;
● the evaluation of learning;
● the purchase of equipment, materials and other

resources necessary to offer the programs;
● the development of continuing education and

training programs, in particular through services
to business and industry.

The role of the Commission d’évaluation de
l’enseignement collégial (CEEC)

Given the greater autonomy of postsecondary insti-
tutions in Quebec, the CEEC was created in 1993 to
examine the quality of college programs, particularly
technical education programs. Its mandate consists
in evaluating the quality of programs offered in Que-
bec colleges, as well as the quality of the colleges’
educational policy and management. The CEEC has
the power to recommend that the Minister of Educa-
tion authorize a college to award the Diploma of
College Studies, a recommendation which must be
supported by an institutional evaluation process. The
CEEC’s evaluation reports, which are public docu-
ments, are forwarded to the institutions in question
and to the Minister of Education.



OVERVIEW OF TECHNICAL EDUCATION IN QUEBEC     37

PROGRAM DEVELOPMENT IN THE
COMPETENCY-BASED APPROACH

Technical education programs, and the vocational
programs at the secondary level, are divided into 21
sectors based on the similarity of their competencies.
The following table lists these sectors.

At the moment, there are more than 110 techni-
cal education programs leading to a Diploma of
College Studies (DEC). These programs have been
designed according to the competency-based ap-

proach, which is one of the aspects that character-
izes technical education in Quebec.

The Competency-Based Approach

In terms of program development, the approach based
on the acquisition of competencies, commonly re-
ferred to as the competency-based approach, was
adopted in Quebec at the beginning of the 1980s with
a view to improving the system and meeting new re-
quirements, including those of lifelong learning and
the recognition of prior learning. Inspired by various
schools of thought and studies of methods in use in
North America and Europe, the competency-based
approach to program development as it now exists is
the result of several years of research and experimen-
tation conducted by the MEQ.

This method is based on a certain number of prin-
ciples, which are briefly described below :

● programs are broken down into competencies
formulated as objectives;

● programs are offered according to demand;
● the evaluation of learning is based on a “crite-

rion-referenced” approach.

Programs are broken down into competencies
formulated as objectives

In program development, the competency-based ap-
proach essentially consists in defining the
competencies inherent in the practice of a trade or
occupation and formulating them as objectives and
performance criteria.

While the concept of competency has evolved
over time, it still incorporates the basic principles that
define it as an integrated body of knowledge, skills
and attitudes expressed as an observable and mea-
surable behaviour in the performance of a
work-related task or activity, in accordance with a
preestablished minimum performance requirement.

Competencies are based on the information pro-
vided by the planning and job analyses. Other
elements such as the aims, orientations and general
goals of technical education are major determining
factors in the definition of competencies. Each com-
petency in a program is described according to its
elements, its achievement context and precise and
unequivocal performance criteria that meet the re-
quirements for entry into the labour market.
These descriptors of the competency ensure that
teaching is comparable from one establishment to
the next.

TABLE 1

 VOCATIONAL AND TECHNICAL
EDUCATION SECTORS

Sector

01 Administration, Commerce and
Computer Technology

02 Agriculture and Fisheries

03 Food Services and Tourism

04 Arts

05 Woodworking and Furniture Making

06 Chemistry and Biology

07 Buildings and Public Works

08 Land Use Planning and the Environment

09 Electrotechnology

10 Motorized Equipment Maintenance

11 Mechanical Manufacturing

12 Forestry and Pulp and Paper

13 Communications and Documentation

14 Maintenance Mechanics

15 Mining and Site Operations

16 Metallurgical Technology

17 Transportation

18 Fashion, Leather and Textiles

19 Health Services

20 Social, Educational and Legal Services

21 Beauty Care
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Programs are offered according to demand

At the beginning of the program development pro-
cess, planning studies are conducted for each sector.
These systematic studies identify qualitative and
quantitative training needs in order to help meet
labour market requirements. These studies are fol-
lowed by job analyses for each trade or occupation
that justifies the development of a program of study.
This information obtained directly from representa-
tives of the labour market is translated into
competencies using the process described below. This
is what makes program offerings “demand-driven”.
The data gathered on employment and the labour
market also serve to establish a three to five year pro-
gram development plan for all sectors.

The evaluation of learning is based on a
“criterion-referenced” approach

The competency-based approach requires that the
learning context be as close as possible to the situa-
tion in which the trade or occupation is practiced
since, at the end of the program, the learner will have
to demonstrate his or her ability to carry out a task
in its entirety. Tests related to the practice of the trade
are therefore used to evaluate learning. The evalua-
tion criteria focus on the essential aspects of the
competency to be acquired. Evaluation is multidi-
mensional, that is, the indicators measure knowledge,
skills, attitudes and perceptions, as the case may be.
“Formative” evaluation, which occurs throughout the
program, is used to verify the progression of learn-
ing, while the “summative” examination, which is
given at the end of the program, makes it possible to
determine whether the level of acquisition of the com-
petency is consistent with requirements for entry into
the labour market.

Programs of study developed using the compe-
tency-based approach are different from traditional
programs, particularly in their “criterion-referenced”
approach to evaluation. By determining performance
criteria and an achievement context representative
of the trade or occupation from the outset, each stu-
dent can be evaluated against a pre established
standard and not by comparison with a group as in
the norm-referenced approach.

The program development process

Program development tasks are performed by a team
made up of partners from the socio-economic sector
in question and the field of education. Their task is

to provide information, give opinions or validate re-
sults. The program development process comprises
three phases. They are as follows :

● analysis of qualitative training needs;
● development of the proposed training plan;
● development of the program of study.

Analysis of Qualitative Training needs

The first step of the program development process is
a qualitative training needs analysis. This involves
planning studies leading to sector profiles. The re-
sults of the studies are submitted for validation to a
work group made up of representatives of the main
partners from the labour market and the network of
educational institutions in question. Two other steps
provide the remaining qualitative information re-
quired to develop the proposed training plan and the
program of study. They are the job analysis and the
classification of the trade or occupation at the appro-
priate level of education (secondary or college).

Sector profile

The sector profile is used mainly to determine quali-
tative and quantitative training needs for a given
sector. It is the result of extensive data collection from
surveys or interviews with socio-economic partners
and from literature reviews. It is the main reference
material used to plan program offerings for the sec-
tor, since it identifies the differences between work
force needs and program offerings by program or by
trade or occupation. It also helps set development
priorities for the sector in question.

In the sector profile, particular attention is paid
to the following elements :

● the socio-economic profile, in particular the main
sectors of economic activity represented, the
types of businesses, the context in which they
are evolving, their numbers, size and geographi-
cal distribution;

● the description of the work force and working
conditions by trade or occupation;

● the description of the tasks and activities associ-
ated with the trades or occupations listed;

● the actual or ideal training required for entry into
the labour market;

● the programs of study offered (locations, enrol-
ments and placement rate of graduates);

● the foreseeable development of the sector as well
as that of the work force.
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The sector profiles are a prime source of infor-
mation for long-term planning (three to five year
plans) in technical education. Designed at first as tools
to analyze training needs, they soon became impor-
tant management tools.

Job analysis

The qualitative training needs assessment is followed
by a job analysis workshop for the trade or occupa-
tion in question. This is a consultation of a group of
10 to 15 people selected for their expertise or in-depth
knowledge of the trade or occupation. The partici-
pants must be from businesses representative of the
sector because of their size, type of production, loca-
tion, etc.

The objectives of the exercise are to analyze ev-
ery facet of the practice of the trade or occupation, to
paint as detailed a portrait as possible of it, to deter-
mine its foreseeable development and to specify the
expected performance of graduates upon entry into
the labour market. This information is indispensable
in determining the competencies required. It usually
includes :

● a general description of the trade or occupation
and its limitations;

● the tasks, subtasks and operations associated with
the trade or occupation;

● the conditions for the performance of tasks and
performance criteria;

● the necessary knowledge and skills;
● the necessary attitudes and behaviours;
● suggestions concerning training and the program

of studies to be developed or revised.

Occupational classification

The results of the job analysis also make it possible
to classify the trade or occupation and the related
program of study. Will it be a secondary-level voca-
tional education program or a college-level technical
program? Although the answer to this question is
simple in most cases, it may be more difficult in oth-
ers. For this reason the MEQ has created an instrument
for the analysis and classification of programs based
on the complexity of the trade or occupation and the
degree of responsibility of the practitioner.

Development of the Proposed Training Plan

This step involves the definition of program goals
and the competencies to be acquired. It is based on

the data gathered during the training needs
analysis on the MEQ’s orientation documents and on
all other relevant studies or research, as the case
may be.

The proposed training plan is usually designed
by a team made up of a teaching specialist and a spe-
cialist in program development using the
competency-based approach. A third person, a spe-
cialist in the trade or occupation, may also be part of
the team. The proposed training plan includes:

● the statement of the competencies required to
practise the trade or occupation that will be in-
cluded in the program of study;

● a grid of learning focuses establishing relation-
ships among the different competencies and
ensuring the transfer of learning while avoiding
overlap;

● a table of correspondence establishing a formal
relationship between the proposed competencies
and determining factors identified in the analy-
sis of training needs or coming from the ministry
orientations of technical education. This instru-
ment also provides an overview of the elements
of each competency and indicates the duration
of training deemed necessary for its acquisition;

● a brief impact analysis to help in determining the
financial feasibility of the proposed training plan.

The proposed training plan is validated at a
joint meeting of representatives of the labour mar-
ket and the field of education. The relevance,
cohesiveness, applicability and harmonization of
the plan are analyzed. The task of the representa-
tives of businesses, sectoral committees and various
associations is to study the relevance of the proposed
training plan with respect to the trade or occupa-
tion in question. Representatives of the field of
education—teachers, education consultants and ad-
ministrators—are called upon to judge the
cohesiveness, instructional and material applicabil-
ity, and harmonization of the plan.

Development of the Program of Study

Once the qualitative training needs analysis and the
proposed training plan have been completed, pro-
gram development can begin. At this stage of the
process, the competencies in the proposed training
plan are translated into objectives and performance
criteria. This is done by a team made up of teaching
specialists and a specialist in program development
using the competency-based approach.
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The resulting program of study will be prescribed
by the Minister once it has been approved; which
means that the program must be offered according
to the objectives and performance criteria approved
by the Minister.

Colleges are responsible for developing the learn-
ing activities necessary to help students master the
targeted competencies, on the basis of the objectives
and standards set by the MEQ. They set the number
and duration of learning activities and select the
most appropriate training approach (theory or prac-
tical courses, practicums in the work-place, project
work, etc.).

This design and planning exercise leads to the
production of a variety of support documents, in-
cluding:

● an instructional logic diagram and a course plan-
ning grid for each term, revealing the sequence
in which the competencies are developed;

● a master plan for each course associated with the
program’s competencies;

● a comprehensive assessment to evaluate the in-
tegration of learning with a view to issuing a
diploma;

● a physical and material organization guide.

The physical and material organization guide is
based on the implementation cost estimate provided
by the MEQ with the program of study, taking into
account the existing infrastructure of the educational
institution. It indicates the main material and physi-
cal resources required for the implementation of the
program in particular with regard to the set-up of
facilities, furniture, equipment, tools and the other
material resources required to carry out the instruc-
tional activities.

It should be noted to conclude that the estab-
lishment of partnerships is important at every stage

of the competency-based approach. When a new pro-
gram is being implemented, the educational
institution establishes or renews partnerships with the
labour market. A number of educational institutions
have shown considerable initiative: some establish a
business network, create college business committees
or reach services agreements with employers.

Because of the increase in training needs and
costs, it is important to optimize the diversity of re-
sources. More frequent practicums, the work-study
approach and visits to business require a greater com-
mitment from representatives of the labour market.

Business derive a number of benefits from their
collaboration with educational institutions: informa-
tion about techniques and processes, a chance to
influence the content of programs of study, consult-
ing services and the recruitment of competent
workers.

Finally, a number of educational institutions play
an active role in their region’s economy by partici-
pating in issue tables, for example.

The following table is a synoptic look at tech-
nical education programs. The boxes in the top half
of the table contain the different determining fac-
tors that go into the development of programs
of study using the competency-based approach,
while those in the bottom half contain the results
of the process and the main characteristics of the
programs.
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TABLE 2

 THE COMPETENCY-BASEDAPPROACH TO PROGRAMDEVELOPMENT

Work Force Characteristics
Rationale Needs Job Situation of  Applicants

• Aims • Socio-economic • General description • Age
• Orientations profile of the sector of the trade or • Gender

- Access • Description of the occupation • Education
- Versatility work force • Tasks and operations • Experience
- Lifelong learning • Job description • Conditions for

• General goals • Training required practising the trade
- To develop effectiveness • Training offered or occupation

in the practice of a trade • Foreseeable • Performance criteria
- To ensure integration developments • Necessary knowledge,

into the work force skills and attitudes
- To foster personal and • Suggestions for

professional development training
- To ensure job mobility

Support
Program components Characteristics Qualities Documents

• Prerequisites • Managed by sector • Relevant • Grid of learning
• Introduction • Adapted to needs • Cohesive focuses
• Goals • Designed according • Conducive to • Instructional logic
• List of competencies to the competency harmonization diagram
• Objectives for -based approach • Applicable • Analysis and

each competency • Formulated as planning tables
• Objectives for each objectives • Instructional

competency • Can be divided into and material
• Performance criteria modules organization guide

• Evaluated using a • Implementation
criterion-referenced cost estimate
approach • Evaluation guide

• Conducive to the
optimization of
learning





Community Colleges and Latin America:
Clone, inspire or reject?

Cláudio de Moura Castro
1

Andrés Bernasconi 
2

This essay discusses the lessons that Latin Ameri-
cans can derive from the American Community
Colleges. It argues that cloning is impossible and
pointless. Rejection is a waste of good ideas and
fruitful experiences. Like in other such cases, they
should be conceived as a source of inspiration for
the region.

The paper is divided into two parts. The first
describes the American experience with community
colleges, from their early origins to the most recent
developments. The second explores the lessons that
can be derived by Latin America.

Community colleges are educational institutions
that provide postsecondary training through shorter
programs than are offered at four-year universities.
More formally, a community college is an institution
of higher education in which the associate degree is
the highest degree conferred.3  This paper describes
the U.S. experience with community colleges and
then discusses them from the standpoint of Latin
America, which is preparing to institute similar types
of education. Argentina, Chile, and Venezuela, already
offer it. 4

The trend towards such programs is already a
global one. In Europe5  and the United States,6  com-
munity colleges account for at least one half of all
graduates of postsecondary education. Should Latin
America be any different? Are there any unique lo-
cal circumstances that would keep us from following
along the path being pursued everywhere else?

Probably not. The risk we run, however, is that
of mixing and matching models that do not reflect
our specific situation and needs. The prudent strat-
egy would be to examine the best experiences and
learn from the lessons they hold out to us.

In this regard, a recent article by Daniel Levy on
isomorphism in education is especially enlightening.7

The author observes that there is a tendency among

1 Cláudio de Moura Castro is the former Chief Advisor on
Education at the Inter-American Development Bank and pres-
ently the President of the Consultative Council of Faculdade
Pitágoras.
2 Andrés Bernasconi was the program coordinator for Latin
American programs at Harvard University, Graduate School
of Education. Presently he is Dean, School of Law and Social
Science, Talca University, Chile. The opinions expressed
herein do not necessarily reflect the official position of the
Bank or Harvard University.
3 In the US the associate degree is granted upon completion
of a two-year program. Canadian community colleges offer
also three-year certificate programs, an option not available
in US community colleges.
4 Curiously, these schools are referred to simply as colegios
(colleges) in some Latin American countries. While on the
surface this might appear an innocent enough simplification,
it could lead to misunderstanding on two counts. First, to
the extent that college in the United States refers to tradi-
tional four-year schools rather than the two-year curriculum
that is typical of community colleges. Second, insofar as colegio
is elsewhere in Latin America the name of private schools
offering both primary and secondary education.
5 Jean-Pierre Jallade, L’enseignement supérieur en Europe: Vers
une évaluation comparée des premiers cycles, Notes et études
documentaires, No 4929, (Paris, 1991).
6 The Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement of Teach-
ing, A Classification of Institutions of Higher Learning
(Princeton, 1994).
7 Daniel Levy, “When private education does not bring orga-
nizational diversity: case material from Argentina, China and
Hungary”, in Private Prometheus: Private higher education and
development in the 21st Century, P. Altbach, editor (Boston:
Center for International Higher Education, Boston College,
1999).
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institutions of higher learning to imitate each other
(both in the same country and elsewhere), either
because they are required to do so by law, because
the seek vicariously the legitimacy enjoyed by older
institutions, or because they lack imagination and
initiative. Although the article’s comments are not
directed specifically at Latin America, they apply per-
fectly to our situation. Schools in the less affluent
suburbs imitate center-city schools; and private col-
leges slavishly and mindlessly copy public ones, with
few exceptions. They might imitate because the gov-
ernment has instructed them to, but at the same time,
they do not protest nor do they seek new formulas
that might be better suited to their structure and
means or to the labor market. When complaints are
lodged, they are rarely accompanied by proposals for
alternatives and, even then, there is no commitment
to fight for them.

So, if the winds of change are indeed blowing in
the direction of shorter curricula, we would do well
to devise our own system correctly from the begin-
ning. Otherwise, we run the risk of copying what is
not appropriate for our end of the world.

Clark Kerr—one of the mavens of U.S. higher
education—views community colleges as the century’s
most innovative experience in the educational field.
It would therefore behoove us to draw the right les-
sons from this rich and valuable experience. However,
it is not possible or desirable to copy all the details of
the American model. The private sector will not be
able to replicate the system outright, given the likely
absence of public subsidies for many of the activities
involved. At the same time, it appears it won’t be pos-
sible for the public sector to do so either, given the
lack of flexibility and entrepreneurial spirit among
most public institutions stifled by ill-advised, Byzan-
tine legislation. Still, we have much to learn from
community colleges even though we would not want
to imitate many of their features.

In order to fully understand the community col-
lege system, we need to bear in mind that, even in
the United States, it represents a category of institu-
tions that has been the subject of very limited study.8

The elite universities have focused their research on
elite universities—not on community colleges, which
remain almost invisible. In the heated debate on four-
year programs, community colleges are neither
criticized nor praised. The magazine U.S. News and
World Report, which ranks institutions of higher edu-
cation, doesn’t even include community colleges in
its rankings. This situation is reflected in students’
views as well: “I couldn’t go to a ‘real’ college, so I
went to NOVA [a community college],” were the

words of a student from Northern Virginia Commu-
nity College.9  Community colleges are in fact
snubbed by the elite universities and suffer from a
chronic status problem. The left views them as per-
forming a cooling out function, as if they were some
sort of consolation prize or bone thrown to the poor10 .
They are accused of being envious of four-year uni-
versities and of trying to imitate them, which might
be true in some cases. There is no denying that some
of them suffer from the so-called “academic drift”, or
a desire to copy and act like prestigious universities.
While this may all be true, it does not distort the
general picture, bearing in mind that there are also
trends in the opposite direction, i.e., community col-
leges that deliver much appreciated practical
education to a clientele that best benefits from it.

In Latin America, the picture is even bleaker.
Shorter programs are viewed with outright disdain,
when they are not simply ignored by legislation fo-
cusing solely in university degrees, as the case is in
some Central American countries. In Chile, Latin
America’s most advanced country in terms of struc-
ture of higher education, the Presidents or Rectors of
these programs are not allowed to sit on the board of
Presidents, thus creating a situation in which higher
education is discussed and decided upon without
them even being present. A similar situation exists
in Venezuela: they do not sit on the board of Presi-
dents and are not invited to meetings with the
Minister at which higher education is discussed.

AN OVERVIEW OF COMMUNITY COLLEGES

Origins: Junior Colleges

At the beginning of the twentieth century the Joliet
Township school board authorized the local high

8 Thomas Kane and Cecilia Elena Rouse, “The Community
College: Educating Students at the Margin between College
and Work,” Journal of Economic Perspectives, col. 13, no. 1,
Winter 1999, pp.␣ 63–84. Many of the statistics and other data
used herein were drawn from this article.
9 Jim Naughton, “Super NOVA” (Washington Post Magazine,
November 14, 1999).
10 See Michael W. Apple, “Ideology, Reproduction, and Edu-
cational Reform,” Comparative Education Review 22 (1978):
367–87. Also, Jerome Karabel, “Community Colleges and
Social Stratification,” Harvard Educational Review 42 (1972):
521–62.
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school to offer the first two years of postsecondary
education. The example of Joliet was soon followed
by the state of California, which first authorized high
schools to offer the first two years of college, and then
in 1917 recognized the right of school districts to es-
tablish separate public “junior” colleges. Several other
states followed suit during the twenties, and thus the
junior college was born—later called “community”
college to avoid the negative connotations of “jun-
ior” and to stress its community-based mission.11  One
of the reasons for the emergence of junior colleges
was the effort to facilitate access to higher learning
without overburdening the four-year programs. This,
of course, was possible in the U.S. system, where most
four year college graduates are not offered a program
preparing them to the specifics of  the workplace.
The first two years of postsecondary education are
virtually identical for all four-year programs, regard-
less of the specialty (or major) selected for the last
two years. It should be noted that—contrary to what
happens in Latin America—a major refers solely to
an area of concentration and not to a true prepara-
tion for the labor market, which is actually what U.S.
master’s programs do.

For the most part, junior colleges were small
schools with a viable scale of operations, precisely
because the first two years of almost all majors were
the same. Small cities, for instance, might have a jun-
ior college but no four-year program because they
lacked the infrastructure or the number of students
to justify offering the various disciplines required for
the second two years.

With the return of soldiers and the creation of
the G.I. bill12  after the World War II, demand for such
schools mushroomed since most of the demobilized
soldiers did not display the typical profile of college
students. Millions of vouchers were distributed, and
enrollment in these schools doubled between 1944
and 1947.

In the period since then, enrollment at commu-
nity colleges has been increasing at a much faster rate
than at four-year schools. At the same time, commu-
nity colleges have undergone a fundamental change
in their structure and functions, as will be discussed
below. Today, the US 1,132 community colleges have
a combined enrollment of 5.4 million (10.4 million
if not-for-credit students are included), representing
44% of all undergraduates, 38% of all postsecondary
enrollment and 45% of enrollment at state-affiliated
education. With their shorter programs, these schools
account for one half of all postsecondary diplomas.

Worth noting is the fact that 95% of post-
secondary enrollments of short duration are in pub-

lic institutions.13  Only 12% of community colleges
in the US are private, which in large part is due to the
various roles played by these colleges, which rely
heavily on government funding.

The profile of students and teachers at commu-
nity colleges is quite different from the four-year
schools. There is a high percentage of part-time stu-
dents (64%) and, more importantly, 84% of the
students have jobs. The average age of students is
29, and 33% are 30 years of age or older. Over one
half the students attend courses for periods of one
year or less (there are many degrees that can be earned
in just one year).

The percentage of teachers working part-time is
also high (two thirds). Many courses are offered in
the evening or on weekends. Great effort is made to
offer courses close to where students live or work,
by means of branch campuses. For instance, Strayer

11  Vaughan, George, The Community College Story, the Com-
munity College Press, Washington, DC, Second Edition, 2000,
p. 23.
12 A system of public subsidies whereby the federal govern-
ment made monthly payments to demobilized soldiers who
wanted to pursue postsecondary studies.
13 Even so, there are an extraordinary number of similar
courses that are offered by private educational institutions
and companies, although they do not offer equivalent cer-
tificates.

TEXT FROM AN ADVERTISEMENT
IN THE WASHINGTON POST,
NOVEMBER 14, 1999:

Feeling trapped by your current job?

Well, shift gears—enroll in our Information Technol-
ogy or Computer Science Programs.

Pursue your associate’s, bachelor’s or master’s degree
in information systems or computer science. Get cer-
tified in Oracle, Unix, C, C++, Year 2000 Cobol, Visual
Basic, web development and more. […]

Southeastern’s experienced faculty of industry pro-
fessionals embrace a hands-on approach to teaching.

Southeastern is a private, accredited university that is
affordable and conveniently located close to metro
stops. Day, evening and weekend classes are available.
Call today to register.

SOUTHEASTERN UNIVERSITY
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University, which offers mainly one- and two-year
programs, has 13 campuses in the Washington, D.C.,
area. Lastly, community colleges offer more distance-
learning courses than do four-year programs, which
confirms that they cater to older students who are
already part of the labor market.

The inner workings of community colleges will
be discussed further on. Here, it is enough to appre-
ciate that the system is very extensive (over 1,000
institutions) and the target clientele is definitely of
more modest means that in the “normal” educational
system, to the extent that—for these students—edu-
cation is an activity that is concurrent with working.
Students are older and study part-time. Teachers are
less academically oriented and also work part-time.
Interesting, too, is the fact that some of the less pres-
tigious universities now offer short programs
conferring associate degrees; for all intents and pur-
poses, they are running the equivalent of a community
college within their walls.

Financing

Unlike the situation with conventional public higher
education, community colleges have a differentiated
financing model. With some variations, the classic
formula is 40% funding from the state, 10% federal
funds, 20% local funds, and 30% from students’ tu-
ition and contract services.14

Payment of tuition is a universal principle in U.S.
higher education (in both the public and private sec-
tors), so in this respect, community colleges do not
add anything new. State-government support also is
a standard feature. The component that is most dif-
ferent is the local government’s participation, and this
is where the community comes from in the expres-
sion community colleges.

Given the strong role of community participa-
tion in the preparation of local government budgets,
this is one of the sources of legitimacy and respon-
siveness of these colleges to local needs. Community
colleges are answerable to the community. And
the community is a tough customer, one that demands
results. At a dinner attended by one of the authors
offered by Amarillo Community College (Texas,
U.S.A.) in honor of local community leaders, the
school administrators were visibly worried about
making a good impression. At the dinner, the school’s
results and plans would be presented and there was
concern that the community would be sufficiently
impressed which was required to approve the school’s
new budget. Indeed, local government officials have
to be convinced that the college is doing a good job.

The overall cost of education at a community
college is roughly US$4,000 per student per year,
which is equivalent to one half the average annual
tuition at public four-year institutions. Community-
college students pay on average US$1,500 per year.
As with four-year programs, there is an abundant sup-
ply of financial aid visibly in the form of student loans,
provided mainly by the federal government. There are
also ample opportunities for scholarships and tuition
discounts. The system is admittedly geared towards a
lower-income clientele, and its accessibility in terms
of price is one of its most appealing features.

One factor that helps keep costs down is the use
of part-time teaching staff. Many teachers have other
jobs as well, often better paid and more prestigious.

Community colleges take a clear and deliberate
position not to promote research systematically. In
the words of the president of Northern Virginia Com-
munity College, “I think there is a place for
researchers and thinkers … and a place for the worker
bees and the folks who want to get down and dirty
with it.” Only 4% of community-college teachers are
engaged in research. Community-college instructors
are also less qualified than their counterparts at four-
year institutions: most hold a master’s degree but not
a doctorate. In fact, community colleges as a rule
openly avoid hiring Ph.D.’s. Even when such candi-
dates are available (which, actually, is often the case),
they are felt to lack the experience and motivation
required for a course load as heavy as 5 courses per
term.15  According to some administrators, after
spending so much time preparing a dissertation,
Ph.D.’s would become frustrated by the student pro-
file and the non-academic atmosphere.

Notwithstanding, the eschewal of Ph.D.’s is not
universal. In fact; many community colleges tap them
for manning their faculties of arts and sciences, where
students who want to transfer to four year colleges
enroll for a liberal arts education.

The “academics” of a community college are
therefore catering to the transfer program of those
who want to transfer to a four year institution. Re-
medial education is done by adult educators, technical
programs are taught by professionals in the field who,
in addition, may have a master’s degree in education
administration or similar, and the vocational trades

14 In Canada the typical funding breakdown is 60% provin-
cial sources, 20% local support and 20% tuition and services.
15 Union rules limit teaching in Canada to a maximum of 15
hours out of a total of 37 per week.
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are the province of practitioners who have undergone
practical instructional training.

Economic benefits for students

Sufficiently reliable data are available that allow for a
comparison to be drawn between the performance of
community-college graduates and other students who
either have not completed postsecondary education
or have graduated from four-year programs.

Without a doubt, more education makes a dif-
ference. Students who have completed part of the
higher education coursework but did not finish their
degree program earn 10% more on average than work-
ers with only a high-school education.

Each additional year of coursework completed
brings an additional 5%–10% in wages. Compared
with four-year programs, the results are almost pro-
portionate, to the extent that they are equivalent to
the sum of the increases accruing from each year of
study at a four-year-college.

Courses offered at community colleges have also
correlated with a 15% increase in performance by
employed adults. More importantly, the initial gains
do not dissipate over time.

In sum, the economic results are very respect-
able and equivalent per unit of time to those of
four-year-colleges. In addition,  they begin to be felt
after only a few months of attendance. It is precisely
such rapid returns that make these courses attractive
to students who are not able to devote much time
and money to higher education.

The controversial role in social mobility

Community colleges may be a consolation prize but
they are, just as well, a powerful vehicle for social
mobility, serving a clientele that is unable to attend
four-year programs. Typically they attract students
who are not able to support themselves over a four-
year period, especially for a degree that does not
actually prepare them for the workplace. They also
respond to a clientele that is not interested in or is
uncomfortable with theoretical, abstract studies,
which are often a component of the longer programs.
Community colleges, furthermore, have a higher per-
centage of students who are the first ones in their
family to attend an institution of higher learning.

Community colleges very deliberately tailor their
mission and modus operandi to this clientele. Studies
have shown that they offer more personalized atten-
tion and that their teachers are more dedicated to their
students. Survey courses are avoided and the num-

ber of students per class is generally kept low. They
understand that there are serious problems of moti-
vation among a clientele that has an uncertain and
ambivalent attitude towards education; after all, these
are emerging groups in the area of higher education.

Moreover, these students are academically less
gifted and only graduated from high school because
most U.S. states do not have minimum performance
requirements for graduation. This is an astonishing
and not very complimentary feature of the U.S. sec-
ondary education system. Students who have
problems in a given subject area are channeled to-
wards other, easier subjects that are more practical
and less demanding, where it is almost impossible
for them to fail.

The statistics speak for themselves: 41% of com-
munity-college students have to take remedial
courses, some of which are actually at the level of
functional literacy and basic arithmetic. Many stu-
dents have not achieved an eighth-grade reading level
and thus have to take additional remedial courses.
English grammar, for instance, can be taught at a level
as low as the seventh-grade.16

Be that as it may, this is the clientele served by
community colleges. There is a clear policy of open
enrollment for all: A high school diploma is suffi-
cient to ensure acceptance and, for some programs,
not even that is necessary. In fact, high school equiva-
lency programs for school drop-outs constitute a main
line of activity for many community colleges.

The strong point of these schools is that they
work realistically with their clientele, rather than
design their courses on the basis of some dreamed
standard. Given the current state of the U.S. second-
ary education system, the role of community colleges
is to offer education to all comers in an attempt to
make up for that system’s shortcomings. And therein
lies their worth; it is also what makes this experience
instructive for Latin America, which shares these low
performance levels in a significant share of its sec-
ondary education students.

In order to cater to this clientele, there is consid-
erably more concern with teaching methods and
innovations to properly serve this clientele. As Clark
Kerr pointed out, these are virtually the only institu-
tions of higher learning that produce solid advances
in teaching methods, e.g., in the relevance of subjects
taught, use of computers, applied academics,17  etc.).

16 Dante Chinni, “City College”, Washington Post Magazine,
ibid.
17 See Dan Hull, Abre tu mente e abrirás las puertas del futuro
(Waco, Texas: Cord, 1999).
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There is, however, a price attached to this. Stu-
dents who enter a four-year program are more likely
to complete their program than are students having
the same profile who transfer from a community col-
lege after their second year. Community colleges have
a different ethos—students are less driven towards
completing a program—and this gradually erodes
their motivation to continue. On the other hand, there
is evidence suggesting that students that do obtain
their associate’s degree in a community college and
then transfer to a four-year college (some 35% of all
community college graduates) do better in their jun-
ior year than their peers who initiated their studies
in the four-year college.

Community colleges are institutions of contrast.
If, on one hand, they admit high school drop-outs
looking for a second chance and high school gradu-
ates unable to make the cut for a university, on the
other hand, they also recruit fast-track high school
students wishing to enroll while they are still in their
junior or senior year of school, in what is called “dual
enrollment.” Certainly, the customers using this op-
tion, as well as the growing numbers of graduates of
four year programs and people with graduate degrees
who seek applied technological training not avail-
able to them in traditional academic programs are
not the “academically challenged” clientele com-
monly associated with community colleges.

Many researchers and members of universities that
are more academically oriented have leveled serious
attacks against community colleges, accusing them of
undermining students’ ambitions and funneling them
directly into the job market (i.e., cooling out poor stu-
dents by channeling them away from conventional
forms of higher education). Many of these same people
forget, however, that most of these students wouldn’t
even be in higher education if it weren’t for commu-
nity colleges. So, while community colleges may
indeed stunt the academic careers of a few students
who might otherwise have completed a full program
at a four-year institution, the truth is that most com-
munity college students would not be studying at all
if it weren’t for the practical and immediate nature of
the education offered by community colleges.

THE CHANGING FUNCTIONS OF
COMMUNITY COLLEGES

The discussion thus far has focused on describing
community colleges from an outside vantage point,

without delving into their course offerings. Actually,
the appeal of community colleges lies in their evolu-
tion and new roles that they have taken on over time.
It can safely be said that their original function of
offering the first two years of postsecondary educa-
tion is but one of the benefits they offer nowadays,
especially from a Latin American viewpoint.

From junior colleges to multi-purpose
institutions

As indicated before, the original purpose of these
schools was to allow students from smaller cities (or
those with less preparation) to complete the first two
years of postsecondary education in their home town.
Since course content at this level was basically the
same for all majors, there was sufficient economic
justification to operate with the smaller enrollments
than would be required for the multiplicity of careers
of a four year college. Gradually, though, the notion
and practice of the “comprehensive college” has
emerged, a college in which the transfer function
coexists, often not as the primary function, with tech-
nical and vocational training, remedial education,
contract training for firms, continuing education, and
recreational learning. While the associate degree in
liberal or general studies and humanities still consti-
tutes by far the most awarded associate degree with
167,000 degrees conferred in 1996–97—against
77,000 in health professions; 72,000 in business
management and administration services; 20,000 in
engineering-related technologies and 17,000 in pro-
tective services18 —community colleges train today
2/3 of all registered nurses in the US.

Community colleges, it is true, offer a diluted
level of academic preparation; they cannot compare
with the rigor and demands of four-year programs.
But for many students, a more demanding program
is beyond their time availability and academic capa-
bilities.

However, the more personalized attention and
interest that community colleges can offer such stu-
dents should not be underestimated. Many go to these
colleges precisely because the setting is unpretentious
and better tuned to their needs.

But this is not what is most impressive about com-
munity colleges. Kerr would not consider them the
greatest innovation in higher education if all they did

18 American Association of Community Colleges, Pocket
Profile of Community Colleges: Trends and Statistics, AACC,
Washington, DC, third edition, n/d, p. 8
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was offer two years of watered-down, general studies
to economically underprivileged students. In fact,
academically speaking, they offer nothing special at
all. For someone who wouldn’t be able to study in
some other kind of school, it could be a major step
forward. Overall, however, it is nothing extraordinary.

The new path to vocational education

Nowadays, the core function of community colleges
is vocational education. It is the sphere in which they
have grown the most in recent years and which has
given them their strongest identity. At the beginning
of the twentieth century, the United States took a
drastic step, opting for the so-called comprehensive
high schools. The voices of those who wanted to see
vocational schools established alongside academi-
cally-oriented schools—which continues to be the
status quo in Europe—fell on deaf ears. The decision
was taken to create high schools offering various
options under a single roof, depending on the skills
and interests of the students. Students who are more
academically inclined take more science and math
courses and usually choose more difficult courses.
For less ambitious students, less demanding courses
are available. More significant, however, was the
country’s decision to entrust vocational training to
its high schools, in effect having a single institution
look after all the various aspects of education and
vocational training that are offered at this level.

Such a system is not without its attractions, es-
pecially with regard to vocational education. For a
country in which manual labor has always enjoyed
high social esteem, the commingling of manual and
intellectual activities is less problematic than in most
other societies, where differences of class and social
category are much more distinct (including in Eu-
rope). Under the United States’ sphere of influence,
this model was exported—but turned out to be a
major disappointment almost without exception,
despite its relative success in its country of origin.
(The World Bank tried to promote the model in Latin
America, but was unsuccessful).

The success at home was not unqualified, though.
The fact that some academic subjects enjoyed greater
status, coupled with the tendency to push students
who did poorly in the sciences and humanities to-
wards vocational training, undermined this role of
the high schools. With the increasing complexity and
theoretical development of many technical profes-
sions, the amateur-level training provided at high
schools has lost its relevance and ability to respond
to the economy’s needs.

Gradually, community colleges have been mov-
ing into this niche. Vocational training through
two-year programs at the postsecondary level is
steadily taking over from the vocational courses at
secondary schools. Vocational training has migrated
to a higher education and community colleges have
been at the receiving end of that migration. This is
the valuable niche that community colleges occupy
today, and this is where Latin America needs to look
for useful lessons.

“What in the world could we be doing that is
more important than getting people ready to make a
living? It’s got to be greater than studying culture and
the arts. It has got to be linked to how the person
makes a living and feeds their family.”19

Also noteworthy is the fact that most major peda-
gogical innovations are hatched at community
colleges. Granted, not all of them are foci of innova-
tion or creative initiative, but if there is one place
where innovation does exist, it is the community
college. Conventional four-year programs tend to
repeat conventional teaching methodologies. And the
higher the status of the institution, the more con-
ventional the methodology; there’s no use in looking
for pedagogical innovation at elite universities.
Harvard and Yale, for instance, work almost exclu-
sively on the basis of blackboard and chalk. The Media
Center at MIT is the world’s most advanced labora-
tory in terms of state-of-the-art teaching technologies.
In the classrooms next door, however, the professor
holds forth on the latest theories by consulting notes
scribbled on pieces of paper and copying words or
formulas onto the blackboard.

Community colleges, on the other hand, are a
paradise of new teaching technologies—and of in-
novations as well. Some, in fact, do not have a single
traditional classroom. On the first day of classes, stu-
dents are assigned to a workstation equipped with a
computer, a videocassette player, and a course out-
line showing the order in which their classwork is to
be done. The teacher walks around among the stu-
dents and discusses individual problems with each
one. Those who advance more quickly finish the
course sooner.

Today, some 400,000 students are taking courses
via distance learning, making ever greater use of the
Internet. Business incubators are being set up,
schools are organizing practicums or internships at
local companies, there are even businesses that are
run by schools. The schools track the market closely,

19 G. Baker in Jim Naughton, op.cit.
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following developments and adjusting their course
offerings accordingly. Decisions on what courses to
offer hinge on input from business committees (each
committee representing a specific branch of indus-
try), and businessmen are often at the helm of the
schools.

Some schools require that teachers keep track
of where their former students are working. If
they do not find a job, it is viewed as the teacher’s
fault. And if the placement rate does not reach a
preset minimum level (e.g., 75%), the problem is
investigated.

Courses can be quite sophisticated, such as a pi-
lot plant for manufacturing semiconductors; the same
school, however, could offer courses in shoemaking
or leatherworking. If there is a market, there is a
course for it. The corollary is even truer: if there is
no market, then there are no courses. Since students
always have to make some sort of payment (usually
one third the total cost), enrollment is a good market
indicator. It is no secret that students are more inter-
ested in the market when they have to pay, even if
only part of the cost of their education.

In summary, anybody who wants to see innova-
tion in pedagogical methodologies should not waste
time going to the prestigious universities: commu-
nity colleges are the place to go.

Contract training

In conjunction with the vocational training courses
offered directly to students, community colleges in-
creasingly are entering into agreements with
companies to train their future (and present) employ-
ees. Ninety-five percent of community colleges have
such arrangements with companies or the govern-
ment. A full one fifth of all community-college
students are studying under contract with an exter-
nal organization.

“We are affordable. We can design programs
quickly. We can do it faster for less money and we
still have quality.”20  In a way, they’ve become huge
capitalist enterprises that sell courses (in this sense,
they are not much different from the best Latin Ameri-
can technical schools and universities). Obviously
these contracts help to bring them closer to the com-
panies and place them in a privileged position for
understanding their needs. On a recent visit to a com-
munity college, it was possible to see, from the
doorway of the auto mechanics class, a building that
had been put up by Nissan, another by Ford, another
by Toyota, and another by General Motors. Each
building houses a school that trains technical and

management staff for that company’s dealerships. In
the Ford building, students take apart Ford cars, study
Ford manuals, use tools selected by Ford and follow
syllabuses prepared by Ford. The same happens in
each of the other buildings. The company decides on
the course content, class times, and materials. Some
even have paper shredders in the classroom, for in-
structors to destroy the manuals after class and thus
ensure confidentiality.

The trend among major U.S. companies today is
to close their training centers and outsource every-
thing to community colleges. Joining the automobile
manufacturers, Caterpillar and Boeing are already
moving in this direction.

Adult education

On a recent visit to an avionics maintenance shop,
visitors saw that the room next door was occupied
by elderly men and women upholstering chairs. Oth-
ers were weaving baskets, and still others were
learning embroidery.

Given the community-based nature of financing
and decision-making, community colleges play a very
important role in offering courses to students of all
ages. This is clearly a social function and is of inesti-
mable value. It is not vocational training for a
profession, but rather a hobby, occupying the time of
retirees through veiled or open methods of occupa-
tional therapy. Considerable time and resources are
devoted to this activity.

It is not uncommon for a community college to
have 20% of the local population registered for
courses in any given year. Course catalogues are pre-
pared each semester, covering a wide variety of
interests and duration and are mailed out to the en-
tire community.

GOOD FOR THE UNITED STATES,
ALSO GOOD FOR LATIN AMERICA?

A famous American businessman once said that what
was good for his firm was also good for America. Can
we say the same in the case of community colleges
for Latin America? The safest answer to this oft-asked
question is that, in principle, no. There is no single

20 David Pierce, President of the American Association of
Community Colleges, in Jim Naughton, op.cit.
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model that applies everywhere. The best short state-
ment on the subject is that they seem to be an
excellent source of inspiration but not a blueprint.
That is to be understood rather than regretted. There
are no good reasons to imagine that one can or should
transplant an institution from one culture to another,
even though we can learn much by studying them,
as is the case with community colleges.

The first tenet of this paper is that community
colleges offer interesting ideas for education in Latin
America and should thus be the subject of careful
study on our part. The second point is that we are
only able to tap into some of the features offered by
community colleges, basically because it would be
impossible to replicate them exactly in our countries.
Our public sectors lack the necessary flexibility and
dynamism to operate such a comprehensive and flex-
ible institution. And without public subsidies, our
private sectors would be unable to do everything that
community colleges normally do (nearly all of which
are run by the public sector).

In what follows we explore the different dimen-
sions of community colleges, inquiring about its
applicability in Latin America.

Secondary education for the poor:
similarities with Latin America

In Europe, most countries have rigorous examina-
tions at the end of the secondary-education cycle.
Students who do not pass or are discouraged by the
difficulties of academic secondary programs are chan-
neled towards vocational training, technical courses,
or apprenticeships, none of which allow for subse-
quent easy access to university-level education.

The United States—being the only wealthy coun-
try in the world whose high-school graduates are in
some proportion functional illiterates—was forced to
create a subsystem of higher education to compen-
sate for the poor quality of education offered at the
secondary level. Considering that many secondary-
school graduates in Latin America as well have not
truly mastered the official curriculum (and the rea-
sons for this are varied), it would seem that some
program around the lines of community colleges are
a better suited option for Latin America than
Germany’s Fachhochschule or France’s Instituts
Universitaires de Technologie (IUT), especially since
these schools are much more elitist than community
colleges and have rigorous entry conditions.

As mentioned, the jump in secondary-school en-
rollment in several Latin American countries has
created a growing supply of graduates at this level,

with the resulting pressure on higher-education en-
rollment. The only possible outcome in such a
situation would be a drop in the quality of education
received by this emerging clientele. Even if the qual-
ity of the schools remained constant, the schools
themselves will be receiving an ever larger number
of students from lower socioeconomic strata who are
less well equipped to perform well at conventional
schools.

To think that we can continue to offer the same
type of course to students who are progressively more
differentiated is to show extreme insensitivity to the
world that surrounds us. If we are to meet the needs
of this emerging clientele, it won’t be through the
same traditional courses for economics, law, and
management. Moreover, we would be swimming
against the tide by doing so, considering what is hap-
pening in countries that are educationally more
advanced than ours. We must provide an education
that is more practical, more concrete, and closer to
the labor market. We do not need to reinvent new
solutions; the models are here for all to see, and the
model of the community college seems to contain
some promising solutions.

More people take small steps in
social mobility

Natura non facit saltum. Newton claimed that
changes are progressive in nature, not abrupt. The
statement seems apt for social mobility. Even though
spectacular jumps in social mobility strike the pub-
lic imagination (“rags to riches”), they are the
exception, not the rule. Most social mobility is by
small jumps between one generation and the next.
In that sense, the community colleges offer a step-
ping stone for mobility, a smaller but more feasible
advance.

Community colleges are the ideal vehicle of so-
cial mobility for an emerging clientele of students
who are able to finish high schools. Many of the stu-
dents are the first ones in their family to be attending
an institution of higher learning. Courses can be of-
fered at times that are convenient for students and
allow them to work full-time while studying. Monthly
tuition payments can be made more affordable. And
lastly, the courses can be offered close to the market
and provide rapid preparation for immediate access
to that market.

Frustration with the lack of responsiveness of
universities to the development needs of societies is
mounting in Latin America. Despite the surge in uni-
versity enrollments in the past 20 years, with the
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due exceptions, higher education continues to be
accessible only to the privileged segments of
society. Moreover, Latin American universities
have rarely seen their missions encompassing any-
thing other than academic education, and when they
have ventured in the field of short technical pro-
grams they have generally “academicized” it to a
point that has turned it irrelevant for the immediate
requirements of the workplace. By and large, uni-
versities have not done a good job of fostering
partnerships with local communities or industry and
businesses either.

On the other hand, as secondary education cov-
erage increases in Latin America, the quality of
schooling remains high for the few and rather poor
for the many. The diversity in talent and preparation
for post-secondary studies among high school gradu-
ates will only increase over time, as wider shares of
the corresponding cohorts reach this level. A few will
be willing and able to undertake traditional univer-
sity programs. But the majority will be unable to do
so without further support or will prefer to enter the
labor force a soon as possible with something more
than a secondary school diploma.

The alternative of technical schools at the sec-
ondary level has been particularly disappointing in
Latin America. And the attempts to imitate the Ameri-
can comprehensive high schools has been outright
disastrous—as recognized by the World Bank that had
advocated them before.

It is interesting to notice that the job preparation
traditionally offered by American high schools has
been steadily migrating to the post-secondary level,
via community colleges. The same trend to get train-
ing away from secondary technical schools can be
observed in Latin America, even though this remains
a controversial issue. Be that as it may, the trend to
post-pone job preparation is undeniable, creating the
need to design the institutions that will receive the
students at the post-secondary level. This is where
the model of the community college comes to the
forefront.

This, then, is higher education’s new clientele. It
is the profile of the new social groups who are near-
ing the end of their secondary education and are
looking towards higher education. The least that Latin
American societies can do is to offer these students a
kind of postsecondary education that is truly useful
to them. To continue offering more of the same would
not only be extremely shortsighted, it would be wrong
on equity grounds.

Latin America’s conventional post-secondary in-
stitutions have only partially dealt with these needs.

Links with industry and business for curriculum de-
velopment and technical assistance provision are
weak or absent, there is little flexibility in program
design and delivery, no effort is made in providing a
general education alongside technical skills.

Latin American higher education is woefully ill
equipped to deal with students of diverse back-
grounds and interests. What it offers, at best, is
traditional good quality university education for those
who can afford it—both economically and intellec-
tually—and bad quality university education for those
that can’t.

Community colleges bring some intriguing in-
novations to the task of providing post-secondary
education for a diverse population. Not only do the
programs contribute to a better match between study
opportunities and student needs and capacities, but
also the flexible approach to pedagogy, its modest
tuition levels, and its proximity to labor markets
and partnerships with industry contribute to ensure
pertinence.

To be sure, postulating the need for community
colleges in Latin America is a very delicate issue. Con-
sider a typical accusation: The wealthy offspring of
the privileged classes will be able to pursue a univer-
sity education in traditional majors that will prepare
them to take over the reins of economic, political,
and intellectual power. Since the poor are only now
coming to the doors of higher education, let’s give
them something simple and unpretentious to keep
them content so they won’t bring down the level of
our elite, public universities. This is the same cool-
ing-out argument, that can be read in the United
States.

While the argument above is cast in a very nega-
tive tone, it essentially sums up the situation of all
the countries that are out ahead of us in terms of
education—and there are quite a few of them. With-
out belaboring the point, there would appear to be
only two options from a practical standpoint:
either provide differentiated education, with nuances
that allow for varying student profiles (with the poor-
est students being directed towards education
targeted specifically at students from poor back-
grounds), or provide equal schooling for all, which
would lead ultimately to a more hostile, dysfunc-
tional system for students having less-than-optimal
educational backgrounds. No other options have
been found in the real world, even though the uto-
pias abound.

As stated by the dean of students at a U.S. com-
munity college, “most of us are cognizant that people
are looking for a way to make a living, not necessar-
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ily becoming cultured. They want to get through
their business and computer science courses and get
out there and get a job. At least some of them think
that studying liberal arts is a waste of time. There is
some impatience with things like freshman compo-
sition. They don’t think they are going to have to
write anything.”21

Many if not all industrialized countries are grap-
pling with serious equity issues, and their educational
policies reflect these options. Even so, they do not
offer identical higher education for all. They have
realized that a family’s socio-cultural setting deter-
mines characteristics that even the most expensive
of schools cannot counterbalance. By the time stu-
dents reach postsecondary education, they already
have different interests, priorities, and—most impor-
tantly—scholastic aptitudes. The best that can be
done in an imperfect world is to design schools that
are better able to further develop each student’s po-
tential (here the meaning is not genetic potential, since
the impact of the environment is already enormous
by the time children reach school age and schools do
little to offset these initial handicaps).

In Latin America, debate on this topic has been
monopolized by those who prefer the comfort of uto-
pias to the discomfort of the real world. It is sheer
hypocrisy or wishful thinking to imagine that Latin
America could create a fairer system than the ones
already created by nations with considerably more
resources allocated to education and with a commit-
ment to equity that is infinitely stronger than ours. If
those countries found it necessary to create a divided,
differentiated system of higher education, how can
we expect to do otherwise in our hemisphere?

For this dual-level solution to be acceptable ethi-
cally, every effort needs to be made to ensure that all
screening is based on scholastic aptitude rather than
socioeconomic background. The rich should not have
an entitlement to the more elite programs; the poor
need to have the same rights of access, and must be
admitted, when their academic profile so justifies.
Elitism should be intellectual, not social. But above
all, the quality of primary and secondary education
need drastic improvements.

In order to stress the dilemma, the authors have
chosen not to express it in diplomatic or politically
correct, terms. The bottom line, however, is that it is
better to have short courses of studies for poor stu-
dents and longer courses for rich students, than to
have long course of studies for the rich and nothing
at all that will suit the poor. Those who disagree
should present real life examples of alternative solu-
tions. One more recycled utopia is not enough.

The financial equation must accommodate
the less affluent

As will become clearer in the arguments presented in
subsequent sections, the coffers of most governments
cannot bear the costs of expanding public education
at the post-secondary level. Whether we like or not
the ethical implication of this financial and political
reality, there seem to be no escape from it in the time
horizon that we are dealing with.

Therefore, we have to seriously consider the
practicalities of opening post-secondary education for
the new generation of poorer students that increas-
ingly are finishing their high school degrees.

The recent Brazilian scene illustrates the situa-
tion. It was hoped that the explosive increase in high
school graduations and the equally dramatic expan-
sion in vacancies in private colleges would open the
doors to a significant change in the social composi-
tion of higher education. Until a few years ago,
qualified observers of the educational scene were
betting on this fresh influx of working class students.
Yet, the numbers that are being collated in the last
three years have cooled down such expectations.

Private colleges cannot charge less than the
equivalent of 1.5 times the minimum wage per month.
Mean tuition values lie around two times the mini-
mum wage. This is more than the new generation of
less affluent students can afford. To everybody’s dis-
appointment, the new wave of expansion has hardly
changed the social composition of students and the
expansion in enrollment seems to be coming to a halt.
Hundreds of thousands of poorer students enroll ex-
haust their family savings and have to quit in the
middle.

Two-year programs, if nothing else, last half the
time, and therefore, they cost, at most, half the costs.
In fact, they can cost less than conventional colleges.
In an imperfect world, they are the best available al-
ternative to those students.

Pedagogical innovation:
Different students need different classrooms

Technological advances hold out vast potential for
the education field in such areas as recent develop-
ments in cognitive psychology as well as computers,
television, and other tools. In wealthy countries, these
are just one more of the available luxuries, something
that is adopted if, for no other reason, because the

21 Cyrilla Vessey, ibid.
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technology exists. We, however, can and need to make
more rational use of available technology. We need
to harness technology precisely because we lack the
high-quality human resources that would allow us
to provide a good education for all. Technology broad-
ens the scope of influence of excellent instructors
and materials, much more so than would be possible
through conventional formats. A class taught by an
excellent teacher and recorded on video can be re-
produced for thousands of students at negligible cost.
And the ultimate bottleneck to growth with quality
is excellent teachers.

So, we must think of ways to use these new tech-
nologies in education, not as a luxury or as the
culmination of a process of pedagogical enhancement,
but rather as an expedient manner to quickly repli-
cate the best experience around.

This is where the model of the community col-
leges can teach us some lessons. While four-year
schools tend to be very conservative in their teach-
ing methods, even in the United States, some
community colleges can be a major source of inspi-
ration since the education they provide is low cost,
innovative, and tuned to a broad-base of students.
They are not a pedagogical laboratory for the rich,
with constructivist professors who are meticulously
reinventing all the world’s knowledge, albeit for a few.
They provide education for the masses.

As a side comment, eminent Latin American edu-
cators often visit the United States. Their hosts are
almost always at the elite universities that can afford
to be casual—of not outright careless—with peda-
gogy and classroom management. This is because they
receive the very best students who are able to pro-
ceed on their own and can overcome poor classroom
practices. Therefore, such visitors miss the most ex-
citing developments in the art of teaching, because it
takes place in the community colleges that they hardly
ever visit. Equally unfortunate, administrators and
teachers of poorer institutions and short post-second-
ary education hardly ever travel. Therefore, our
educators miss one of the most powerful lessons of
community colleges: their religious devotion to ad-
justing classrooms to the mass of the poorly prepared
students that they receive.

Perhaps the most admirable trait of American
community colleges is their devotion to the clien-
teles they have. While few would admit or choose to
express it this way, most schools would like to have
the best possible students, from the highest possible
social extraction. And many succumb to the tempta-
tion of trying to move up the academic ladder, what
has been called the “academic drift”. Latin American

schools catering to modest clienteles cannot wait for
the time when they upgrade their clienteles and pro-
grams. A most dramatic example is the Brazilian
federal technical and technological programs that
effectively became schools for the elites, completely
distorting their original roles.

While academic drift can be found here and there
in the community colleges, what predominates is a
clarity of purposes and a deliberate devotion to offer-
ing what is perceived as the best for the modest
clienteles that approach them. Their pride is to be
able to work with students who are among the weak-
est to reach the post-secondary level. Their goal is
not to become Harvard but to be better than Harvard
in dealing with the students they have.

The market imperative in two-year programs:
no demand, no training

Four-year colleges educate people to adjust to change
quickly. Most programs are ill-focused on specific
jobs. At their best, they impart broad and generic skills
and prepare their graduates to catch up with the learn-
ing required to perform the jobs that correspond to
the diplomas. However, with a growth in enrollment
that is several times faster than traditional occupa-
tion expand, such colleges throw into the market a
very large proportion of graduates who will never find
a job that corresponds to what is written on the di-
ploma. Ultimately, what was meant to be professional
education in Latin America, turns out to be just four
more years of education, preparing the graduate to
go to a diffuse market and use their “learning-to-
learn” skills to adjust to whatever jobs they can find.

There is nothing intrinsically wrong with this
solution for a major fraction of the college-bound
population. In a modern economy, there are more
positions requiring four years of education than those
requiring the same length of schooling teaching some-
thing closely related to them. In other words, there
are few positions where graduates of schools of eco-
nomics can deploy the theories learned. Yet, those
graduates that cannot find those few jobs are em-
ployed in jobs where their ability to read, write,
articulate ideas and solve problems is required.

Be that as it may, this solution is not appropriate
to a large share of the cohort that today attends higher
education and, in particular, to those that are now
being able to complete secondary education. And is
so for several reasons.

● Their ability to deal with abstraction – in the form
of theories that do not exactly match the real
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world – is much more limited. To develop their
minds they need far more concrete subjects. It is
not that they cannot learn but their learning
needs more contextualization and more concrete
subject matters.

● Their ability and willingness to wait four years
in order to graduate is much less. They need re-
sults quicker. They are poorer.

● The initial wages of those taking four years of
humanities or social sciences are rather low and
their progress slow. These clienteles need good
wages right away.

Therefore, what suits them best are the technical
or vocational courses offering a thorough prepara-
tion for concrete jobs. As a matter of fact, in modern
economies, the growth in middle-level technical jobs
is much greater than the growth in demand for the
skills displayed by graduates of four-year colleges.

In the United States, two-year programs are lead-
ing to well-paid jobs in their respective fields. The
top five programs by starting salary in 1997 in the
US were dental hygiene ($31,750), manufacturing
processes technology ($30,675), telecommunica-
tions/interactive information specialist ($29,268).
Physical therapy assistant and registered nursing fol-
low closely behind.22  Such wages can be significantly
higher than those earned by four-year-college gradu-
ates in their initial working years.

This is because a much higher degree of special-
ization is called for in these jobs. The graduates need
to learn a heavy load of job-specific skills in order to
be productive from day one. If the program does not
prepare students for their respective jobs, it is of little
use. Since graduates of such technical programs come
to the jobs with a clear-cut and almost complete
preparation, they produce more from the start and,
therefore, earn higher wages.

The flipside of the coin is that this specialized
preparation leaves less time for the acquisition of
general knowledge—that is the hallmark of a four-
year college. The immediate payoffs are greater
because of the quick transfer of skills to the perfor-
mance of the jobs. However, there is less flexibility
and less margin for error.

If the two-year course of studies does not land
them in a job where the skills can be used, they are
hurt by their smaller ability to learn quickly and ad-
just to whatever job they get. In other words, when
they hit the target, the prizes are higher. If they miss
it, the losses are also larger.

Therefore, in order to be a good investment in
human capital, courses lasting less time have to be

much more concerned with the market for their
graduates. An overarching concern with the job mar-
ket is one of the core features of these shorter
vocational programs. In this particular, community
colleges offer many lessons and experiences in the
fine-tuning of course offerings to local job markets.
Latin Americans are well advised to watch carefully
what graduates do, regardless of the particular model
of short-duration programs they choose to adopt.

Titles and status do matter

When talk turns to human capital and investments,
there is a tendency to focus on the aspects of educa-
tion that can have an impact on productivity and
overlook what the sociologists tell us. Actually, the
individual decision to continue one’s studies is influ-
enced very deeply by the symbolic value of a degree.
A degree brings status, which is a perception of self-
worth or a feeling of belonging to a higher stratum.
It is not a question of agreeing or disagreeing, but
rather acknowledging that higher education is much
more than just rates of return on investment.

That said, the name given to the degree is an
important issue, maybe not for the right reasons but
it is important and it affects individuals’ behavior.
Courses that are viewed as leading to less prestigious
degrees fail to attract potential candidates. The Brit-
ish got it right when, with one fell swoop of the pen,
they changed all their polytechnics into university col-
leges. Cost-free, simple, and painless. Schools
everywhere soon followed suit, adding that magic
word to their name: university.

So, the name to be given to these courses is an
important matter and not one without consequences.
There is no intrinsic value in any specific name: the
distinction between postsecondary, higher education
and university is all in people’s minds. There is noth-
ing inherent in any of these terms. No amount of
tweaking will create meaning where there is none.As
K. Popper would say, use alone will define them.

What name should they be given? Technical
schools? Technological institutes? Associate degrees
(to use the term adopted in the United States)?
Unfortunately, this is an issue of not negligible im-
portance.

But it is not, as many people in Latin America
believe, the definitive factor upon which hinges the
failure or success of the community college model.

22 American Association of Community Colleges, Pocket Pro-
file of Community Colleges cit., p. 8
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In countries, as in Chile and Argentina, where there
is a large sector of institutions devoted solely to two-
year programs, enrollments on such institutions are
a significant proportion (up to 40%) of the overall
higher education enrollment. These students must
have had to overcome the prestige issue, at least in
the measure necessary to tolerate the “ignominy” for
a greater good.

Secondly, nothing attracts students as good qual-
ity. It is quite possible that this reticence to enroll in
short programs is due to the entirely accurate per-
ception that existing programs have little to offer by
way of marketable skills. In this scenario students
are not evading vocational and technical schools for
considerations of status, but because they are ratio-
nal consumers. The chances opened by a university
degree are as much a function of having the degree
than of what one has learned in the process of get-
ting it. Yet, this is not the case with technical diplomas
that traditionally do not carry much in terms of sta-
tus or privilege. Therefore an investment on a degree
without skills, as justifiable it might be in the case of
a university degree, is an entirely useless outcome of
a technical program.

The problem of the feasibility of community col-
leges in Latin America seems to be an issue of supply,
not demand. There are not enough places being of-
fered. Persuasion needs to be leveled towards
potential suppliers, rather than potential customers.

Having said that, there are good reasons for be-
ing concerned with the symbolic meanings of the
diplomas. It nothing else, it is cheap.

Argentina presents an interesting example of us-
ing the law to boost the prestige of diplomas. A
relatively recent development in Argentina worth fol-
lowing is the colegio universitario. Argentina has
1,800 non-university postsecondary institutions,
called terciarios, the majority of which are public.
They were allowed in 1995 to partner with a univer-
sity to offer transfer programs to their students. A
terciario with a transfer agreement with a university—
which entails a supervisory relationship, called
accreditation—can call itself university college. To
date some 300 terciarios have transformed into uni-
versity colleges.23

Certification and accreditation:
the intricacies of Latin America

In the United States, most professions lack anything
comparable to the European tradition of certifying
virtually all occupations. In fact, very few higher edu-
cation occupations in the United States are governed

by legislation or even less by federal norms. Accredi-
tation of graduates is also more the exception than
the norm. The exceptions are those fields that pose
risks or security issues for service users. These are
usually governed by federal systems for individual
certification, e.g., the health professions, airplane
pilots and mechanics, truck drivers. Some voluntary
certification systems also exist, e.g., for automobile
mechanics. Fields in which labor unions have a
strong presence (e.g., the construction industry) also
have such systems, which are often linked up to ap-
prenticeship schemes. But overall, there is little
government accreditation and certification.

In contrast, Latin America has profuse legisla-
tion on accreditation of institutions and licensing for
professional practice. This is not the place to discuss
this feature of Latin American education but merely
to notice that it introduces great rigidities and make
responses to the market slower and more imperfect.

However, the situation is somewhat different for
the occupations in which two year programs provide
training. The regulated professions are mainly those
with four or five years of university preparation. The
so-called technical professions have not yet been
taken over by entry restrictions based on diploma.
The construction industry is perhaps the one most
fraught with professional certifications and regula-
tions. The newer fields are still relatively unregulated.

In fact, for such programs, there is less control
in the form of certification or accreditation of the
institutions. The main constraints are the legal im-
position of official curricula. This is an obvious
problem, especially in new fields where technology
is changing so quickly. Furthermore, it complicates
experimentation and incremental changes in cur-
ricula, programs, and content.

Anyone who is interested in offering such courses
essentially has one important decision to make: fol-
low the official curriculum and accreditations, or
leave all that aside and risk the test of the market?
The good choice depends on how rigid are existing
curricula and norms and how removed from the
market realities. In different countries, the situation
might be different.

On the side of officialdom is the comfort, peace
of mind and market benefit of being able to say that
the course follows official guidelines. The other side

23 See Alberto C. Taquini (hijo), La Transformación de la
Educación Superior Argentina: de las nuevas universidades a
los colegios universitarios, Academia Nacional de Educación,
Buenos Aires, 2000.
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of the coin is that these curricula are always outdated
and, when all is said and done, one still has to pass
the market test.

Bridges to four-year programs:
are they possible?

In the United States, two-year programs were de-
signed as a bridge that provided a link to traditional
four-year programs. Although this preparatory func-
tion has gradually fallen by the wayside, the bridges
continues to exist, i.e., the possibilities of transfer-
ring to a four-year program upon completion of the
two years of study at a community college. Further-
more, some public universities have established
branch campuses within the campus of a commu-
nity college, making it possible for a transfer student
to continue with his college junior and senior year in
the same location where he obtained his associates’
degree.

The first operational engineering courses offered
in Brazil were created according to the philosophy
that they should provide some sort of bridge to regu-
lar engineering. To be sure, reason that they failed is
due precisely to the distorted logic that was applied,
whereby the curriculum was tailored to the require-
ments of the bridge or transfer function.24  In order
for these technicians’ curriculum to be equivalent to
the first two years of engineering education, the pro-
gram was bogged down with theory courses, leaving
no time for practical training. Graduates would lack
any meaningful practical training. They would not
have the necessary practical background that would
enable them to find a job. Furthermore, they would
also be lacking in math and physics compared to
regular engineering schools. It ended up being a
mini-course in engineering, one in which both theory
and practical training were sacrificed. If applied and
technical training is shortchanged in an attempt to
make the student “university-ready,” a serious mis-
take is made, because what gets lost is the courses’
practical-training component. Such courses need to
remain geared towards the labor market.

The possibility of transfer did not materialize in
the US or Canada overnight. It had to be, and to some
extent continues to be fought for every program and
with every university, which often entails negotiation
of curricula. Removing obstacles to transfer is the job
description of transfer offices in community colleges
throughout the US and Canada. There is, however,
significant progress in this matter in some US states,
where four and two year colleges share the same code
for transferable courses. Transfer in North America

is not restricted to those who obtained an associate
degree in general education or humanities. Techni-
cal alumni can transfer as well, but because of the
applied nature of their instruction, they cannot ac-
complish it right away and need to take extra classes,
called “bridges” in Canada, through which they ac-
quire the academics of the next level of education.
This is why vocational and technical programs are
not “terminal.”

The traditional lack of general education in uni-
versity programs in Latin America and the early
professionalization of curricula, pose a major obstacle
to transfer. The first two years of an engineering
school is crowded with theory courses (physics, cal-
culus etc) which are required in order to take the
courses offered in the last two years. Very rarely are
there optional courses. Just about all of them will
have to be taken by all students. That being the case,
a two-year course that aspires to have its student
transfer to a bachelors program will be forced to of-
fer just about the same courses. In other words, it
will be a clone of the first two years of the bachelors
program. The obvious implication is that it can hardly
offer anything applied or different. In such rigid ca-
reers as engineering, the chances of creating bridges
are close to zero. Two years of liberal arts or voca-
tional courses will simply not coincide with the first
two years of law, psychology, engineering or veteri-
nary medicine.

Summing up, the Canadian bridges notion could
be deployed in Latin America to allow for the possi-
bility of transfer from a technical program to a
university one, thus avoiding the blunting of the tech-
nical edge of the program in the attempt of making it
transferable. Although conciliation efforts were made
to articulate a liberal arts two years’ general educa-
tion curriculum into a traditional professional Latin
American university program, the fact remains that
transfer is the most elusive aspect of the model when
we think of its chances of taking root in Latin
America.

Ultimately the problem lies with the highly struc-
tured and vocational nature of university programs.
And given the asymmetry of power, four year pro-
grams are unlikely to change in order to accommodate
the needs of the students for short programs. Any
progress in this area is not within the power of those
who operate or regulate short programs.

24 See Cláudio M. Castro and Fernando Spagnolo, “Carreiras
superiores curtas na área tecnológica: erros e acertos da
experiência brasileira” (mimeograph).
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The exceptions that can be observed in Latin
America are all in institutions that operate both the
short and the bachelors’ courses. They have the in-
terest in attracting their short-program students into
two additional years of study. Therefore, they adjust
the curricula of the bachelors’ courses in order to
accommodate the transfers.

What should we expect from the public
sectors?

Public higher education in Latin America is in the
midst of a serious crisis brought on by increased de-
mand, tight budgets and a legislation that has created
both distortions and limitations. One of the lessons
from American community colleges is that rules need
to be flexible and able to adapt in a way that public-
sector constraints do not allow. Costs may be too high
for what is actually achieved in many courses. In other
cases, while per student costs are modest, results are
very disappointing. The public sector lacks funds and
hesitates to spur innovation, change paradigms and
upset the status quo. If that were not enough, public
universities in some countries are voicing strong op-
position to shorter courses on ideological grounds.

Given the default of the public sector, the full-
fledged community-college model cannot be
implemented by the private sector. The comprehen-
sive nature of this model would require public
funding in order to offer the broad menu of programs
that serve its core clientele which comes from disad-
vantaged socioeconomic backgrounds.

Consequently, in most countries, the private
sector has taken the lead in reshaping higher educa-
tion. Yet, the private sector will only be able to
implement those parts of this model that can be
funded by the students themselves. In particular,
what is thriving in recent years are the two or three
year course in business, health professions, comput-
ers and electronics.

In conclusion, this is an area in which the public
sector has an undeniable calling, but under current
conditions it is highly unlikely that the public insti-
tutions will take a significantly more proactive
approach. This leaves a vast market open for the pri-
vate sector, which conceivably will be the fastest
growing segment in the coming years.

It would be unrealistic, however, to expect the
private sector to tackle this task equipped only with
its own financing, especially since short-duration
courses are normally offered by small-scale opera-
tors. As is the case with small businesses in general,
public subsidies will be necessary in order to

defray the start-up costs involved in creating quality
courses with good materials and properly prepared
instructors.

Indeed, even if the public sector cannot or is not
willing to become a major player in the operation of
such programs, it still has a major role to play. A criti-
cal point for public-sector responsibility in this area
is that, in order to set up serious two-year programs,
a sizeable investment needs to be made in develop-
ing curricula, preparing teaching materials, writing
textbooks, and training instructors. Without such
investments, which were made by the public sector
in the case of Europe and the United States, the ef-
fort becomes an exercise in improvisation, as occurred
in Argentina and Chile.

In these two countries, the bulk of responsibility
for postsecondary education was left to the private
sector. The schools that took an interest in the area
were mostly small and relatively poor. They had nei-
ther the resources not the intellectual capabilities to
invest in developing high quality programs. The out-
come was that most courses are improvised and are
lacking in any kind of creativity or quality. This has
hurt them and risks marring the reputation of an area
that has not yet had a chance to consolidate and has
yet to affirm itself and establish its status.25

COMMUNITY COLLEGES SHOULD INSPIRE
LATIN AMERICA

As should have become clear from what was presented
above, arguments to clone community colleges in
Latin America are pointless. In principle, institutions
are not transferable to other cultures. They always
need significant adaptations and transformations to
be able to thrive elsewhere. Many of the functions of
community colleges need public funding, due to the
modest economic status of its typical clienteles. And
at present, except in a few countries, it does not seem
that such subsidies are forthcoming.

That leaves the private sector with the task of
developing two to three year programs at the post-
secondary level. And funding its activities out of
tuition from students alone, what can be done is much
more limited than the broad menu of services offered

25 See Cláudio de Moura Castro and Juan Carlos Navarro,
“Will the invisible hand fix Latin American private educa-
tion?” in Private Prometheus, op. cit.
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in the community colleges. One would hope that
governments would at least support the development
of materials, teacher training, curricula etc. Convinc-
ing the government that such tasks are beyond the
means of small colleges and schools is one key ele-
ment in the relevant policies in this area.

But even within this narrower menu, the long
experience in the United States with associate degrees
and post-secondary technical programs yields many
important lessons that can greatly benefit Latin
America:

● It makes much sense to offer post secondary
courses that are much shorter than a bachelor’s
and much more focused on the specific occupa-
tions. This statement should be understood as a
plea for massive growth in such programs. North
America and Europe graduate more students in
such shorter courses than in the regular four-year
programs. The economies of Latin America are
not that different.

● Short programs require much more attention to
markets. The rule is simple, no demand, no train-
ing. When well targeted, they are splendid
investments. When they miss the market, the loss
is much greater than in the case of longer courses
where the “learning to learn” component is of-
ten more important than the specific content of
the program.

● Such courses tend to be a privileged path to so-
cial mobility. They are far more appropriate to

less affluent students who, in their majority, can-
not afford long courses, do not want to wait much
longer for results and have difficulties in coping
with abstract content. But the ideological barri-
ers are still serious.

● Like other levels of higher education, the sym-
bolic content of the diplomas and certificates is
powerful. Rates of return are only a part of the
equation. Therefore, programs can benefit from
words that convey status and importance

● Contrary to the American scene, official cur-
ricula, rigidities in accreditation and excess
bureaucracy can be serious hurdles that cannot
be underestimated.

● Given the rigidities in the curricula of bachelor’s
programs, the much touted transfer function of
community colleges is not at all applicable in
Latin America. Courses, in principle, do not per-
mit such transfers, unless they are disfigured
beyond the point where they retain some market
functionality.

● Attention to teaching and classroom technology
is one of the distinguishing features of commu-
nity colleges that Latin Americans are well
advised to consider

● Community colleges are devoted to their students
and take as pride in their ability to bring them to
their fullest potential. This is stark contrast to
other institutions that disdain such students. This
may be one of the most powerful messages that
community colleges can convey.
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INTRODUCTION: PURPOSE OF THIS PAPER

The English-speaking Caribbean needs to keep pace
with challenges of worldwide change in the develop-
ment process. At the macro level, the need is to
identify or create conditions for success in the eco-
nomic niches appropriate for the region. One
fundamental requirement in this process is to build
the area’s human resources. A well-educated and
trained populace will enable countries in the Carib-
bean to grow, even under the conditions of uncertainty
and change that now prevail. While certainly basic
literacy and numeracy skills must be emphasized,
human resource development must proceed at all lev-
els. All countries need to build the quality of their
skilled workers, technicians, managers, and profes-
sionals through a wide variety of expanded and
higher-quality post-secondary institutions.

A basic assumption of this paper is that the re-
gion especially needs to strengthen the institutions
that provide post-secondary non-academic education
and training. The need for “middle-level manpower”
—skilled workers and technicians in industry, com-
merce, and services, especially those with
communications, information technology and inter-
personal skills – is increasing throughout the world,
as much or more than the need for professionals and
managers with BA or higher degrees. The changing
world economic context, increasing global demand
for higher-order skills, and the nature of the
Caribbean’s options for economic growth will require
a larger and more effective set of these post-second-
ary institutions.

This paper synthesizes the issues and possible
policies and approaches needed to strengthen post-

secondary non-academic institutions in five Carib-
bean countries—Bahamas, Barbados, Guyana,
Jamaica, and Trinidad & Tobago. It is based mainly
on country case studies examining the institutional
framework for provision of post-secondary educa-
tion. The paper examines the justification for
expanding post-secondary education, and then as-
sesses the current status of these institutions and
outlines an agenda for reform, growth, financing, and
institutional strengthening. The paper identifies
needs for new structures, relationships, and models
among these institutions, and concludes with a dis-
cussion of ways that the IDB could support the
strengthening of delivery of education and training
in the region.

The paper does not seek to identify the size or
extent of demand for middle-level manpower in the
Caribbean, as detailed information on labor market
expectations is not available. In any event, projec-
tions of needs for explicit occupations and skills are
inherently uncertain because of the region’s chang-

1 This report was prepared for the Inter-American Develop-
ment Bank by Laurence Wolff (Consultant), with the assis-
tance of Ms. Lucrecia Palacios, and edited by Ms. Joanne
Omang. Ms. Michelle Fryer, of the Social Programs Division
(RE3/SO3), coordinated the study with the assistance of
Ms. Sabine Aubourg-Rieble (COF/CTT), Ms. Everett Allen
(COF/CJA), and Mr. Jorge Torres (COF/CBH). The study
is based upon diagnostic research and stakeholder
consultancies conducted by the Association of Canadian
Community Colleges in The Bahamas, Barbados, Jamaica,
and Trinidad & Tobago; and by Laurence Wolff in Guyana..
The consultants’ views and opinions expressed in this study
do not necessarily represent those of the Bank’s Manage-
ment or its member countries.
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ing economic outlook, as well as the impossibility of
foreseeing technological change.

GLOBAL TRENDS IN TRAINING
MIDDLE-LEVEL MANPOWER

The new world economy is characterized by the
increased knowledge that production and services
require, the near-zero cost of communications, and
rapid changes in knowledge. Work now moves
quickly towards wherever human resources and
other factors of production are of higher quality
and lower cost. Services are also increasingly im-
portant components of the world economy.
Competition is increasingly based on the quality of
human resources, as lower-level skills become less
needed.

These developments create increasing impor-
tance in education and training for higher-order skills:
mathematics, communications, information technol-
ogy literacy, and the capacity to learn and adjust and
to work in groups. Learning will increasingly become
life-long as technology continues to change job con-
tent. In developed countries, a complete secondary
education will soon be the minimum for all new en-
trants to the job market. The need for workers with
post-secondary or “tertiary” education2 will also in-
crease rapidly.3

A basic assumption of this paper is that post-sec-
ondary education will increase rapidly in the world,
but that much of this growth ought to be
below the university level in institutions that pro-
vide a variety of diplomas, certificates and
qualifications after one to three years of education
and training. A higher education system based solely
on a single undifferentiated academic model should
be avoided as inappropriate to a highly differentiated
labor market.

The importance of differentiated higher educa-
tion has been emphasized by many policy leaders
and analysts. It was first articulated some 40 years
ago by Clark Kerr, then chancellor of the California
higher education system . After some delay, most
European nations have embraced the concept (as
seen in OECD policies). Most recently, IDB and
World Bank policy papers have emphasized its im-
portance in developing countries (World Bank3,
Salmi, de Moura Castro). In fact, short-term modu-
larized post-secondary skill-training programs, often
provided by the private sector, have burgeoned

worldwide.
Unlike institutions of primary and secondary

education, and unlike academic bodies, education and
training programs below the BA level are usually at-
tuned to skills needed in the labor market. They
deliver a combination of specific and generic skills
and knowledge related to jobs. They provide Associ-
ates of Arts (AA) degrees, diplomas, and certificates
of all sorts, which in some cases are recognized na-
tionally or internationally and in other cases are
simply given by the institutions themselves. These
institutions have a wide variety of school-to-work
transitions—e.g., “sandwich” courses, internships,
“dual” training, in-plant training, etc. At their best
they combine theory and practice, with curricula
based on competencies expected on the job and with
instructors who have both practical and academic
credentials. Institutions like these need to be agile
enough to change quickly as the labor market
changes. They also need articulation with lower and
upper levels of training and with accreditation sys-
tems so that students get recognition for the skills
they gain.

There are many different post-secondary non-
university models. The most well-known example
is North American “community colleges,” which cur-
rently enroll 40 percent of all post-secondary
education students in the United States (USA) and
similar ratios in Canada. These colleges usually have
three concurrent missions—to prepare students for
the labor market, provide remedial training for those
whose secondary education experience was inad-
equate, and allow some students to continue their
studies at the BA level. More and more, they are
reaching adults with a wide variety of programs de-
signed to upgrade skills or provide life-long learning
of all types.

2 The term “post-secondary” in this report means all educa-
tion and training programs of any length directed at those
who have completed secondary education. “Tertiary” educa-
tion can have the same meaning, but is usually restricted to
officially recognized formal programs.
3 The United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Or-
ganization (UNESCO), defines three levels of “tertiary” edu-
cation. “The International Standard Classification of
Education (ISCED) level 4 education” refers to programs lead-
ing to less than a BA degree and usually lasting one, two or
three years beyond the secondary level. These institutions
and others providing post-secondary training are the subject
of this paper. “ISCED level 5” refers to BA degrees, and “level
6” to advanced or professional degrees.



POST- SECONDARY EDUCATION IN THE CARIBBEAN: CHALLENGES AND OPPORTUNITIES     63

Different models exist in Europe. France has de-
veloped “technological institutes” (IUTs), which offer
technical studies below the BA level. Increasingly
aware of the need for this kind of education and train-
ing, countries such as Portugal and Spain have
developed a wide range of technical post secondary
programs. The United Kingdom recently began de-
veloping post-secondary institutions to provide
“foundation skills” other than a BA. Not far from the
English-speaking Caribbean, Venezuela has many
public and private institutions offering two-year post-
secondary programs in business and technical
subjects.

A number of labor market studies have docu-
mented the growth of need for this level of education
and training. A recent U.S. Department of Labor
Monthly Labor Review reported that jobs requiring
an “associate degree” will be the fastest-growing job
group from 2000 to 2010, rising 32 percent. Post-
secondary education of all types will be required in
29 percent of all U.S. jobs until 2010, but it will be
needed in 42 percent of new jobs during that period.
Another 27.5 percent of jobs will require moderate-
to long-term job training, which could be delivered
in part by post-secondary institutions.

A study of labor market needs in the province of
New Brunswick, Canada, estimated that 80
percent of new jobs there will require post-second-
ary education, about half from community colleges
and half from BA-granting institutions (according to
the ACCC). A British government higher-education
white paper proposes that post-secondary education
in the United Kingdom should progressively enroll
50 percent of the 18-to-30-year-old population,
mainly through two-year “foundation” degrees.

The growth of institutions of this type is part of
a continuing tendency to raise the workforce’s level
of basic academic skills to at least the full secondary
level, and at the same time to delay specific job-re-
lated training to post-secondary years. The
separation between vocational/technical education
and “academic” education is narrowing as workers
come to need more mathematics and communica-
tions skills, especially in information technology.
This change is occurring in a variety of ways: com-
bining curricula by adding more academic courses
to voc/tech, or more voc/tech to academic; or by
integrating both in one kind of course, reducing the
institutional distance between the two tracks so stu-
dents can move from one to the other; and by
arranging longitudinal relationships so that over
time adults and workers can move into or out of
these modalities (Raffe). This means that training

programs run by Ministries of Labor, autonomous
agencies, or the private sector are increasingly post-
secondary in nature.

It is logical that post-secondary programs would
be more important than academic and professional
programs in developing countries, where labor mar-
ket demands are lower for scientific, research and
professional cadres. Such programs can also play an
important remedial role as they do in the USA, tak-
ing in secondary school graduates who still lack basic
skills and are therefore likely to be unemployed, and
upgrading their “employability.” Finally, these insti-
tutions can provide “life-long learning” opportunities
that adults increasingly need as technological change
accelerates.

The private sector is increasingly important
worldwide as a user, provider and financier of edu-
cational services. The old model of an education
system fully financed and provided by the public sec-
tor is disappearing. It is being replaced by a wide
variety of financing schemes, governance, and incen-
tives to encourage more effective, equitable, and
higher-quality educational services. The result is a
wide variation in provision of educational services
by public and private institutions. In this new set-
ting, the critical policy issue is to set the rules to let
public institutions become increasingly market- and
client-oriented and to encourage the private sector
to meet public-policy goals.

THE ECONOMIC CONTEXT

Economic Challenges and Opportunities

The five countries that are the subject of this study
are all small in size and population. Jamaica has the
most people at 2.6 million; Trinidad & Tobago has
1.3 million; Guyana 760,000, Bahamas 305,000; and
Barbados 270,000 (Table 1). This reality makes these
countries highly subject to external shocks.

All have low population growth, 1 percent per
annum or less, and a “demographic window of op-
portunity”—a decline in birth rates that creates a
population with a lower percentage of dependents,
i.e., those either too young or too old for the labor
market. For the population group that is the usual
target of post-secondary education, young people
aged 20–24, a decline of over 20 percent is projected
in Barbados, Guyana, and Trinidad & Tobago, with
only slight increases in Jamaica and Bahamas. Most
of these countries have emigrating populations.
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TABLE 1

 POPULATION AND EXPECTED POPULATION IN 2015

Percentage of Annual population
Total Population Total Population growth rate

Countries Age 20–24 Age 20–24 Total Population (percent)

2000 2015 2000 2015 2000 2015 2000–2015

Bahamas 0.09 0.09 26,189 30,874 304,233 358,613 1.0

Barbados 0.08 0.06 20,834 17,799 267,498 280,583 0.3

Guyana 0.10 0.08 79,493 61,924 760,513 748,505 0.1

Jamaica 0.10 0.09 246,030 263,138 2,576,085 2,957,313 1.0

Trinidad & Tobago 0.09 0.07 122,322 100,866 1,294,368 1,392,271 0.3

Source: CEPAL/CELADE

TABLE 2

 BASIC ECONOMIC INFORMATION

Expected
GDP per Annual rate Remittances

  capita, PPP of GDP as percent
(Current growth           Sectoral distribution As percent of GDP of GDP

Countries International $) (percent) Agriculture IndustryManufacturing Services

2000 2015 1998–2015 2001 2001 2001 2001 2001

Bahamas 16,554 15,825 0.70 n.a. n.a. n.a. n.a. n.a.

Barbados 15,745 24,530 3.30 5.5 20.3 8.5 74.2 2.4

Guyana 4,002 6,419 3.30 31.3 28.3 8.2 40.4 n.a.

Jamaica 3,606 4,004 1.70 6.4 30.8 13 62.8 10.1

Trinidad
& Tobago 8,848 15,040 3.90 1.6 42.3 7.6 56.1 0.4

Sources: CEPAL/CELADE, World Bank3, UN Human Development Reports 2003
Notes: Guyana’s Annual Growth Rate (percent) is based on data of 1975-2001 (latest available)
Remittances as a percent of GDP are based on latest data available. For Trinidad & Tobago 1998

These countries vary in terms of their GDP per
capita and in expectations for economic growth
(Table 2).

Bahamas and Barbados are nearly high-income
countries; Trinidad & Tobago is an upper middle-
income country; and Guyana and Jamaica are
lower-middle-income countries. Overall, they face an

uncertain mid-term economic situation. They must
strengthen their service orientation, tourism, and fi-
nancial services. According to World Bank estimates
of per capita economic growth (World Bank 3), Bar-
bados, Guyana, and Trinidad & Tobago will grow
modestly over the next ten to 15 years, at 3 to 3.9
percent per annum. Bahamas is not expected to grow
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significantly, although it is already a high-income
country, and Jamaica is expected to grow at only 1.7
percent per annum. Of course, these are only esti-
mates based mainly on past trends. The migration of
trained people away from the region, as well as from
poorer to richer countries within the region, is sig-
nificant, but it is not entirely a disadvantage because
of the high value of remittances, which in Jamaica’s
case account for 10 percent of GDP.

The region is moving toward more flexible labor
markets and free movement of goods and human re-
sources. This is important because the economic and
institutional structures of the countries are too small
to permit isolated labor markets. A recent CARICOM
meeting emphasized this (Caribbean Community
Secretariat). At the same time, structural unemploy-
ment, especially of youths, characterizes these
countries, as seen in Table 3: Unemployment of out-
of-school youth aged 15–24 ranges from 16 percent
(Bahamas) to 34 percent (Jamaica).

The comparative advantages of these five coun-
tries include: their physical beauty that encourages
tourism; their English-speaking culture; their loca-
tion near the U.S. market; and the oil and gas in
Trinidad & Tobago and minerals and timber in
Guyana. Except for Guyana and Trinidad & Tobago,
they are service economies focusing on tourism; Ba-
hamas and Trinidad & Tobago also focus on banking.
Bahamas and Barbados are tourism success stories,
while Jamaica is struggling to regain its previous lead-

ership in tourism. Services account for over 55 per-
cent of GDP in all except Guyana, where they are 40
percent. Only Trinidad & Tobago and Guyana have
significant industry sectors (oil and gas, diamonds,
bauxite) and only Guyana has a strong agriculture
sector.

They all have limited manufacturing capabili-
ties. Trinidad & Tobago has oil and related industries
and is a commercial center. Agriculture, including
sugar, is no longer competitive, except in Guyana
(EU preferences are ending), but there are a variety
of niche opportunities. The possibilities for infor-
mation technology are significant, especially because
English is the common language, but telecommuni-
cations rules and regulations  need further reform.
Barbados and Jamaica are hoping for software devel-
opment, and lower-tech elements such as call centers
may be expected in Guyana. Economic growth pos-
sibilities in Guyana also include niche agriculture
and port development to serve the Brazilian interior.
Trinidad & Tobago is expected to continue with
growth in its oil and gas sector, but can also increase
tourism on Tobago, business and commercial services
in Port of Spain, and light manufacturing to serve
the Caribbean.

Human Resource Development Needs

All the above economic opportunities will require
action to develop qualified human resources. Cer-

TABLE 3

 UNEMPLOYMENT RATES FOR LABOR MARKETS AND FOR YOUTH POPULATION
(1999 OR LATEST YEAR AVAILABLE)

Unemployment, total Unemployment of youths age 15–24
Countries (percent of labor force) seeking employment

Bahamas 8 16

Barbados 9 22

Guyana 12 27

Jamaica 16 34

Trinidad & Tobago 13 25

Source: World Bank - World Development Indicators 2003
Notes: Guyana’s data is the latest available (1992)
Unemployment, total (percent of total labor force): Refers to share of the labor force that is without work but available for and seeking
employment. Definitions of labor force and unemployment differ by country.
Unemployment of out-of-school youth aged 15-24 ranges from 16 percent (Bahamas) to 34 percent (Jamaica).
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4 These programs will also need to continue to extend and
deepen fundamental communication and mathematics skills,
as well as to provide remedial training learning for secondary
school graduates with poor basic skills.

tainly the most fundamental education priority in
the region is to improve the quality of primary and
secondary schooling, with a particular emphasis on
boys’ education, which has been lagging, in order
to establish a broad base of competencies for the
labor market. But education policy and investment
cannot be “sequential”—that is, improved post-sec-
ondary education cannot wait for better quality at
lower levels. In addition, in line with worldwide
trends, secondary education should provide broad-
based mathematics, communications, and
technology skills, with specific skill training moved
to the post-secondary level or out of the formal sys-
tem. Post-secondary education will be needed to
provide the specific skills and competencies neces-
sary to develop economic niches in each of the five
countries, through a wide range of programs—from
short-term modularized training to degree and
graduate programs.4  At the same time, the coun-
tries must resist any tendency to expand academic
programs at the expense of more job-oriented post-
secondary education.

No studies yet project the expected skill mix of
the labor market in these countries, but such efforts
are unreliable beyond a few years. Nonetheless, a re-
cent study of Jamaica’s options for development noted
that productivity  had fallen over the last decade, with
continued shortages in some skill areas and high
youth unemployment (Katz). The study concludes
that:

As far as the educational sector is concerned,
it will have to improve on its role of provider
of basic skills, but it will also have to act as
the provider of the new skills and cognitive
capabilities [that] a different pattern of inser-
tion into the world’s market place would
demand in the years to come. In other words,
it will simultaneously have to see that the
quality and pertinence of current educational
efforts be improved and made accessible to
Jamaican citizens but it will also have to see
that a whole new set of disciplines and educa-
tional fields receive attention in the future. A
better training in biotechnological disciplines,
in environmental protection technologies, in
computer literacy, in engineering activities

related to production planning and organiza-
tion, in international marketing, in the
running of technology parks and ‘incubators’
for technology intensive start-ups, in legal dis-
ciplines related to the protection of intellectual
property rights, in technological ‘extension’
and engineering services for SMEs, etc. seems
to be presently needed if new forms of com-
parative advantages, based on knowledge and
learning capabilities, are to be developed in
the economy. (Katz)

Faced with a public sector that has been fairly
unresponsive to these needs, some larger firms (e.g.,
in banking and sugar) have established their own in-
house training programs.

Similarly, the government of Trinidad & Tobago
has been engaged in establishing a “2020 Vision.”
Its economic objectives are to ensure that Trinidad
& Tobago can be considered a developed country by
2020, through expanding the energy sector, light
manufacturing, information technologies, and tour-
ism. To meet this challenge the government estimates
that 60 percent of the school-age population should
benefit from post-secondary education, compared to
the ratio in 2000 of only 6 percent. Educational aims
include creating a technologically literate population
and expanding participation of nationals in the en-
ergy sector.

It must be understood that education and train-
ing, no matter how closely tied to perceived or
potential labor market needs, cannot solve structural
unemployment by themselves. If large numbers of
adults and youths are unemployed, then it is difficult
for education and training institutions to respond to
market signals and demands from industry. Employ-
ment-generating macro-economic policies are
necessary to create a “virtuous cycle” of economic
and job growth accompanied by better-quality and
higher-output education and training institutions,
which together can lead to increased productivity in
the long run.

In-country and inter-country coordination, co-
operation, and articulation are especially important
in the Caribbean because of its low economic diver-
sification, low economies of scale, and high inter-
and extra-regional migration. The countries’ small
size means overlapping institutional missions can
make programs non-viable in cost and clients. Re-
gional coordination is needed to foster development
of joint courses and programs where necessary and
to facilitate labor market mobility within the region
as a means of broadening the economic base.
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EDUCATION AND TRAINING

Primary and Secondary Education

The five countries have made progress in educating
and training their children and young people (Table
4). Gross enrollment ratios in primary education are
100 percent and in secondary education range from
73 percent to 100 percent. Enrollments are rising in
post-secondary education. Barbados and Jamaica
each spend over 7 percent of GDP on education, a
significant effort compared to other countries of simi-
lar income. Bahamas, Guyana and Trinidad & Tobago
spend around 3 percent of GDP, below the average
of countries with similar GDP. Private institutions
are important only in primary and secondary educa-
tion in Bahamas and in post-secondary education in
Jamaica.

Within the region, nearly all children complete
the full six-year primary education program with
minimum repetition. Yet problems of quality persist
in basic literacy and numeracy. The quality of teach-
ers has declined in Guyana and Jamaica, but these
countries are working to upgrade their teaching force
by developing assessment instruments and better
equipping their schools.

Over the last two decades, secondary education
has expanded, and enrollment ratios now range from
73 percent (Guyana) to 102 percent (Barbados) of
the target-age population. These numbers mask is-
sues related to repetition, dropout, curriculum and
learning. Traditionally, secondary education has been
a multi-track system, with the 11+ exam segregating
students into academic and vocational tracks, while
much of lower secondary education is provided in
“extended” primary schools. After much debate, all
the countries are moving away from this approach. A
wave of secondary education reforms is focused on
delivering a core curriculum to all students, usually
up to the fifth year of secondary education. Several
countries are designing minimum standards to be met
at earlier stages, rather than waiting for examinations
at the end of the secondary cycle. All countries, es-
pecially Barbados, are moving to teach information
technology to all secondary school students.

Nonetheless, the generally low quality of second-
ary education results in many graduates who lack
basic skills. Anti-social behavior and attitudes, in-
cluding violence in and out of school, makes learning
difficult. Teachers often do not have high expecta-
tions for students (e.g., no one fails). In spite of the
reform movement, secondary education is still two-

tiered. Many youths follow a non-academic “general”
curriculum, but they do not get the fundamentals
needed to supply today’s labor market. Boys continue
to do much more poorly than girls in all measures of
academic achievement.

Of particular importance for secondary educa-
tion is the regional Caribbean Secondary Education
Certificate (CSEC) examination given at the end of
the secondary cycle by the Caribbean Examinations
Council (CXC). The test ensures a uniform assess-
ment of quality for the entire region. The CSEC
assesses proficiency in academic as well as technical
subjects. To continue their studies, students must
score 3 or above out of a possible 5  in three subjects
in the “general and technical” proficiencies. Scores
of 3 or above in “basic proficiency” are considered
adequate to qualify for entry-level employment. The
Caribbean Advanced Proficiency Exam (CAPE) is
given to post-secondary students and is the succes-
sor to the “sixth form” exam.

Post-Secondary Education and Training

Until recently, Caribbean enrollment ratios at the
post-secondary level, as reported to UNESCO, were
below the norm for other countries at similar levels
of development. In response to these issues some
years ago, the CARICOM countries committed them-
selves to a goal of 15 percent post-secondary
enrollment, and three of the five countries have suc-
ceeded here (Table 5). Enrollment ratios for 2000
were: Bahamas 25 percent; Barbados 38 percent;
Guyana 12 percent; Jamaica 16 percent; Trinidad &
Tobago 6 percent. This compares with USA 72 per-
cent; Portugal 50 percent; Argentina 48 percent; and
Japan 47 percent.

These figures do not include the significant num-
ber of students who study abroad, usually in the USA,
Canada, and the UK. These were recently estimated
at 16,000, or 25 percent of in-country enrollment.
Enrollment at the three universities in the region are:
University of Guyana (UG), 7,496; University of West
Indies (UWI) in Mona, Jamaica, 13,889; UWI’s other
campuses (Barbados and Trinidad & Tobago), 12,819;
and University of Technology (UTECH), Jamaica,
1,222. Therefore, institutions that define themselves
as universities enroll 52 percent of post-secondary
students. In addition, the College of the Bahamas
offers BAs to many of its 4,000 students, and Barba-
dos Community College also offers BAs. In all, it is
likely that 60 to 70 percent of the region’s students
are enrolled in programs leading to a BA or advanced
degree.
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Annex 1 lists all the post-secondary education
institutions in the five countries  studied for which
data were available. This section summarizes the over-
all status of these institutions. (More detailed
information is available from case studies by the
ACCC.) They vary in many ways: public or private,
ages of students, student employment status, level
and duration of training, type of certificate or quali-
fication provided, and location of training. Some are
formal “tertiary” level institutions, offering associate
degrees and certificates to students who have at least
three “passes” in the CSEC, providing some kind of
formal accreditation either nationally or internation-
ally, and offering training at the “skilled” and
“technician” levels5  in both blue-collar and white-
collar occupations. Others, especially private
institutions, offer short-term modularized courses
with or without formal certification and without any
educational prerequisites. In most cases, the clients
are young people who have completed secondary edu-
cation, but they include youths and adults already in
the labor market.

 Post-secondary non-academic institutions and
programs can be divided roughly into eight types:
community colleges, voc/tech training institutions, uni-
versities or colleges also granting associate degrees and
certificates, sectoral training institutions, private train-
ing institutions, teacher training colleges, distance

education institutions, and institutions outside the re-
gion attended by Caribbean youths. In addition,
skill-training agencies not normally thought of as
post-secondary are increasingly offering post-second-
ary modularized training.

Public community colleges, e.g., institutions based on
the North American model, exist only in Jamaica and
Barbados. Jamaica has eight community colleges, all
linked in the Council of Community Colleges of Ja-
maica. They enroll more than 8,000 students and offer
programs at the certificate and associate level in busi-
ness, nursing, information technology, hospitality,
technology, teacher education, and agriculture. In
some cases they prepare students for BA-granting in-
stitutions, and in a few cases they offer BA degrees
themselves. According to ACCC case studies, the col-
leges articulate well with each other and with
BA-granting institutions, but do not have adequate
links with industry. Curricula are usually based on
academic models rather than on competencies de-
fined through the workplace. Remedial programs are
limited. Because of lack of funds, many are very poorly
equipped, with a relatively small number of vocational
technical programs.

In contrast to Jamaica’s colleges, the Barbados
Community College offers training on three campuses
to more than 4,000 students in agriculture, commerce,
health, hotel management and technology, and also
offers some BA degrees. It has benefited from consis-
tent strong leadership and a good physical plant. In
some but not all of its programs, it has good industry
relations and is able to place many of its students in
jobs. Barbados Community College is considering
moving up to become a “university college.”

In Bahamas, the only formal community college
is the private Bahamas Baptist Community College,
which serves 100 full-time and 700 part-time stu-
dents, offering associate degrees in 23 disciplines. In
Trinidad & Tobago the community college concept
is not well understood, although the Trinidad & To-
bago Institute of Technology (TTIT) could be
considered a technical community college. Commu-
nity colleges do not yet exist in Guyana.

Public technical/vocational schools (TVET) tend to fo-
cus on “blue collar professions” such as plumbing,
electricity, and auto mechanics, and most of their
enrollment is male. They also offer training in tradi-
tionally female skills such as secretarial work, sewing,
and hairdressing, but they are now offering computer
and IT training to both girls and boys. They usually
offer “official” certificates that are recognized nation-

5 The formal definition of levels of training accepted in the
Caribbean is: level 1; directly supervised worker; level 2: su-
pervised skilled worker; level 3: independent/autonomous
skilled worker; level 4: supervisory specialist worker; level 5:
managerial, professional worker.

TABLE 5

ENROLLMENT AND GROSS
ENROLLMENT RATIO FOR POST-SECONDARY

EDUCATION IN 2000

Number
Gross Enrollment of

Countries Ratio (percent) Students

Bahamas 25 6,547

Barbados 38 8,078

Guyana 12 9,539

Jamaica 16 35,995

Trinidad & Tobago 6 7,737

Source: World Bank - World Development Indicators 2003
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ally, and in some cases internationally (e.g., London
City and Guilds). For advanced courses, these schools
may require three CSEC passes; lower-level courses
require that students have completed secondary
school, but do not require passing any exams.

Public TVET institutions in the region vary enor-
mously in the quality of management and teaching,
appropriateness of curriculum, relationships with
industry, student services and equipment. Most are
only partly through modernization and development
of best practices. Even the best have inadequate con-
nections with industry in terms of curriculum,
training, placements, contractual services, and sup-
port. The weakest are training for yesterday’s
occupations, have little idea where their graduates
go, and are very poorly equipped. Many institutions
focus on excessively narrow skills training, rather
than on core curriculum and broader occupational
categories.

In Trinidad & Tobago, for example, San Fernando
Polytechnic is well equipped, closely integrated to
industry, and has a strategic planning process. But
Donaldson Polytechnic has inadequate equipment,
outdated curriculum and (until recently) poor man-
agement, and has been losing students.6  The Bahamas
Technical Vocational Institute (BTVI) enrolls 1,800
students in one-year certificate and three-year di-
ploma programs in a variety of trades and technical
areas, with good facilities. Most BTVI students are
adults, not recent secondary school graduates. Un-
like the College of the Bahamas, BTVI reports directly
to the island government and does not have an inde-
pendent board. This structure restricts its agility in
responding to demand, and its image is second to
that of area universities. Guyana has five public TVET
institutes, all based on outdated models of training
and most with inadequate curriculum, teaching, and
equipment, and poor or non-existent collaboration
with industry.

Private training institutions are growing rapidly, espe-
cially in IT, since industry and commerce now expect
new job entrants to be computer literate. Private un-
regulated institutions also provide training in basic
accounting and bookkeeping, cosmetology, etc. Only
anecdotal information is available on the quantity and
quality of private institutions in the region. Some re-
quire a full secondary education with CSEC passes,
while others require no particular level of general
education but assume a secondary level of achieve-
ment in language and mathematics.

Typical are Global Technologies in Guyana and
Delta-Soft computer training in Trinidad & Tobago.,

Both offer modularized training in IT with certifi-
cates recognized by overseas firms such as Microsoft
and Cisco. GUYSUCO training center, a private school
that serves the sugar industry in Guyana, has strong
industry interaction and places nearly all its gradu-
ates in the sugar industry. It is one of the few private
institutions in the region that train for blue-collar
professions. Success Training College in Bahamas is
an excellent small private institution offering courses
in electronics and technology. Only in Jamaica so
some private institutions (e.g., B&B Institute of Busi-
ness and Jamaica Institute of Management) offer
officially recognized certificates and AA degrees.

Universities or BA-granting colleges often provide cer-
tificates, diplomas, and associate degrees similar to
those offered in freestanding community colleges. The
College of the Bahamas (COB) is a multipurpose in-
stitution offering a wide variety of associate degrees,
certificates, and diplomas, as well as BAs, to 4,000
students, half of them part-time. The banking, IT, and
education programs have good relationships with
employers. COB is considering moving to “univer-
sity” status.

Trinidad & Tobago has established an umbrella
organization—the College of Science, Technology and
Applied Arts of Trinidad & Tobago (COSTAATT)—
to encompass all its institutions that offer BAs, AAs,
and certificates. But COSTAATT has not yet defined
its role vis-a-vis the institutions included under its
purview. Trinidad & Tobago recently began also to
consider establishing its own university.

The University of the West Indies (UWI), with
campuses in Jamaica, Barbados, and Trinidad & To-
bago, offers a significant number of diplomas and
certificates that are less than BA degrees, often
through its “continuing studies” department but
sometimes as part of regular academic programs. It
also provides “A-level” pre-university preparation
courses. There is little information on the size or ef-
fectiveness of the continuing education programs,
which were conceived when the community college
model did not exist in the Caribbean. The UG offers
similar certificate programs.

Freestanding “sectoral” training institutions provide
training to nurses, agriculturalists, police and others
expected to work for the public sector. The schools
have traditionally been linked with their respective

6 The government of Trinidad & Tobago recently began a pro-
gram to upgrade this institution.
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ministries. In Jamaica and Barbados, they have been
incorporated into a community college system. In
Bahamas, the School of Nursing is now part of the
College of the Bahamas, but in Guyana and Trinidad
& Tobago the schools are still freestanding. Many
graduates of nurse-training schools emigrate to the
USA and Canada. Police training bodies exist in most
countries and are seeking to upgrade and coordinate
their programs. Several hotel training or “hospital-
ity” schools, including the Bahamas Hotel Training
College, are of high quality but have recently been
absorbed into umbrella institutions. Some are well
managed, staffed and equipped, but all need increased
cooperation and modernization of their curriculum.
The model of sectoral training linked with specific
ministries is out of date; these institutions need to be
part of a community college consortium or associa-
tion or even one institution in order to share a
common core and enjoy better articulation.

A few mainly private institutions offer in-service train-
ing to commerce, industry, and government. The most
successful and interesting of these institutions is
ROYTEC, which began as an in-house training cen-
ter for banks in Trinidad & Tobago and has now
expanded to offer middle management training to
other industries there. The UWI Institute of Business,
also in Trinidad & Tobago, provides technical and
administrative skills to middle-level and senior man-
agement. The National Training Agency (NTA) in
Guyana, supported in its start-up phase by the EU,
also has as one of its mandates in-service training of
industry and commerce staff. Public community col-
leges and TVET institutions are slowly increasing
contract-based in-service training to industry along
these lines.

Teacher-training colleges have traditionally offered less
than a BA degree, but the tendency now is to move
them to BA level. Cyril Potter Teacher Training School
in Guyana offers a diploma and is seeking to improve
its articulation with the University of Guyana. Be-
cause of a decline in demand for teachers, Erdiston
College in Barbados is focusing more on in-service
training. The physical facilities of these two institu-
tions may be used to establish community colleges.

Foreign-based virtual and distance training institutions
are increasing their reach in the region, although little
information is available. These include Phoenix and
de Vrys Universities in the USA, and the British Open
University. They offer certificates and degrees that
may be recognized in their home countries. Mean-

while, official statistics say 16,000 Caribbean students
attend bricks-and-mortar schools overseas. Informa-
tion is not available on the levels and types of
post-secondary education and training these students
are seeking.

 Skill-training opportunities are provided alike to those
who have finished secondary school and to dropouts.
The training institutions are usually not considered
post-secondary, yet more and more of their students
have completed secondary education. The schools are
often associated with the ministry of youth or labor.
Human Employment and Resource Training
(HEART) in Jamaica reaches 31,000 young people
per year, focusing on industry and services, mainly
at semi-skilled and skilled levels (levels 1 and 2). Stu-
dents usually do not work at higher levels. HEART
has a “social” goal: getting high-school dropouts off
the streets, inculcating positive social values, provid-
ing remedial learning, and offering skill training.

HEART is financed by a 3 percent payroll tax,
but only a few of its programs respond directly to
industry requests. In contrast, some Latin American
training institutions that are financed by an ear-
marked tax of around 1 percent (e.g., Servicio
Nacional de Aprendizaje (SENA) in Colombia and
Serviço Nacional de Aprendizagem Industrial
(SENAI) in Brazil) do undertake programs at the spe-
cific request of industry, and they are increasingly
offering training at the post-secondary level. After
long discussions, Guyana decided not to use an ear-
marked tax, apparently because industry leaders were
not convinced the training programs would meet their
specific needs. The Barbados Vocational Training
Board (BTVI) enrolls 1,500 students under a man-
date similar to HEART’s. Several small “labor
colleges,” such as Critchford Labor College in
Guyana, provide similar programs linked with the
Ministry of Labor.

Efforts are increasing throughout the region to
strengthen in-country coordination, cooperation, and
articulation. Jamaica has set up coordination mecha-
nisms to link community colleges through planning,
sharing experiences and developing curriculum, as
well as articulating with BA-granting institutions—a
consortium with power and funds. The Barbados
Community College, which has four campuses and
many programs, is a good small-country approach to
coordination: a single community college encompass-
ing all the areas of post-secondary education.
COSTAATT in Trinidad & Tobago is a start at linking
several institutions in that country.
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In the voc/tech area. the National Training Agency
(NTA) in Trinidad & Tobago, the National Council
on Technical and Vocational Education and Training
(NCVET) in Jamaica, the BTVI in Barbados, and a
National Council just created in Guyana are designed
to link industry with schools and to establish a clear
analytical and policy basis for voc/tech education.
These agencies are only slowly starting to get power,
funds, a strong private sector role, and a say in deci-
sion-making. They are just beginning to develop
labor-market observatories and to do the analytical
work needed to identify needs and coordinate cur-
riculum and course development. A Ministry of
Science, Technology, and Tertiary Education has been
established in Trinidad & Tobago, and a “tertiary” unit
operates in the Jamaican Ministry of Education.

Country and regional cooperation and articulation
is also underway. Since 1999, CARICOM has been
looking into common accreditation mechanisms for
TVET and other programs, but this work has not yet
reached fruition. The region has been moving to de-
velop a free flow of labor within the Caribbean, and
common worker certification; CXC is seeking a com-
mon certification for voc/tech skills. Some groups
have sought to develop Caribbean-level training pro-
grams. The Association of Caribbean Commissioners
of Police (ACCP) recently revised its constitution and
now redefines its mission to focus on three critical
elements, including “the professional and technical
skills development of police officers.” A regional As-
sociation of Higher Education Institutions meets from
time to time.

A POLICY AGENDA FOR POST-SECONDARY
EDUCATION AND TRAINING

The five countries under study provide post-second-
ary non-academic education with multiple
institutions, missions, governance methods, struc-
tures, financing techniques and quality levels of staff
and curricula. The five governments recognize the
importance of making these institutions more effec-
tive in training needed middle-level manpower, and
have initiated programs and approaches to strengthen
and to expand them. This section summarizes five
key policy challenges:

● Build institutional capacity for improved man-
agement, closer links to the labor market, better

student services, higher quality and more effec-
tive teaching;

● Link the public and private sectors more effec-
tively;

● Encourage more vigorous coordination, certifi-
cation, and articulation mechanisms;

● Rethink the role of academic institutions; and
● Design a system for sustainable and cost-effec-

tive financing of an expanded post-secondary
system.

Strengthen Institutional Capacity

Determine and Use Best Practices

In Canada, the Association of Canadian Community
Colleges (ACCC) has defined 13 elements that de-
fine “best practice” in post-secondary non-academic
institutions such as community colleges:

Industry Demand—The college is responsive to labor
force requirements and creates opportunities for citi-
zens to enter the labor market or improve their skills
through empowered training.

Labor Needs Analysis—It ties many of its programs
directly to labor market analyses and other internal
and external reviews, and increases, reduces, or ad-
justs these programs as necessary to supply
the market with the right number of graduates each
year.

Occupational Analysis—It designs its curricula on the
basis of competencies. Successful completion of a
program should mean something like this: “After
completing this course, all students will be able to
accomplish 80 percent of the tasks in [a particular
entry-level job.]”

Program & Curriculum Development—The college’s
programs differentiate themselves from those of
other post-secondary schools through skillful inte-
gration of theory (classroom) and practice (shops and
labs, on-site at the college and off-site at employers).

Program Marketing—The college identifies and in-
teracts with all its key stakeholders—business, the
community and government. In this way it
brings both theory and practice into the classroom
and makes decisions on matters such as tuition
charges (pricing, promotion vehicles and product),
course offerings, and physical location of courses.
It also links its programs with secondary schools
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and universities in order to assure continuity in
curricula and to assist students in life/career
planning.

Student Services—The college provides a variety of
student services, which could include: career and
personal guidance, student government opportuni-
ties, recognition for prior learning, peer tutoring
opportunities, assistance with learning and/or emo-
tional problems, and guidance for students and staff
around sensitive subjects. Whenever necessary it pro-
vides remedial learning services.

Staffing—The college hires faculty members who
have both academic credentials and industrial, busi-
ness or community experience. The college develops
and maintains a dynamic professional development
program for all its staff (support, faculty and man-
agement). The college gives its staff access to Internet,
electronic documentation and learning tools that are
available in-country and internationally.

Industry Practicum—All programs require that
students have a minimum number of weeks of prac-
tical exposure at an employer’s worksite prior to
graduation. Many “clinical,” “co-op” and “on-the-
job” programs may have extensive on-the-job
training

Industry Upgrading—The college provides physical
access to local employers and employees. It accom-
modates their upgrading needs through continuing
education (night school and distance education ac-
cess) and specialized training contracted through
government and employers. This is a significant por-
tion of the college business and provides financial
resources to augment the base budget provided by
central government.

Community Training—College management, faculty
and students are actively involved in their local com-
munities and engage in outreach to “read” the needs
of the community and respond accordingly.

Industry
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Employment—Through its own graduate employment
service, co-op employment officers, and with the help
of faculty and staff, the college helps graduates to
prepare for job interviews, receive postings from in-
terested employers, and gain and hold employment.
The college undertakes surveys to identify the work
experience of its graduates and adjusts its programs
accordingly.

Articulation—The college helps ensure that its pro-
grams are nationally accredited, providing outside
review of the programs and assuring that programs
meet national and international standards.

Continuous Improvement—A Quality Management
(QM) system monitors and provides continuous pro-
cess improvement to all college operations. As part
of its QM system, the college or group of colleges
contacts graduates to determine their success in the
marketplace. It publicly distributes these reports. Key
performance indicators include: percentage of gradu-
ates employed, average salary earned, percentage
working in a job directly related to their training pro-
gram, and degree of satisfaction from program
content, facilities, equipment, instruction and job
preparation. National and regional associations pro-
vide forums for colleges to meet, share best practices,
and collaborate on issues and outcomes of common
need. Strategic planning for national issues flows from
the associations and allows colleges to collaborate to
benefit their communities.

Governance & Planning—The planning cycle is year-
round and begins at the start of the school year with
a projection of expected changes. This is followed by
a budget forecast and government feedback on rec-
ommendations, and ends with an annual report. The
college’s orientation and strategic planning are dis-
cussed by a board consisting of representatives from
faculty, students and graduates of the college; orga-
nizations and community services; the business and
industry sectors of the local community(ies); and
community members-at-large.

Pride. Finally, the college is proud of its students and
what it provides to them. There is no sense of being
second-rate or second-class compared to academic
institutions.

Foster Institutional Reform

Many institutions in the region under study have
some of the above characteristics, but none have all

of them. While financial and human resources are
obviously not as plentiful in the Caribbean as they
are in Canada, the challenge is to move continually
closer to this model. The Caribbean institutions that
do best are those that are (a) well financed, (b) au-
tonomous, and (c) held accountable for their results.
Another and probably the most important determin-
ing factor is the quality and continuity of institutional
leadership. Farsighted and creative leaders who are
also good managers are key to successful institutions
Governments must set conditions to encourage lead-
ership and good management.

Labor market responsiveness is of critical impor-
tance. Most Caribbean institutions are not adequately
responsive to labor requirements, and most do not
tie their programs of study to labor market needs.
Only a very few institutions actively trace their gradu-
ates to rate the success of their training. It should be
understood that structural unemployment, especially
of young people, would complicate these assessments,
but a school principal has no excuse for ignorance
about what his graduates are doing.

In most cases curriculum is still based on aca-
demic criteria poorly linked to jobs. All future
curriculum efforts should be “competency based,”
starting with occupational analysis. A number of in-
stitutions say they are doing this, but their rigor is
inadequate. Their goal should be a statement some-
thing like this: “After completing this course, all
students will be able to accomplish 80 percent of the
tasks in [a particular entry-level job].” At the same
time, all students must have the basic mathematics
and communications skills needed for continuous
learning. One of the biggest challenges will be to link
the teaching of general “transversal” skills with spe-
cific job—and skills training.

Some TVET institutions  focus excessively on nar-
row skills that may already be obsolete, or on skills that
fulfill certification requirements inappropriate for the
Caribbean. Meanwhile, many academic and technical
institutions lack programs in areas such as business and
management. Curriculum reform requires training cur-
riculum developers as well as teachers, an
understanding of labor market developments as well
as of changing international standards, and up-to-date
equipment. Equipment is a critical issue in several
countries, especially Jamaica and Guyana, which have
inadequate public funds. Upgraded equipment must be
part of a package of curriculum reform, leadership
training, and better institutional structures.

Work-oriented post-secondary education differs
from BA programs through its skillful integration of
theory and practice. Institutions must therefore en-
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sure that instructors have both practical and academic
credentials, paying them salaries that are competi-
tive with the private sector. This is the case in only a
few Caribbean institutions.

Student practical experience can include a wide
variety of on-site and off-site training through intern-
ships, site-based work, “sandwich” courses, etc. There
is no single model; whatever works in the local con-
text should be used. Some institutions have been
successful at this, but the majority provide an inad-
equate practicum over too short a time period. Most
institutions do not work actively to place students.
Sending a list of student names and grades to firms is
not enough; success requires meeting directly with
firms to discuss their needs and the performance
record of recent graduates.

Very few Caribbean institutions adequately mar-
ket their programs. Problems range from outdated
and inaccurate pamphlets to lack of interaction with
the community and with business. A good post-sec-
ondary institution should provide timely information
to—and interact regularly with—key stakeholders in
business, the community and government. A simple
improvement would be for every institution to have
an up-to-date pamphlet on its programs and, if pos-
sible, a Web site. School directors should be out
regularly in the community and industry describing
their services. Information should be readily avail-
able on enrollments, applicants, and placements by
course of study.

Many institutions provide some remedial pro-
grams in English and in basic math, but much more
intensive work with clear learning outcomes is
needed. This is of particular importance in the Car-
ibbean because of the low quality of primary and
secondary education. Equally as important is the ex-
plicit teaching of cooperation skills and good work
habits, as well as rigorous codes of conduct, espe-
cially for boys. The GUYSUCO training center in
Guyana is an example of an institution with a strong
and well-enforced code of conduct; other institu-
tions may tolerate anti-social behavior to some
extent, sometimes for fear of lawsuits by parents.

Use of quality management systems is rare among
the institutions studied, although the Barbados Com-
munity College is exemplary. All institutions ought
to engage regularly (e.g., every five years) in a strate-
gic planning exercise. All institutions ought to be able
to provide basic statistics on costs, students, teach-
ers, programs, and student placement in order to
allow clear budgeting and fiscal planning.

Most post-secondary non-academic institutions
in the Caribbean are considered second-class or sec-

ond-rate compared to universities and BA-granting
institutions. A major task is to incorporate the model
of North American community colleges that take
pride in their students, no matter what their level of
preparation, and in the added value they offer. In this
line, institutions need to incorporate the concept of
the “learning college” (O’Banyon), which focuses on
learners’ needs, engages students as full partners in
the learning process, offers as many options for learn-
ing as possible, brings students into collaborative
learning activities, defines instructors’ roles by the
needs of the learners, and documents achievements.
Given the current rate of technological and demo-
graphic change, post-secondary institutions in the
Caribbean also need to include in their mission state-
ments a philosophy promoting lifelong learning.
Regional leaders are aware of these needs and new
paradigms, but much remains to be done.

Finally, civil service status ensures Caribbean
principals and schools of stability but gives them in-
adequate incentives and rewards for performance. In
this region as anywhere, the school principal is key
to a dynamic institution. Too few principals offer far-
sighted leadership and high-quality management. The
task is to identify, train, and upgrade principals who
have these qualities, and to design and implement
incentive and support systems to encourage and re-
ward leadership traits in education managers,
including dismissal for principals whose performance
is inadequate. All principals identified as future lead-
ers should receive formal education and training
toward master’s degrees in business or institutional
management. It would be appropriate to establish
relationships with North American institutions ca-
pable of providing such training.

Link the Public and Private Sectors

The public education establishment in the five coun-
tries has been slow to recognize the role the private
sector should play in a modern education and train-
ing system. There are two fundamental policy
requirements. The first is to ensure that public insti-
tutions and agencies are responsive to private sector
and labor market needs—i.e., that they become “de-
mand driven,” as discussed above at the institutional
level. The second requirement is to encourage the
growth of private education and training institutions.
Private education and training should be seen not as
a competitor but rather as a strategic partner to the
mission of public institutions. Private education can
encourage diversity in offerings as well reduce the
burden on public finances.
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Encourage a Demand-Driven System

As noted above, individual institutions must increas-
ingly link their programs and courses to the needs
and demands of the private sector. In addition to the
recommended institutional changes, governments
need to take explicit policy actions to encourage more
demand-driven approaches. Most individual institu-
tions do not have formal links with the private sector,
and governing councils for colleges have little or in-
adequate private representation. The private sector
should have a strong voice on all training and post-
secondary education boards. Around the region,
TVET coordinating councils already include the Na-
tional Training Agency (NTA) in Trinidad & Tobago,
the National Council on Technical and Vocational
Education and Training (NCVET) in Jamaica, the
National Vocational Training Board in Barbados, and
a National Council recently created in Guyana, all
of which have a private-sector voice. These commit-
tees need more power, funds, and a say in
decision-making, and the private sector needs a
stronger if not predominant voice. Without power,
the private sector will not be interested in serious
participation. A major task of these councils should
be to examine labor market trends and needs and to
link the findings with new course and curriculum
development. Given the increasing mobility of work-
ers, many labor market studies should be regional in
scope.

A variety of other policies could encourage a
demand-driven approach. For example, if post-sec-
ondary institutions are independent of the Ministry
of Education, they can be more agile in responding
to changing labor market needs. They can offer mar-
ket-level salaries, end or open courses as needed, and
more freely hire and fire staff as needs change. While
universities and colleges usually have this autonomy,
TVET institutions like BTVI in Bahamas and all the
public TVET schools in Guyana now have little or
no independence.

A variety of incentives could encourage public
institutions to provide, for a contract-based fee, in-
service training to meet industry, commerce,
agriculture, and service-sector needs. Incentives could
include providing matching grants, allowing institu-
tions to keep payments (with proper oversight) to
use for improving their own services, or funding for
equipment to meet the needs of new demand-driven
programs. Since the region’s current demographic
transition will soon lower the numbers of school-age
young people, existing workers can be expected to
be a major source of demand for training. Evalua-

tions of school principals could include the extent to
which they interact with the private sector and the
labor market.

Much more local and regional research is needed
on labor market trends and needs, and these studies
should be linked with new course and curriculum
development. The agenda could include the follow-
ing: tracer studies of recent graduates and their
experiences; surveys of employers’ perceived short-
ages in staffing and skills; projections of skills needs
in growing markets; studies of migration patterns of
all levels of workers, within and outside the Carib-
bean; trends in productivity; occupational analyses
(e.g., definitions of skills required in individual oc-
cupations and relations to curriculum); and analyses
of rates of return. Most important is a labor market
“observatory” to identify emerging trends quickly.
Several countries have begun to develop such pro-
grams. At the same it should be understood that all
projections for a future labor market are problematic
beyond a five-year horizon.

Encourage the Growth of Private Institutions

Only Jamaica reports that a significant percentage (37
percent) of post-secondary level institutions are offi-
cially private, but “unofficial” private institutions are
growing rapidly. More and more students in Trinidad
& Tobago are enrolled in private institutions, but
exact numbers are unknown. Guyana has no officially
recognized private post-secondary education institu-
tions, and Barbados and Bahamas only a few. Current
government policy in the five countries, except for
Jamaica, tends to be one of benign neglect, or even
active suspicion that private institutions are exploit-
ing students and providing little in return.

Many options exist for strengthening private pro-
vision of education and training. Certification and
accreditation procedures, both national and
regional,are important because of the growing num-
ber of distance education programs. But rules should
not be so onerous as to discourage private sector
growth and participation. A training levy, as devel-
oped in Jamaica and common in Latin America, is
one possibility. But the Jamaican levy is too high (3
percent of payroll) and industry does not directly
benefit, as most trainees are out-of-school young
people with few employment opportunities. For a
training levy to be acceptable to industry in the rest
of the Caribbean, it should be no more than 1 per-
cent. Industry should have a majority vote on the
council, and most training should meet specific and
agreed-upon industry needs. Firms could receive a
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rebate when they train their own staff in recognized
courses and programs.

Direct or indirect financial support for private
institutions is also possible. One approach could be
“vouchers,” scholarships and/or subsidized loans to
needy students, letting these students choose where
to study. Subsidies could be regional if partnerships
could be established between governments and pri-
vate banks. Trinidad & Tobago is experimenting with
“dollar for dollar” grant support to students attend-
ing private post-secondary institutions. Another
approach is to simply “buy” places in private institu-
tions that provide educational services not available
in a public institution.

All these are good ideas in principle, but care
must be taken in establishing rules so that goals of
equity, quality, and relevance are met, with particular
emphasis on needy students. Subsidies should not
replace the private funds of relatively well-off stu-
dents if waste is to be avoided. Public oversight is
required, and funding should serve some public good,
be it equity, meeting labor market needs, or improv-
ing institutional quality. It is also in the public interest
to ensure fair business practices and truth in adver-
tising in private education.  Abuses must be punished
and enforcement actions should be published, along
with each institution’s record.

Studies on the current and potential role of the
private sector in education should cover all institu-
tions—from elite well-financed institutions like
GUYSUCO and Bahamas Baptist Institute to private
IT providers, distance learning institutions, and
“mom and pop” outfits that provide training in sec-
retarial, accounting, business and computer services.
These studies should examine how the public sector
relates to the private institutions, including oversight
and certification, as well as noting trends around the
world on best practices in public-private relationship.

Build Coordination, Articulation, and
Cooperation

In-country and inter-country coordination, coopera-
tion, and articulation are especially important in the
Caribbean because of the region’s low economic di-
versification, low economies of scale, and high
migration rate. Overlapping institutional missions can
make programs non-viable in cost and clients. Post-
secondary education works best when programs are
articulated to permit students to transfer from one to
another and to continue their education at higher
levels. Coordination at a regional level can foster area-
wide courses and programs where no one country

can muster enough students. Regional cooperation
can also create labor market mobility  to broaden the
Caribbean economic base. Programs of student and
institutional testing and accreditation would be pro-
hibitively costly if each country developed them
separately.

As noted above, Jamaica links its eight commu-
nity colleges through planning, sharing experiences
and developing curricula, as well as articulating with
BA-granting institutions. This is a consortium with
power and responsibility. The Barbados Community
College, with four campuses and many programs, is
an example of a small-country approach to coordi-
nation—i.e., it is a single centrally managed
community college that delegates powers to each
campus. COSTAATT in Trinidad & Tobago needs to
define its role, for it is regarded with some uncer-
tainty as an extra layer of bureaucracy. A possible
University College system that might supersede
COSTAATT is now under discussion.

The five countries have made progress on skills
certification over the last decade. A recent study
(Dussel) examines efforts in Jamaica and Trinidad &
Tobago. Jamaica’s system is more developed, with
consistent financing, alliances with the industry and
service sectors, and a  focus on “level 1” (semi-skilled)
training. Trinidad & Tobago’s system, more recently
and less firmly established, needs to expand beyond
level 1, while its National Training Agencies (NTAs)
need more funding and greater prestige.

Regional cooperation and articulation is under-
way, but much remains to be done. CARICOM has
been working since 1999 on common accreditation
mechanism for TVET and other programs, and has
been criticized for its slow pace. Recent proposals by
the Caribbean Examinations Council (CXC) to cer-
tify TVET programs should be examined in relation
to changing markets; existing international standards
can be accepted or adapted to Caribbean needs. A
new Caribbean Association of National Training
Agencies (CANTA) could be a source for regional skill
standards; they should be competency-based rather
than academic.

Movement should continue toward a free flow
of labor within the Caribbean, as well as common
worker certification, and proposals of the 2003
COSHOD meeting of Ministers of Labor should be
implemented rapidly. Regional cooperation in train-
ing teachers for post-secondary education is an
important goal. Distance education could be help-
ful, but the small number of potential students in
the region could make it not cost-effective unless
existing programs or networks are adapted to the
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Caribbean. The Commonwealth of Learning could
offer technical expertise; distance technologies could
also be useful for information-sharing and virtual
conferences.

A variety of regional associations should be es-
tablished and/or strengthened. Groups for community
college principals and leaders and associations in sec-
tors such as health, agriculture, accounting, police
science, IT training, etc. should be priorities.  The
Association of Caribbean Commissioners of Police
(ACCP) is one association focusing on upgrading and
coordinating training. It recently re-defined its mis-
sion to include “the professional and technical skills
development of police officers.” With new technolo-
gies, groups no longer have to meet in person; support
should be sought to finance virtual meetings using
closed-circuit satellite television.

Rethink the Role of Institutions Granting
Academic Degrees

Institutions granting BAs and other higher degrees
impinge on all other post-secondary institutions,
since any reform of post-secondary education below
the BA must coordinate with these institutions. UWI,
UTECH Jamaica and UG had until recently a near-
monopoly on BA degrees. The College of the Bahamas
and Barbados Community College also award BA
degrees. Private post-secondary institutions such as
Temple University, De Vrys and Phoenix are moving
into the region, especially in Jamaica, which offers
the largest economies of scale. This growth of pri-
vate institutions offering degrees, and of private
distance-education courses, confirms that the regional
market for BAs is growing.

The University of West Indies (UWI) has pre-
pared a strategic plan for 2002–2007. As the
consensus “apex” or highest-quality institution in the
region, UWI seeks to emphasize graduate education
and research and proposes only modest undergradu-
ate enrollment increases (3.8 percent per year) at its
three campuses. UWI seeks cost recovery equivalent
to 20 percent of expenditures per student while be-
coming more student-centered and cost-effective. The
plan projects a continued emphasis on research and
graduate education and sessment of quality for the
entire region. The CSEC assesses proficiency in aca-
demic as well as technical subjects. To continue their
studith little demand, and is also seeking ways to re-
spond to national rather than just to regional
priorities.

Two elements of UWI’s plan impinge on school-
ing below the Bachelor of Arts level. UWI seeks to

expand its Distance Education program by 5,000 stu-
dents, which could draw students from non-BA
schools. Most distance education programs offer cer-
tificates rather than BA degrees, but have not so far
been cost-effective. UWI also seeks to expand the
School of Continuing Studies, its part-time and
evening courses unit, mainly at a level below the BA
degree. The University of Guyana has similar plans
to improve its continuing studies programs. While
competition is usually a good thing, the UWI and UG
programs might not be economically viable because
the potential student pool is so small. Furthermore,
neither UWI or UG appear agile enough in respond-
ing to employer or potential student demands.

Both UWI and UG ought to look critically at the
viability of their efforts to get into this new market.
The small potential clienteles and lack of economies
of scale can hurt competing programs. This suggests
that an institution like UWI should focus on what it
does best—deliver high-quality undergraduate and
graduate studies and research, without trying to ex-
pand into AAs, certificates, and non-degree programs.
UWI’s outreach to industry should focus on middle-
and higher-level management training. Furthermore,
UWI’s feeler into distance education conflicts with
efforts in Barbados, Trinidad & Tobago and Bahamas
to establish university colleges.

Consensus is growing in Trinidad & Tobago,
Barbados, and Bahamas on moves to establish “uni-
versity colleges” independent of UWI to meet national
needs. The Barbados Community College would be-
come a “university college” and Bahamas College
would become a university. But plans should explic-
itly safeguard the importance and quality of programs
below the BA level. At all costs, they should avoid
“academic creep”—in which AAs, certificates, and
diplomas are considered second-rate and all incen-
tives for students push them toward the BA level.
Experience in the USA and Canada suggests that
“community college” institutions should be indepen-
dent of BA-granting institutions.

Design Sustainable and Cost-Effective
Financing for an Expanded Post-Secondary
System

Evaluate the Financial Feasibility of
Enrollment Increases

Upper-income countries with per-capita GDP simi-
lar to that of Bahamas and Barbados are already
enrolling 50 percent of the post-secondary age group,
and middle-income countries are enrolling 30 per-
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cent. While it is impossible to set a specific target for
post-secondary growth, both social and labor-mar-
ket demand are likely to lead to major increases. Gross
enrollment ratios could reach or exceed 40 percent
by 2015 in most of the five countries. Barbados is
already at this level, and the government of Trinidad
& Tobago, where enrollment is less than 10 percent,
has already set a 60 percent ratio as a target for 2020.
Post-secondary gross enrollment ratios will increase
in part because these institutions will serve not only
20- to 24-year-olds but also adults in the labor force
who seek to upgrade their skills. Agencies not nor-
mally considered post-secondary, such as labor
colleges and youth training programs, ought to be
included in these numbers as growing numbers of
their clients have a secondary education.

More important than increasing enrollment is the
need to encourage the growth of community college-
type institutions. By 2015 these should account for
60–70 percent of all post-secondary enrollments, but
a combination of inertia and ingrained social attitudes

could lead to enrollments larger than needed and
possibly unsustainable at universities and other BA-
granting institutions. Finally, as discussed later in this
report, private post-secondary education should be
encouraged to help promote diversity and alleviate
financial burdens on government.

In order to assess the financial feasibility of in-
creasing post-secondary enrollment, enrollments and
expected public expenditures were projected to 2015
for the entire education system in four of the five
countries studied (financial data was lacking for Ba-
hamas). The assumptions in Table 6 were that gross
post-secondary enrollment would be 40 percent of
the school-age cohort. Enrollments in primary and
secondary education would be 100 percent of the
school-age population and 80 percent in pre-primary.

Because of the current demographic transition,
in which families are having fewer children, primary
and secondary enrollments in the five countries are
expected to increase only marginally or decline by
2015. On the other hand, enrolling 40 percent of the

TABLE 6

 ENROLLMENT FOR 2000 AND PROJECTIONS FOR 2015

              Number of Students by level of Education

Post-
Pre-Primary Primary Secondary Secondary
(Projected (Projected (Projected (Projected

at 80 at 100 at 100 at 40
percent percent percent percent

Pre- enroll- enroll- enroll- Post- enroll-
Countries Primary ment) Primary ment) Secondary ment) Secondary ment)

2000 2015 2000 2015 2000 2015 2000 2015

Bahamas 2,073 10,421 33,145 35,064 29,184 36,077 6,547 12,350

Barbados 6,282 5,545 24,225 19,004 25,367 19,663 8,078 7,120

Guyana 41,845 22,437 108,909 77,901 68,764 80,837 9,539 24,770

Jamaica 106,448 80,181 328,496 301,338 272,395 304,657 35,995 105,255

Trinidad
& Tobago 27,111 33,423 155,360 107,250 133,679 102,265 7,737 40,346

Source: CEPAL/CELADE, Author Calculations
Notes: Projected enrollment for 2015 is based on population projections from CELADE and enrollment goals defined for each level. Pre-
primary projected enrollment is 80 percent by 2015, as the current ratio in Caribbean countries is expected to be maintained. Primary
education is projected to reach the Millennium Development Goal of 100 percent by 2015; secondary education is projected to increase
enrollment to 100 percent by 2015, as most Caribbean countries have already met the 75 percent goal for 2005 defined in the Summit of
the Americas; post-secondary education is projected to increase enrollment to 40 percent by 2015, as upper-middle-income countries
currently have a 30 percent average.
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eligible population in post-secondary education
would raise Trinidad & Tobago enrollment from 8,000
to 40,000 students; enrollments in Guyana and Ja-
maica would triple and in Bahamas would double.
Barbados is already enrolling 36 percent and so would
require little to reach 40 percent.

Unit costs in post-secondary education (Table 7,
based on data reported to UNESCO) vary greatly from
country to country. Trinidad & Tobago spends
US$12,239 (PPP) per student on post-secondary edu-
cation, compared to $9,178 in Barbados, $6,039 in
Jamaica, and only $840 in Guyana. Jamaica’s unit
costs are high compared with its per capita income.
It is interesting that Trinidad & Tobago spends only
$846 per primary student and $965 per secondary
student—less than Jamaica, which is a much poorer
country, and less than 20 percent of what Barbados
spends. (Bahamas figures were not available.)

Public expenditures on education to 2015 are
projected on the following assumptions: (a) per-stu-
dent expenditures increase in Jamaica and Barbados
at the same rate as growth of GDP per capita; (b)
expenditures per primary and secondary student in-
crease in Trinidad & Tobago and Guyana to 16 percent
and 20 percent of GDP per capita, to cover what ap-
pears to be a “quality” shortfall in per-student costs;
(c) Guyana’s per-student expenditures in post-sec-
ondary education double to cover what appears to
be a “quality” shortfall compared to its neighbors;
(d) the percentages of enrollments in private educa-

tion do not increase and cost recovery in higher edu-
cation is zero; (e) per capita GDP rises in accord with
estimates by the World Bank (Table 2).

On this basis, public expenditures on education
as a percentage of GDP are projected to 2015 (in
Table 8).

Results vary greatly. With a relatively high per
capita income, high enrollment ratios and a declin-
ing population, Barbados appears well able to finance
its public education system, as spending would de-
cline from the current 7.1 percent to 5.5 percent of
GDP by 2015. This suggests that Barbados could af-
ford to increase enrollment ratios in post-secondary
education to 50 percent or even 60 percent of the
school-age population.

In contrast, Jamaica would need to increase pub-
lic expenditure on education from the current 8.7
percent to over 10 percent of GDP. This is unlikely,
and Jamaica will have to reduce its per-student ex-
penditures in post-secondary education and/or
increase private-sector participation. Trinidad & To-
bago would need to increase education spending from
2.9 percent of GDP (low compared to its neighbors
and competitors) to 7.2 percent. This would mean
quadrupling enrollments in post-secondary educa-
tion, increasing expenditures per student at the
primary and secondary levels to amounts consistent
with competitors, and continuing to spend a high
amount per post-secondary education student. To
increase quality and enrollments at all levels of edu-

TABLE 7

 UNIT COST BY LEVEL OF EDUCATION

Countries Pre-Primary Primary Secondary Post-Secondary

2000 2015 2000 2015 2000 2015 2000 2015

Bahamas n.a. n.a. n.a. n.a. n.a. n.a. n.a. n.a.

Barbados n.a. — 4,632 7,217 5,168 8,052 9,178 14,299

Guyana 361 579 303 1220 552 1669 863 2,786

Jamaica 386 429 902 1,001 1,409 1,564 6,039 6,705

Trinidad & Tobago n.a. n.a. 846 1,438 965 1,640 12,239 20,804

Source: UNESCO, except for Guyana; authors’ estimates based on data provided by Ministry of education of Guyana
Notes: In Guyana and Trinidad & Tobago’s public expenditure for primary and secondary education, the unit cost ($1,220 and $1,669
respectively for Guyana and $2,858 and $3,910 respectively for Trinidad & Tobago), is significantly below average. A coming? Recent? quality
boost is projected to increase spending to 19 percent of GDP per capita for primary education and 26 percent for secondary education,
assuming the increase will achieve OECD countries’ average education expenditures. Guyana’s expenditures in post-secondary education are
projected to increase at twice the rate of other countries.
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cation, Guyana would need to raise its education
spending from 3.1 percent to 6.3 percent of GDP. This
might be especially difficult because of the low per-
centage of GDP currently going to government
services.

Seek Cost-Effectiveness in Post-Secondary
Education Financing

No matter what the apparent feasibility of future pub-
lic financing, all five Caribbean countries under study
will need to seek creative ways of reducing the bur-
den on public funds of expanding their
post-secondary education. Any savings could be
plowed back into the education and training system
through increased outreach or higher quality. The five
countries ought to consider three options—increas-
ing cost recovery, encouraging the growth of private
education, and increasing the number of short
courses.

Cost recovery, common in the USA, is no longer
a taboo subject even in Europe. Recent legislation in
the United Kingdom introduces cost recovery into
all UK post-secondary institutions. Cost recovery not
only increases revenue to government; it also encour-
ages students to complete their studies in the requisite
time period. Several Caribbean institutions (e.g.,

UWI, UG) already recover about 20 percent of their
costs. Barbados is beginning to discuss cost recovery
in its public institutions. University-level institutions
should charge more than post-secondary non-univer-
sity institutions do, since their clientele is usually of
higher socio-economic status.

Encouraging the growth of private institutions
is an option that all five countries should consider.
At present only Jamaica officially reports a signifi-
cant number (37 percent) of private post-secondary
institutions, but “unofficial” private institutions are
growing rapidly. Trinidad & Tobago has a policy of
publicly subsidizing private institutions through its
“dollar-for-dollar” program, but enrollment in pri-
vate institutions is reportedly still low. Guyana has
no recognized private post-secondary institutions,
and Barbados and Bahamas only a few.

Loan and scholarship funds for the needy will
also need to be developed. Given the small size of
the Caribbean countries, a regional effort with a com-
mercial bank might be considered.

To reduce the burden for government of increased
post-secondary enrollments, the growth of full-
fledged universities could be restricted and the growth
of shorter certificate and associate-degree programs
encouraged. The savings would be significant. For
instance, spending in Jamaica per student per year at

TABLE 8

 PUBLIC EXPENDITURE IN EDUCATION AS PERCENT OF GDP.
(YEAR 2000 AND 2015 PROJECTIONS)

Public Expenditure in Education as Percent of GDP

Countries Pre-Primary Primary Secondary Post-Secondary Total

2000 2015 2000 2015 2000 2015 2000 2015 2000 2015

Bahamas n.a. n.a. n.a. n.a. n.a. n.a. n.a. n.a. 3.2 n.a.

Barbados n.a. n.a. 2.4 1.8 2.9 2.2 1.8 1.5 7.1 5.5

Guyana 0.5 0.3 1.1 1.9 1.2 2.7 0.3 1.4 3.1 6.3

Jamaica 0.1 n.a. 3.0 2.4 4.0 3.9 1.5 3.9 8.7 10.2

Trinidad
& Tobago n.a. n.a. 1.1 1.4 1.0 1.7 0.8 4.1 2.9 7.2

Source: Author’s calculations based on World Bank data and on data provided by Ministry of Education of Guyana
Notes: Trinidad & Tobago’s public expenditure for primary and secondary education, as a percentage of GDP (0.7 percent in both cases),
is significantly below OECD countries’ average, unlike other Caribbean countries such as Jamaica and Barbados. A possible quality boost
is projected to increase spending to 19 percent of GDP per capita for primary education and 26 percent for secondary education, as-
suming the boost achieves OECD countries’ average on education expenditures. Guyana data are estimates based on data provided by
the MOE, Guyana.
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UWI is more than four times the cost at community
colleges. As students attend community colleges for
two rather than four years, government savings would
be eightfold for every student enrolled in commu-
nity colleges rather than university. This could work
especially well if articulation toward the university
level were better, so that deserving students could
transfer in with a minimum of difficulty.

A final but almost unstudied option for reducing
costs per graduate would be to reduce repetition and
dropouts in post-secondary education.

Adequate financing of post-secondary education
does not mean providing money to continue the sta-
tus quo. It means using public funds to achieve policy
goals such as quality, equity, and relevance. Finan-
cial accountability is fundamental. Ministries of
education ought to require simple, clear reports by
institutions on costs per student and per graduate,
student-teacher ratios, placement of graduates, and
the extent to which articulated goals of cost, gradu-
ate numbers and student placement have been met.
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