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Education in Latin America and the
need for alternatives

An assessmentof the educationsystemsof the
countriesof Latin Americaneedsto addressthree
centralquestions:

i Is educationcontributing to increasingthe
productivity of thelabour forcein an increas-
ingly global economy?

2 Is it contributingto reducingabsolutepoverty
andto improveequity?

3 Is it contributingto consolidatingdemocratic
institutions?

Thoughconditionsvarybetweenschoolsin differ-
ent countriesof the regionandwithin any given
country, manywill concludethat the simple an-
swer to thesequestionsis no. In spite of a long
tradition of rhetoric on the importanceof educa-
tion to development,Latin American education
systemshaveseriousproblems.Theproblemscan

besummarizedby thelackof relevancyof muchof
whatis taught,by the low qualityof teachingand
consequentlow levelsof learning,by thefact that
educationsystemsperpetuatesocial inequalities
andby the inefficiency of educationsystems.

After decadesof policies reportedly aimed at
providing educationalopportunityfor all, educa-
tional opportunitiesare unevenlydistributedin
Latin America. The quality of primary education
for manyisvery poor,while educationpolicy and
spendingin the region has emphasizedhigher
educationand quality educationfor a few, The
opportunity to learn is seriouslyconstrainedfor
children from lower socio-economicstrataas the

urbanpoor and those living in rural areasare
servedby the teacherswith least training, the
worstschoolsandfewestgrades.1Thebiasin pub-
lic financing of educationtowardshighereduca-
tion, which benefitsprimarily middle andupper
middleclasseswhoseability topayexceedsactual

paymentsfor the educationof their children, fur-
ther worsensequity.

If thequalityof educationthat thepoorreceiveis
deficient, thisalso presentsa seriousconstraintto
increasingtheproductivityof the labourforce and
to improvingequity. Latin Americahasthe worst

incomedistribution in theworld.Low-qualityedu-
cation for the largeportionof thepopulationthat is
pooralso posesachallengefor thefunctioningand
sustainabilityof democracyin the region.Thecon-
solidationof democracyin the regionwill require
the participationandinvolvementof citizensin the
conductof public affairs. Thisrequiresmotivation

and competencyin largesegmentsof the popula-
lion; low-quality schoolsmouldneither,

The long-term survival of democracyin Latin

America relies on an educatedcitizenship. An
educatedcitizenship will establisha baseof in-

creasesin productivity which will set the econo-
miesof thecountriesof the regionon the roadto
economicgrowth. Educationcan also provide a
basic frameworkof values and attitudesto the
majority of the populationwhich are essentialfor
participatory forms of governmentand for the
well-functioning of democratic institutions.

Among thosevaluesarethesensethateachperson
hasequaldignity andthereforetheright topartici-
patein thedecisionsthataffecttheir lives.Promot-
ing this common-value framework requires
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providing eachpersonopportunitiesto develop

self-esteemand also opportunitiesto appreciate

the value of othersand their points of view, in-
cluding thosewho havedifferent socio-cultural

backgrounds.
Educationsystemsin which a few achievevery

high levelsof educationwhile largesegmentsof
thepopulationremainilliterate will nothelp con-

solidatedemocraticinstitutions.In addition, it is
not enough for democracyto provide children
with schoolingthat addressestheir needsto de-
velop academicskills. While thoseare important,
schoolsmust also addresssocial and emotional

domains in order to prepare for citizenship.
Schoolsthat systematicallyconveythe messages
to poor, disadvantagedchildren or membersof
ethnic minorities that they do not belong in the

school (ofteneitherby excludinganyreferenceto
themandtheir experiencein the curriculum)will
end up either expelling these children from
school,or producinggraduateswho havea hard
time reconciling the realitiesof school with the
realitiesof theirlife.

Rigoberta Menchu winner of the 1992 Nobel

PeacePrize,andleaderof oneof theMayangroups
in Guatemala,explains how her father insisted
that she should quit primary school because
schoolsdid not allow children from indigenous
groupsto attendschoolin their traditional dress.
For manyfamilies, not wearingtraditional dress,

especiallyfor girls, wasassociatedwith a form of
dishonour.

There are threebasic problemsfor the consol-
idation of democracywith the existing primary
schoolsin Latin America:

1 Studentslearntoo little of the intendedcur-
riculum.

2 Schoolsreinforcesocialdisparities.

3 Curricula lack explicit attention to the social
andemotionaldomains.

In many instancesthe ‘hidden’ curriculumis one

thatteachesapathy,hopelessnessor resignationto
wait for the centralgovernmentto solvethe most
immediateproblemsof the child, Most children
are learningtoolittle in primary schools,further-

moreschoolsdo not seemto contributeto reduce

social inequities, as the opportunityto learn is
smallerfor rural andpoor children.

A studyin a sampleofrural schoolsinHonduras
found that 1253 children who were given a
multiple-choicetestmeasuringbasicreadingabil-
ity obtained,on average,44 per cent of correct
responsesin grade I and36 per cent of correct
responsesin grade 3 (McGinn et a]., 1992). Data
from Chileshowthatwhile studentsfromfamilies
in the highestquintile of the incomedistribution
score80 percent of the questionsin the testcor-
rectly, studentsin the lowest quintile only score
40 percentof themcorrectly (Schiefelbein1991).

A test administeredto 3248 primary school stu-
dents(in gradesix) in arandomsampleof Mexican
schoolsshowsthaton averagetheyscoredonly 48

percentof the itemscorrectlyin acurriculumtest
of basic subjects (Guevara,1991). Students in
Mexicanprivate schoolsobtain higherscores(65

percent)thantheir counterpartsin public schools
(47 percent).

While it is true that most of the children of
school-goingageare enrolledin primaryschoolat
somepoint in their lives in the region, thereare,
however, great disparities between and within

countriesin the region in how manychildrenare
left out of school.Furthermore,for thosewho are
enrolled, there are also great disparities in the

opportunity to learn for children from different
socio-economicbackgroundsandfor thoseliving
in urbanandrural areas.As a result,while many
enroll in primary school at somepoint in their
lives,manyenrollin schoolsthat put themat such
disadvantage— compoundedby their own social
disadvantage— thatschoolfailure isthemostprob-
ableoutcome:manyof thesechildrenlearnlittle,
repeatseveraltimes, and eventuallydrop out of
school.

It shouldnotbe surprisingthat proportionately
more people in rural areashave no accessto
schooling,asthosearetheareasleastservedby the
Statein providingeducation.Many of the schools
in rural areashaveteachersteachingmore than
onegrade(a rarephenomenonin urbanschools),
andhaveteacherswith lesstraining, supervision
andaccessto materials.Many of therural schools
alsodo not offerall gradesof primaryeducation.In
1987 in Colombia23 percentoftheurbanteachers
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wereuntrainedvs 39 percentof theruralteachers;
inHondurasthefigureswere15 percentvs46 per
cent, in Nicaraguatheywere32 percentvs74 per

cent.2

In Peruthe proportionof trainedteachers(ma-

estrostitulados)in primaryeducationrangesfrom

95 percentin Arequipa(wherethereportedrepe-
tition rateis 11 per cent),or over 70 per cent in
Lima (repetitionratesaround10 percent),down
to 20 percentof trainedteachersin MadredeDios
(repetitionrate46 percent).3

In additionto theproblemsof accessandequity

mentioned,schools in Latin America are often
betterat preparingchildren to adaptto author-
itarian stylesof governmentthan at developing
critical thinking and social skills necessaryfor

citizensto promotedemocraticforms of govern-
ment.

Againstthis backgrounda legitimatequestionis
whetherit is possibletofind alternativemodelsto
providequality educationto thepoor.Thecaseof

theFeyAlegria (FaithandJoy)Schoolsshowsthat
innovationis indeedpossible.This is significant

becausepublic educationsystemsareso trapped
in day-to-day routines,or suffer from a certain
‘systemfatigue’ thatmakesthemmoreaptat main-
taining the statusquo than at changing. As we
haveseen,the statusquo in educationwill not
producethecritical massof well educatedcitizens
that can sustaindemocraticforms of government
in thelongrun. Thischapterreviewstheperform-
anceof FeyAlegrla anddrawssomelessonsasto

why this innovationworks.

Fe y AlegrIa

Fe y Alegrla (FaithandJoy) is a Non-Government

Organizationwhich provides formal and non-
formal educationat differentlevelsin 12 countries
inLatinAmerica.Startedin 1955asa projectof Fr.

José M. Velaz to educateIOU poor children in a
room in the houseof a constructionworker in

Caracas,it beganto expandto othercountries in
the regionin 1964. By 1992 theyhadexpandedto

Startdate country Centres Students

1955 Venezuela 103 97358
1964 Ecuador 38 29670
1965 Panama 8 13396
1966 Fern 43 43733
1966 Bolivia 138 147535
1968 El Salvador 16 48409
1972 ~olambia 76 99109
1974 Nicaragua 21 16784
1976 Guatemala 23 8584
1980 Brazil 31 4908
1991 DominicanRepublic 5 2600
1992 Paraguay 7 710
Total 509 512796

an organization active in 12 countriesreaching

512,796 studentsin 509 centres,Table 3.1 sum-

marizesthe history of the expansionof Fe y Ale-

grfa.
Fey Alegrfa’sprimemissionis to providequal-

ity educationto the poor as expressedin their
motto‘Wherethe asphaltroadends,wherethereis

no water,electricityor services,therebeginsFey
Alegria’.

Most of Fe y Alegrfa’s work is in the formal
educationsystem.Theirbasicoperatingprinciple
is tocreatepartnershipsbetweentheorganization,
theStateandthelocal communitytoprovidequal-
ity educationto poor children. In formal schools

the Ministry of Educationtypically paysfor the
salariesof the teachers,the communitiespartici-
patein the constructionand maintenanceof the
school, Fe y Alegria trains and supervisesthe

teachers(in somecasesit alsoselectsthem),man-
agestheschoolandco-ordinatesactivities sothat
the school operatesas a centre for community

development.
Most of the studentsin Fe y Alegria schools (56

percent)are in primary education,a third (30 per

cent) are in secondaryeducationand a minority
are in pre-primaryor day carecentres.Table3.2

presentsthenumberof studentsin Fey Alegri aby
level andcountry in the formal educationsystem

in 1991,
While Fe y AlegrI a covers a very small per-

centageof all childrenenrolledin school in each

Table 3.1. Summary of the history of Fe y Alegria and
studentsandcentresin 1992.

Source:Fe y Alegria. Movimiento de EducaciónPopular.
Asunción,1992.
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Table 3.2. Studentsin FeyAlegrIa schoolsin 1991 by countryandlevel.

Daycare [‘re-school Primary LowerSecondary Higher Secondary Total

Bolivia 120 7606 40780 23809 16577 88892
Brazil 6384 6679 3998 50 0 17111
Columbia 9009 1514 30150 3687 5126 49486
Ecuador 0 1939 12325 1917 310 16491
El Salvador 130 89 5644 1143 0 7006
Guatemala 0 1160 4938 768 0 6866
Nicaragua 0 1048 5578 1847 518 8991
Panama 0 0 0 520 0 520
Peru 0 144 25426 19189 0 44759
Venezuela 0 7057 39881 13288 1260 61486
Total 15643 27236 168720 66218 23791 301608

Source:FeyAlegria Internacional,Estadlsticas1991.

country, it offers a successfulmodel of providing
qualityeducationto thepoorwith thepotentialto
inspire others in the larger educationsystems

whereit operates.In 1991 fewerthan 3 outofevery
1000 children on averagewho were enrolled in
primary schoolattendeda Fe y Alegriaschool in
the countrieswherethis NGO works. The organ-

ization is most expandedin Bolivia, where 3 of
every 100 children in primary school attendeda

FeyAlegrfaschool,andin Venezuela,thecountry
where the organizationstarted, where 1 out of
every 100 children enrolled in primary school
attenda Fey Alegrfa school.

Enrollmentsin Fe y Alegrfahavebeengrowing

at a moderaterate.Between1990and1991 enroll-
ments in primary educationincreasedby 3 per
cent, in lower secondaryby 2.7 per cent and in
highersecondaryby lessthan 1 percent. Enroll-
ments in pre-schoolexpandedby 46 per cent
between 1990 and 1991, reflecting substantial

growth in eachcountry, but particularly in Bra-
zil.

Fe y AlegrIa defines itself as a movementof

integralpopulareducation.Their primary objec-
tive is to provideeducationfor life that provides
socially disadvantagedchildren with opportun-
ities to increasethequality of their life.

The organizationis structuredaroundprinci-
ples of functional autonomyof the countries,re-

gions and centreswithin broad principles and
objectives.In mostcountriestherearethreeorgan-
izational levels,a generaldirectorate,regionaldi-
rectoratesand schools.The general directorate

setsbroadguidelines,communicateswith the rest

of the nationalfederationsin the network, devel-
Ups financial plans, raisesfunds and supervises
the activities of the organization.Regionaldirec-

torates assist the schools in designing specific
plans and linking them to the broadvision and
guidelinesestablishedby thenationaldirectorate.
The schools haveautonomyto interpret the na-

tional guidelinesin the formulation of their spe-
cific plansandprojects;theyalsoadministertheir

staffandbudgets.Budgetformulation, for exam-
ple, is pretty mucha bottomup exercise;it starts
with thebudgetrequestspreparedby eachschool,
which are consolidatedby the regionaland na-

tional chapters.In general thereis more admin-
istrativeautonomyin theFeyAlegrlaschoolsthan
in their counterpartsin the public sector.

While the movementwasfoundedby the Soci-
ety of Jesus,many otherreligious congregations
participateand most of the teachersare not or-

dainedpersonnel.In 1991 only 6 per centof the
teachersand principalswere membersof a reli-

giouscongregation.
Thenationalchaptersof Fey Alegrfa are legally

registeredas privatenon-profitorganizations.It is
aninstitutionof theCatholicChurchsponsoredby
the Society of Jesus.The national chaptershave

agreementswith theMinistry of Education.They
are also part of a federation— Fe y Alegrfa Inter-
nacional — which is recognizedas consultative
memberof UNESCOandUNICEF.

The establishmentof acommunityof parentsis
animportantfeatureof all schoolsin Fey Alegria.
The following notes from oneof the teachersof a

Fe y Alegria school in Venezuelaillustrate the
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type of relationshipthat theseschoolshavewith
theconxrnunity:

Wepayattentionto thecommunityin theveryexam-
plesusedto teachreading,and in the contentsof all
theothersubjects.Weteachknowledgein its context,
acknowledgingthe elementsof oppression,but also
thoseof resistanceof thepopulargroups,we rescue
popularculture - . - with this kind of planning the
parentscan easilybecometeachersas they can help
reconstructthe story of the barrio or describe the
village wherethey caine from or narrateepisodesof
the history of Venezuela... . We have also trans-
formed the parent-teachermeetings,we havegone
from boringmeetingsinwhichparentswerejust given
the gradesof their childrento encountersin which
studentsparticipatetelling their mothersabout their
problemsandsharingtheir progresses.. . . Experience
has shownus also with how much responsibility
motherscanfill in for anabsentteacher,this requires
frequentcommunicationbetweenteachersand par-
ents ... . At the sametime the school becomesthe
centreof celebrationsfor thebarrioandsharesin the
barrio’s successesandproblems. . . theschoolpartici-
pateswith the community in the celebrationof the
anniversaryof the barrio, the week of the school,
Christmas,Holy Week.Christmas,for instance,pro-
videsopportunitiesto developspecialactivities in the
subjectsof Language,SocialStudies,ReligiousEduca-
tion, Work Educationandto organizewith theneigh-
bors and parentscommunitynativity sets,streetdec-
orationsfor midnight mass,confectionof sweets,4

Thissuggeststhat in their links with Fe y Alegrla
schoolcommunitiesgo beyondsupportingschool

activities: the school becomes a centre of
community development.This is also illustrated
in the caseof Peru.

Generally,when we opena school we begin using
bamboomats,until we canfind funds to build, The
contribution of the community is significant, they
help levelingthe ground,finishing andmaintaining
the building. However, the communityalso partici-
patesin otherways.

The community participates from the time in
which their leadersapproachtheFeyAlegrIaorgan-
ization to establishaschool.Oncethey requestit, we
haveameetingwith all peopleliving in thecommu-
nity in which we explain the objectives of Fe y
Alegriaand our intentionthat an integraleducation
requirestheir activeparticipation.If everyoneagrees
we signan agreementandbegin thenewproject. The
first taskof thecommunityis to donatethe landto Fe
y Alegrla for theconstructionof theschool.

However, the formal educationof the studentsis
notour only objective.Theschool is an opportunity

to be presentin the barrio. Every student in the
school lives in the community and we attempt to
maketheschool a centerof developmentof thebar-
rio. The religious congregationsthat manageour
schoolslive in the samebarrio,building a housein
thesameland of theschool.Theyalso participatein
communityactivities andsupportgrassrootsorgan-
izations,Slowlyanumberof programsdevelopsfrom
our schools:healthprograms,food programs. . . sup-
port tothe leadersof the organizationsof mothers.5

Fe y Alegrfa maintainsintensiveefforts to train
teachersandproduceeducationmaterials,leaflets
and pamphlets,outlining the philosophyof this
movementaddressedto educatingstaffworkingin
theirschoolsaboutthephilosophyoftheorganiza-
tion. Many of thesearetheresultof periodicmeet-
ingsmaintainedby representativesof thenational
chapters,who alsodeveloptheir own materialsfor
the national network of schools and exchange
themthroughtheregionalnetwork.Thesemateri-
als emphasizewhat Fe y Alegria should be, and
providenew teacherswith an ongoingvision of
the philosophyandaimsof themovement,

The educationalproposalfrom Fe y Alegria to the
schoolsis summarizedin the fact that schoolsshould
becomeeducationalcommunitycenters.Thesecen-
ters will be sustainedin a numberof principlesand
practicesto guaranteethestudentsanintegraleduca-
tion of quality with thefollowing features:
• Education emphasizingthe learning processes

andcontentsthat originatein realityandin life
• An active,critical andcreativepedagogy
• Educationin productivework
• Educationin Christianvalues
• Education that confronts with the community

problemsof life
• Educationin participation
• Education that fosters a permanent learning

process
• Educationcommittedto anewmodelofman and

society.(Fe y Alegria, 1992).

The national chaptersalso produceinformation
pamphletsfor the larger communitywhich pres-
ent the objectivesof their schoolsandthe activ-
ities thatare developedin the countryandwhich
aim to mobilize andmaintainlocal support.

A largeareaof effort of the nationaldirectorate
in eachcountry is to train teachers,with much
emphasison in-servicetrainingandin field-based
training tied to the developmentof a project of
school improvement.In VenezuelaFe y AlegrIa
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hascreatedits own teachertraining institution;in
Bolivia, teachertraining offered by Fe y Alegrfa
wassohighly valuedthat duringseveralyearsthe
governmentrequestedthatFey Alegrfa trainedall
teachersin the system,includingthosein public
schools.

Morerecently,someof thenationalchaptersare
producingdocumentsto stimulate national dia-
logue about the directionsof educationreform.
The Venezuelanchapter,for example,is produc-
ing a seriesof booklets discussingeducationin
this country, educationquality, popular educa-

tion, didactic experiencesin language,in mathe-
matics, in social studies,experiencesin teacher
training andin educationprojects.

There is no systematicevaluation available
comparingthe results of Fe y Alegrfa to thoseof
regular public schools.6Anecdotalevidencesug-
geststhat their schoolsaregenerallyrecognizedby
parentsasprovidingbettereducationto theirchil-
then than public schools.A study of the pro-
grammein Guatemalafoundthat 85 percentof the
studentswho enter pre-school in Fe y Alegria
completesix grades in sevenyears, in contrast
with 34 per cent completion ratesin the same
periodin governmentschools(Diaz, 1989, p. 67).

A studyof theprogrammein Venezuelaconcludes
thatcostsperpupilare 30percenthigherin Public
Schools than in Fe y Alegrf a schools (Navarro,
1994). In Bolivia, theWorld BankPovertyReport
indicates4someobserversestimatethat the num-
ber of public schoolsmanagedby the Catholic
Churchwould doubleif thegovernmentapproved
all communityrequestsfor their services’(World
Bank,1990, p. 86).

An exampleofhow Fe y Alegria
works: Bolivia

Fey AlegrIa startedin bolivia in 1966 andit has
since expandedinto what is perhapsthe most
developedof thenationalchaptersof theregional
federation.

Sincethe beginningthe Ministry of Education

agreedto pay the salariesof teachersandprinci-
pals in Fe y Alegria schools.Thoughin theorythe

governmentagreedthatFey Alegrfawould select
teachers,this hasnot provenfeasibledueto pres-
suresof thegovernmentandthe unions;however,
Fe y AlegrIaselectsthe principalson the basisof
training, experienceandcommitmentto the mis-
sion of theorganization.

Early on in its work in Bolivia, Fe y Alegri a
identified that low levels of training of teachers
were a constraintto providingquality education.
In 1972 they began a programme of in-service
teachertraining.Thesecoursesprovidedtheoryin
pedagogicalmethodsandfollow-up in the class-
room by a training team.Training took place on
weekendsor duringanintensiveweek.Thistrain-
ing was openedalso to teachersof the regular
public schools andbetween1972 and1977 this
programmehadtrained33 per centof all primary

schoolteachers.
With thereinstatementof democracyin 1982Fe

y Alegrfa becamea sourceof dynamismin public
education.However, shortly after that they de-
cided that they had expandedtoo much at the

expenseof qualityandchoseto focustrainingonly
on the schools of Fe y Alegrfa andto initiate a
seriesof pilot projectsof teachertraining.

Fe y Alegrfa introduceda number of innova-
tions in education in Bolivia: personalizedin-
struction,which structuredthe curriculumin di-
dactic units, and reading and sciencecorners,
providingopportunitiesfor eachchild to progress
at his or herown pace.This programmelasted
between1972 and 1976 when it wasinterrupted

due to lack of funds for teachingmaterialsand
school libraries. There was also someresistance

from teachersbecauseit requiredmorework,
It is also dotnmonfor Fe y Alegria schoolsto

have older studentshelp with the educationof
youngerstudents;this has becomeveryuseful in
recentyearsasteacherstrikeshaveincreaseddue
to the reductionsin teachersalariesand it has

allowedkeepingschoolsopenwhenteachersare
on strike. Another innovation was the develop-
mentof centresof educationandproduction.They
havethebestworkshopto produceprosthesesin
Bolivia.

Still anotherinnovationwasthe projectfor Par-
entsandChildren (ProgramaPadrese Hijos) star-
ted in 1984. This wasa programmeimplemented
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largelythroughouttheschoolsrun by Fe y Alegrla
for parentsof children in thoseschools.The pro-

grammeconsistedof a seriesof workshopsto ad-
dressdifferentproblemsinfluencingthe quality of
family life, such as: communication,family rela-
tions,alcoholismand drug addiction, family and
media,The mainobjectiveof this programmeis to
assistdysfunctionalfamiliesthroughparentsedu-
cationandcounselling.The workshopsarebased
in an active andparticipatoryapproachto prom-
ote adult learning. In 1991 this programmewas

functioning in threedepartmentsin Bolivia, in 27

groups reaching945 parentsand approximately
3780 children.

In 1992Fe y Alegrfa Bolivia was developinga
model of rural education— boardingschool. In
thesehouses(called Housesof Knowledge)com-
munity membersparticipatein bringingfood and
supplies,amotherfromthecommunityhelpswith
cooking and organization. In these boarding
schoolsthereis a school council,studentspartici-
pate in the establishmentof the rulesof thecom-

munityandin a committeeto maintaindiscipline.
Thereis a schoolgardenwherestudentscultivate
vegetablesandfruit.

Anotherprojectinvolving some200 teachersin

Fe y Alegria schoolsproduced90 prototypetext-

books for primary school.Theseare books that
reflectthecultural andlinguistic diversity of Boli-
via, that rescuetheheritageof eachregionandthat
reflect the reality with which the studentsare

familiar.
In 1977 Fe y Alegrla conductedan evaluation

which suggestedthat they had expandedtoo
much, losing in quality and depth; in 1982 they
decided to give priority to quality over expan-
sion.

The relationshipbetweenthe school and the
communityis a cornerstoneof the functioning of
FeyAlegria.At thebeginningparentsparticipated
in the constructionof the schoolbut since 1968

they participatethrough the barrio associations.
The schoolalso contributeswith the community
in projectsof health,potablewaters,sewage.

Fundingcomesfrom a numberof sources.The
Ministry of Educationpaysthesalariesof teachers
andprincipals.A small studentfee — the sameas
thatwhich studentspay in public schools— pays

for regularteachingmaterials.The nationalhead-
quartersprepareprojectproposalswhich aresub-
mitted to internationalagenciesfor funding. In
othercountries,butnot in Bolivia, thereare also
yearlynationalraffles which generatelocal funds
for operatingexpenses.

In 1992FeyAlegriaoperatedin eight of thenine

departmentsin Bolivia. Their main programmes
include formal educationat the pre-school,pri-
mary, secondaryandtechnical levels. They also
havean extensiveprogrammeof radioeducation,
severalprogrammesof teachertraining, the pro-
grammefor parentsandchildren,programmesfor
communitydevelopment,daycarecentres,health
programmeanda programmeof religious educa-
tion.

The administrativestructureincludesa staffof

sixty. Seventeenpersonswork at the national
headquarters,and two to five peoplework in the
co-ordinationoffices in eachdepartment.Thereis
extensive co-ordination and communication
amongthe schools in this network. Teachersof
eachcyclein nearbyschoolsmeetandplan oncea
month. Departmentalco-ordinatorsvisit schools
frequently.

FeyAlegrf a hasfedthepublic educationsystem
in anumberof ways:training teachers,producing
teachingmaterialsfor teachersandstudents;the
programmeof radioeducationwaslaunchedas a
pilot projectwith USAID financing.

Anecdotal evidence suggeststhat graduates

from Fe y Alegrfa schoolshavebettermasteryof
basicskills: reading,writing andmathematics,In
addition, they havehad betteropportunitiesfor

emotional development,their teachershavepaid
attentionto the developmentof their self-esteem,
studentsusually cometo schools Saturdaysand
Sundaysto play in the sport yards, the school
seemsto meet their social needs.In most of the
schools there are youth groups which work on
specialprojectssuchasChristmasactivities,field
trips,sports,culturalevents.

In additionto emphasizingthe masteryof aca-
demicskills, the Fe y Alegrla schoolsemphasize
valueseducation,honesty and solidarity. Grad-
uates develop meaningful attachmentto their
school; in somecasesthere are alumni associa-
tions.
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The directorof FeyAlegrfa in Bolivia indicates
that thereare four dimensionsof their education
projects:’

• Economic:theymustprovidegraduatesoppor-
tunitiesto earna living.

• Political: theysupportgrassrootsorganizations
sothatpeoplebecomeawareof their rightsand
canorganizethemselvesto protectthem.

• Cultural: they promote cultural and ethnic
identity.

• Religious: theyprovidea transcendentdimen-
sion,to motivateindividualsthroughoutlife.

Lessonslearned

This sectionproposesa modelto explainthe suc-
cessof Fey Alegrfa. The model shouldbeunder-
stoodasa workinghypothesis.A rigoroustesting
of thishypothesiswould requirethestudyof more
innovations,including notjust successesbut fail-
ures,andsystematicmeasurementof comparable
outcomesincluding measuresof studentlearning
andothergains.

Theimportanceof a senseofmission

FeyAlegrlahasa very clearsenseof mission.We
could call this the ‘spirit’ of the innovation; it
gluesthe different componentsof the innovation
together,including the technologiesandthe peo-

ple involved (teachers,trainers, administrators,
studentsandparents).Thisvision articulateswhy
the innovationmakessense.It reflectsan under-
standingof the main problemsof educationand
how theproposedsetof activitieswill addressthe
problem.Beyondthelevel ofresources,or anade-
quatetechnicaldesign,thisvisionworks asaforce
that motivatesthe peopleinvolved to commit to
theinnovation,thatgivestheir participationin the

innovation meaning in the frame of their own
personalvaluesandbeliefs.

Thisspiritof theinnovationis in partshapedby
the deeppersonalcommitmentof theinnovators.

It gives the innovation meaning in terms of

broadervalues,such as thoseexpressedin reli-
gioussystemsor political ideology.Easily found
amongthosewho designtheinnovationand first
put it to work, it can escape the innovation

quickly, especiallyasit increasesin scale.
Fe y Alegrfa emphasizesthat the teachersin

their schoolsshouldfind in theirteachinga wayto
achievereligioustranscendency.The spirit of the
innovation is often capturedand transmittedin
symbolsandrituals,ForinstanceFey Alegriahas
a logo that is widely recognizedin the region:a
heartwith the silhouettesof threechildren. The
motto ‘Where the road endsthere beginsFe y

Alegria’ alsocapturesthephilosophyof educating
in places that governmentprovision does not
reach.Celebrationsandgroupdynamicsare often
incorporatedaspartof thetrainingprogrammesor

of the programmesof outreachto the community;
theyall conveythespecialmystiqueof theinnova-
tion. An indicatorof a live spirit of the innovation
istheclarity with whichparticipantsin theproject
at different levels can communicatewhat the in-
novationis about,whatit is trying to do andhow it
is doingit andwhy that is importantto them.

A centralelementin the‘spirit’ of FeyAlegrfa is
the desireto focuson socially disadvantagedstu-

dents andto provide them with skills and atti-
tudesthat will increasetheir senseof control of
their environment,a necessaryconditionfor de-
mocracy.This is expressedin the emphasisin

developmentof self-esteem,in incorporatingthe
culture of the studentsinto the curriculum, in
providingspacesfor participation(studentparti-

cipation,teacherparticipation,communityparti-
cipation) and in expanding the links between
schoolsandcommunities.

Theimportanceof the role of the
community

Fe y Alegria gives the community of parentsa

larger role than traditional schools do. This in-
volvesexplainingto parentswhat the innovation
is trying to do for their children, requesting
supportfrom parentsandensuringthat the school
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in turn supportscommunityactivitiesor commu-
nity development.In averyrealsenseFeyAlegria
openedthe school to the community, not just to
ask for their help with schoolrepairsor student

fees,but to identify new waysin which commu-
nitiescouldhelp schoolscarry outtheir newmis-
sion, andalso to identify new waysin which the

school could support the community. IFor in-
stance,in FeyAlegria theschoolsareacentreof a
numberof educationprogrammesfor parentsand

membersof the community.)
A very directway in which the schoolsin Fey

Alegrfaconnectwith their communitiesisthat the
curriculumattemptsto recognizeandbuildon the
communitywherethestudentslive.Teachertrain-
ing emphasizesusingexamplesthatacknowledge

the diversity of studentbackgroundsand allow
studentsto usenon-standardformsof languagein
school,or totell storieswhichreflectdiversehome

and family experiences.In this way the school
sendsa very direct messageto parentsand stu-
dentsthat it is noteducatingto developan ‘ideal’

child who may or may notconformto their own
reality, but that it istrying to reachthem,recogniz-
ing their uniquenessanddiversity.

In a veryrealsensethis innovationtries toplace
theschoolswheretheybelong,in the community,

and to promotemechanismsfor community in-
volvement in running the school. This is very
importantfor the supportof democracyas it pro-

moteslocalparticipationto solvelocalproblems—

education.In additionthis presentsan alternative

‘hidden curriculum’ to children in schools,em-
phasizinglocal actionandparticipationin devel-
opment.

Theimportanceofdemocratic
leadership

The successfulimplementationandexpansionof
Fe y Alegri a reliesnot just on good management,

buton good leadership.Eachnewschooladdedto
the programmerequiresthere-creationof the vi-

sion of the innovation; this calls on leadership

supportiveof participationat differentlevels.The
creationof spacesfor local leadershipin turn re-

lied on democraticleadershipat higher levels.At
the higher levels the innovationsseemto have
benefitedfrom skilledsocialentrepreneurship,in-

dividualswith the ability to articulatethe vision
that turns challengesinto opportunitiesandthat
motivatesothersto join the project. It is possible
that the freedomthat results from a small-scale

organizationexplainsthecontinuedlevelof com-
mitmentandenergyfoundamongtopleadersof Fe
y AlegrIa; senior executivesin larger and more

bureaucraticorganizationssuch as Ministries of
Educationseemtowearoutmuchfaster.It maybe
easierin a smallorganizationthanin the Ministry
of Educationto communicateavisionandto trans-

late it into action.

The innovation engaged teachersin the re-
creationof thevision, of the spirit, of theinnova-
tion, byprovidingopportunitiesfoi teachersat the

school level to design their own educationpro-
jects. To the extentthat teachersthemselvesex-
periencemore direct control in influencingdeci-

sions about how their school operates,they are
moreableto respondto increasedcommunitypar-
ticipation,andtobeeffectiverole-modelsfor their
studentsof active participantsin their commu-

nities.

Theimportanceof strict and lean
management

Leadershipandvision are important,but the im-
portanceof organizationandmanagementshould
notbeunderestimated.Fe y Algeriahaslittle room

for inefficiencies;it hasatight budgetandreduced

personnel,so resourceshaveto bestretchedto the
limit.

Fe y Alegrfa has its own organizationalstruc-
ture, very small and efficient,responsiblefor im-
plementing the different componentsof the in-

novation. There are fewer organizationallevels
and fewer administratorsper staff in the Fe y
Alegrla systemthan in the public educationsys-
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temsin the countrieswhere they operate.This
meansthat costs are smaller,but placesgreater
burdenson administratorsin Fe y Alegrfa. This

mayalso bethe reasonwhy Fey Alegrfa needsto
rely on moredemocraticandparticipatoryforms

of management;therejust aren’t enoughadmin-
istratorsandsupervisorsto run aroundchecking

that teachersare doing their work. The funda-
mentaldifferencebetweenthemanagementstruc-
turesof FeyAlegrfaandthoseof public education

systemsreflectsa differentvision of teachersand
schools: in Fe y Alegria the school and the
communityareat thecentreof thesystem— that is,
where the actiontakesplace,where initiative is

needed. Administration is a thin layer built
around this to provide co-ordination and
communicationandto help achievesomescales
(in fund-raising, for example).In the traditional
system, the centre seemsto be the Ministry of

Educationand the school is perceivedas an ap-
pendixresponsiblefor the implementationof ini-
tiativesdecideduponat thetop; thisrequiresmore
personneland different managementstylesto su-

pervise that policies and regulations are fol-
lowed.

Therole ofresourcesand thecrucial
role of donors

The implementationof the Fe y Alegrla pro-
grammerequires funds to finance the schools,
textbooks,training andother inputs that brought

themissionof theinnovationalive.

It is significantthatFeyAlegriaevolvedat some
distancefrom public funds; public funds became
availableandimportantoncethe innovationhad

provenitself. It is possiblethat innovationis more
likely whenremovedfromgovernment,or that the

particularstylesofgovernmentreflectedbyMinis-
triesof Educationin Latin Americahavenotbeen

tooconduciveto innovation,
Fe y Alegria developedinitially as a private

initiative; different funding arrangementshave
sinceevolvedin differentcountries.In mostcoun-

tries a numberof agreementswith governments
securepublic funding; in Venezuela,for instance,

80 percentof the programmebudgetis transfers
from the Ministry of Education.In thecasewhere

Fe y Alegria expandedmost (Bolivia), funding
from internationalagenciesis significantly larger
than in theothercountrieswherethe programme

operates.

Theroleof diplomacyand social
marketing

The long-termsurvival achievedby Fe y Alegrfa

demonstratesgreatsensitivity andskills tohandle
the conflicting political intereststhat interfacein
the educationsystem.The critical needis for di-
plomacy andgamesmanshipat the co-ordinating
level of the innovation,but political sensitivity is
also necessaryat the local level.

In talkingto thechieffiguresresponsiblefor Fey

Alegrfa onegetsthe impressionthat they are not
only motivatededucatorsandpeoplewith a clear
senseof mission,butalsoskilledpoliticians.They
canunderstandthe politics of the educationsys-
temandhow theprojectaffectsthosepolitics; they

can communicate,bargain,and negotiateat two
political levels:politicsof theprojectenvironment

andpolitics insidethe project.The projectenvir-
onment involves the Ministry of Education, the
internationaldonors, the community, the local
politicians, political parties, and other interest
groups.Internalpolitics are thosethatariseamong
peopleworking in theproject,andwhich increase

astheprojectgoesto scale.Handlingthepolitics of
the environment sometimesrequires building
supportandcoalitionsrelying on massmediato

reachdifferent groupsand communities.A clear

communicationstrategywithin theprogrammeis
alsoa necessaryconditionto maintainingthequal-

ity of the innovationand to handlingof internal
politics; this includesthe use of formal and in-
formal channelsof communicationto provide

feedbackfrom the schoolsto the higher levelsof
projectmanagement,andit involves alsoeffective
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communicationsystemsfromhighermanagement
levels to teachersandlocal managers.

An important objective of a communication
strategy is to insure a shared understanding,
amongall participantsin the innovationand its

supporters.of what the innovationis about,what
it is trying to do,how it is trying to do it andwhy
that is important. In other words, this strategy
shouldattemptto communicatethe ‘spirit’ of the
innovation.

Therole ofinitial technicaldesign,
learning by doingandnetworking

TheFey AlegrIa concepthasevolvedoveralarge
numberof years.The periodicmeetingsof educa-
tors involved in the projectwithin the countries
andof thenationalco-ordinatorsofdifferentcoun-
tries allow opportunitiesto exchangeexperiences
andimprove theinitial designof eachcomponent.
For example,the radio educationproject devel-
opedby Fe y Alegrf a Bolivia permittedthe learn-
ing of lessonsthathavebeenuseful in the expan-
sionof this initiative to othernationalchaptersof
Fe y Alegria, mostrecentlyto Venezuela.

This is animportantlessonto projectsof school
improvementwhich overemphasizethe role of
technicaldesignandplanning,leavinglittle room
andresourcesfor experimentationandfewoppor-
tunities to exchangeinformation that canleadto
learningby doing.

However,goodprogrammingbecomesanessen-
tial condition to maximizingthe achievementof
targetswith limited resourcesandtime. Goodpro-
gramming requires careful specification of the
componentsof theinnovation, It maymakesense
to differentiateat least two stagesin the lives of
innovations,onewhererefining the innovationis
the most importantgoal [getting it right) and a
secondphasein whichhavingmaximumimpactis
most important. Thesetwo phasesdo not repre-

sent a clear dichotomy but two momentswith
different emphasesin two objectiveswhich are
presentat any time during the life of the innova-

Therole of teachertraining

Themethodsusedby FeyAlegrfato helpteachers
acquireeffectiveskills to enactthe vision of each
of theseinnovationsin the classroomall seemto

involve threecomponents:emotionor affection,
cognition and action.The first is an attempt to
motivatetheteacherto wantto learnnewskills, to

sharethe spirit of the innovation. Many of the
materialsproducedby Fey Alegriafor their teach-
ersaim at this motivationalandemotionallevel;
they emphasizethe transcendentfeaturesof this
work.

The behaviouraldimensionof teacher-training
providesopportunitiesto practisethe new teach-
ing stylesor to watch other teachersdo it; this is
donein the workshopsfor training or in practice
sessionsin schoolsselectedfor this purpose.

Conclusions

Providing universal quality educationpresents

enormouschallenges,challenges which public
educationsystemsalone havenot beenable to
meet. Non-GovernmentOrganizationscan be a

sourceof changein the searchof alternatives to
meetthesechallenges,andthe Statecanestablish
productivepartnershipswith NCOs to maintain
its responsibility to insure accessto education,
while expandingthe rangeof modalitiesof deliv-

ery.
Thecaseof FeyAlegriademonstratesthatNOOs

canpromotethe participationof civil societyand

complementstateefforts, and that theycan also
play a helpful role in demonstratinghow to de-
liver qualityeducation.Of mostimportanceis the
fact that this NGO is not in competitionwith the

State,nor doesit relievethe Stateof its obligation
to financebasiceducationof the most disadvan-
tagedchildren.

The long-term consolidationof democracyin

Latin Americawill requireimportantshifts in the
educationsystemsof the region. The problem is
notso much with what schoolsare doing at the
moment,butwithwhattheyarefailing todo. Theytion.
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areteachingtoo little to students,theyareperpetu-

atingsocialdisparitiesratherthanreducingthem,
they are not equippinglargenumbersof children

for productivework and democraticcitizenship.
More of the samewill not allow democraticin-
stitutionsto prosper.The consolidationof demo-
cratic institutions createspossibilities for new
forms of collaborationwith NGOs, which in the
pastwereantagonisticto authoritarianregimes.

Is changepossible?Fe y Alegrfa demonstrates
that it is indeedpossibleto providequalityeduca-
tion to thepoorestchildrenof LatinAmerica,The

quality of the educationprovided stemsnot just
from theincreasedlevelsof studentachievement,

but from providing alternative educationalpro-
cessesfosteringthesocialandemotionaldevelop-
ment of disadvantagedchildren.

The programmeof Fe y Alegria in twelve coun-
triesshowsthat it is possibleto mobilize teachers

and communities into providing educationof
qualityandfor life tothemostdisadvantaged.This
programmeis a successfulmodel of partnership

betweenthe governmentand the private sector
which hassurvivedfading andpolitical changes.
The schoolsof Fe y Alegria, expandingcontinu-
ously, are a helpfulreminderto ministriesof edu-
cation,which sometimessuffer from systemfa-
tigue, that poor children can learn and that it is
possibleto teachthemwell.
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