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PROFILES OF USAID EDUCATION DEVELOPMENT 
EFFORTS: INTRODUCTION TO THE SERIES 

This publication is one in a series profiling the recent work of the United 
States Agency for International Development (USAID) in the education 
sector in Latin America and the Caribbean (LAC). It is intended for all 
who are interested in learning more about USAID, international develop
ment, and education activities in the LAC region.While USAID currently 
has offices or development activities in 17 countries throughout the 
region, its education development efforts are concentrated in eight: the 
Dominican Republic, El Salvador, Guatemala, Haiti, Honduras, Jamaica, 
Nicaragua, and Peru. 

The purpose of the series is to provide information on how the U.S. gov
ernment is responding to diverse education needs in these countries 
through a variety of initiatives—ranging from innovative projects that 
increase educational access for underserved populations to efforts to fos
ter policy dialogue and better decision-making in the sector. Bringing 
these initiatives to life typically requires coordination with and participa
tion from a variety of international, national, and local partners. 

The publications highlight USAID efforts in these countries during a five 
year period, 1999–2004. Each profile treats one country and includes a 
succinct analysis of key problems that limit access to quality education 
there, defining those challenges within historical, political, and social con
texts.The publication outlines USAID’s strategies for targeting its educa
tion investments, describes specific projects for addressing key issues, and 
shares lessons learned/best practices to improve future programming. 
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NICARAGUA AT A GLANCE


GEOGRAPHY 

Total Population: 5,600,000 (mid-2004 estimate) 
Land Area: 120,254 sq. km (slightly smaller than New York State) 
Capital City: Managua (population 1 million) 

GOVERNMENT 

Government Type: Republic 
Current President: Enrique Bolaños, elected to a five-year term in 

November 2001, inaugurated January 2002 

ECONOMY 

Total Gross Domestic Product: US $2.4 billion (2001 estimate)


Per Capita GDP: $767 (one of the most unequal income distributions in the world—2001 estimate)


Population Below Poverty Line: 46 percent (of which 15 percent live in extreme poverty—2001 estimate)


Human Development Index: .643 (compared with .777 LAC regional average—2001 estimate)


Overall Donor Assistance: $3 billion in grants and loans from 1997 through 2002


HEALTH AND CULTURE 

Median Age: 20.4 years


Life Expectancy at Birth: 69 years


Annual Population Growth Rate: 2.7 percent (one of the highest rates in the western hemisphere—2004 estimate)


Chronic Child Malnutrition: 20 percent of children under 5 (has dropped from 25 percent in 1998)


Languages: Spanish, English Creole, and indigenous languages (Miskitu, Sumo-Mayangna) on the Caribbean coast


Official Languages: Spanish (national), indigenous languages (Caribbean coast)


Ethnic Groups: Mestizo (mixed European and indigenous) 69 percent, white 17 percent, black (Jamaican origin) 9 percent,

indigenous 5 percent 

EDUCATION 

Compulsory Education: 6 years (ages 7–12, though not enforced)


Literacy Rate: 67.5 percent (female 67.8 percent/male 67.2 percent—2003 estimate)


Primary Completion Rate: 45 percent


Secondary Completion Rate: 45.2 percent (2003 estimate)


Primary Net Enrollment: 83.5 percent (2003 estimate)


Secondary Net Enrollment: 38.7 percent (2003 estimate)


Tertiary Gross Enrollment: 12 percent (2000 estimate)


Public Expenditures on Education Sector: 4 percent of GDP (2002 estimate)


Sources: CIA World Factbook 2004 (www.cia.gov/cia/publications/factbook/geos/nu.html); State Department Background Notes, December 2003 
(www.state.gov/r/pa/ei/bgn/1850.htm); Population Reference Bureau (www.prb.org/pdf04/04WorldDataSheet_Eng.pdf);World Bank World Development Indicators 2004 
(devdata.worldbank.org); and World Bank EdStats. 

http://www.cia.gov/cia/publications/factbook/geos/nu.html
http://www.state.gov/r/pa/ei/bgn/1850.htm
http://www.prb.org/pdf04/04WorldDataSheet_Eng.pdf


NICARAGUA AT A GLANCE


NICARAGUA HAS ESTABLISHED A NETWORK OF 170 “MODEL SCHOOLS”

NATIONWIDE TOTRAIN TEACHERS BETTER, DEVELOP BETTER EDUCATION

MATERIALS, STRENGTHEN INTERCULTURAL BILINGUAL EDUCATION, AND


PROMOTE ACTIVE COMMUNITY PARTICIPATION.


The educational system in Nicaragua has changed over the past 15 years. 
Despite numerous beneficial outcomes, such as increased enrollment rates 
and improvements in school infrastructure, the country still suffers some of 
the worst education statistics in the region. 

From 1995 through 2002, USAID’s education program in Nicaragua sought 
to foster better education and, in turn, healthier and smaller families, to 
develop the skills and attitudes needed for development within the country. 
Education activities emphasized strengthening teacher performance, 
involving parents and community members in education, implementing a 
more effective curriculum, and decentralizing the education system. Given 
the success of model schools, the concept has now caught on throughout the 
country. Some 2,000 other public primary schools have started to adopt the 
approach in hopes of attaining more effective teachers, strong bilingual 
education, increased community participation, and school autonomy. 

USAID/Nicaragua’s 2003–2008 Country Strategy emphasizes: 

1) Increased and improved social sectors and transparency. 
2) Increased and improved basic education opportunities. 
3) Efforts to improve the efficiency of expenditures and resource 

allocation. 
4) Support for the expansion of decentralized services. 

USAID/NICARAGUA AIMS TO STRENGTHEN THE EDUCATION SYSTEM NATIONWIDE

THROUGH BROAD-REACHING, PARTICIPATORY, AND EFFECTIVE SCHOOLING MODELS.




“The quality and relevance of primary and secondary 

schooling in LAC countries continue to cause concern, as 

the majority of students attend weak and underfunded 

schools and fail to acquire basic skills in mathematics, lan

guage, and science. Fewer than 30 percent of students in 

the region complete secondary school, and many of those 

who do finish lack the skills to compete in the workplace, 

let alone in an increasingly competitive global economy. 

USAID programs are improving educational systems by 

developing innovative pilots and more effective service 

delivery models, many of which are being expanded by 

host governments and multilateral development banks.” 

—Senate Testimony of Adolfo Franco, 
USAID Assistant Administrator for 

the LAC Bureau, March 2004 

MESSAGE FROM THE DIRECTOR OF HUMAN INVESTMENTS, USAID/NICARAGUA 

“A better educated population is critical to Nicaragua becoming competitive in 

the global market, which increases possibilities for healthier households. Quality 

education is fundamental to achieving these changes.We have built a model with 

the government of Nicaragua over the past 10 years that has helped establish a 

foundation for modernizing the Nicaraguan educational system. Our future pro

grams will support a transformation of public schools nationwide to take advan

tage of the many lessons learned on providing quality primary education with full 

participation of students, families, and communities.This will help Nicaragua 

reach the United Nations’ Millennium Development Goals and Nicaragua’s 

Education for All/Fast Track Initiative goals. There is also tremendous opportuni

ty for cross-cutting support and coordination with the trade capacity and eco

nomic growth program. Nicaragua’s enabling environment for economic growth, 

particularly in existing human capital, is so problematic that further human 

investment may be an important precondition for viable and sustainable eco

nomic growth and competitiveness in the Central American and global markets. 

Nicaragua needs to see more youth moving into secondary education after a 

progressively better primary education experience—thus becoming better edu

cated and able to take advantage of the economic opportunities the Nicaraguan 

government and we hope to foment.” 

—Alonzo Wind 
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PART 1


BACKGROUND 
AND OVERVIEW 

EDUCATION 
CONDITIONS 
IN NICARAGUA 

Nicaragua has made many signifi­

cant changes to its educational 

system over the past 15 years, resulting 

in numerous beneficial outcomes. 

Progress has included increases in 

enrollment rates, improvements in 

school infrastructure, and the decen­

tralization of many primary and most 

secondary schools. Considering that 

Nicaragua has effected these changes 

in the face of political turmoil, one of 

the highest poverty rates in Latin 

America, and a population in which 43 

percent are under 15, these gains are 

noteworthy. 

Nevertheless, the country faces enor­

mous challenges. Nicaragua has some 

of the worst education statistics in the 

Latin American and Caribbean (LAC) 

region.1 The average Nicaraguan has 

completed less than five years of 

schooling, and 831,140 children (ages 3 

to 18) remain outside the formal edu­

cation system.2 Although net primary 

enrollment has improved to 83.5 per­

cent, fewer than 40 percent of adoles­

cents of secondary school age are 

enrolled in school. Access to higher 

education is limited to a select few. Of 

100 children who enter first grade, 

only 45 complete grade 6 without 

repeating a grade, 11 graduate from 

high school, and less than 3 graduate 

from university. 

Similar to most of its neighboring 

countries, Nicaragua exhibits great dis­

parities between socioeconomic 

groups and urban-rural populations. 

Though the average schooling of the 

nonpoor adult population in 2001was 

1 For an excellent overview (in Spanish) of the educational sector in Nicaragua, see Programa de Promoción de la 
Reforma Educativa en America Latina y el Caribe (PREAL) 2004 national “report card” at www.preal.cl/prog_educa­
tivo/RCNicaragua.pdf. 

2 MECD, Estadísticas de Bolsillo, Educación para la Vida 2004. 

BACKGROUND AND OVERVIEW  1 

Students in CETT-supported 
classroom working on their reading 
skills. 

http://www.preal.cl/prog_educa-tivo/RCNicaragua.pdf
http://www.preal.cl/prog_educa-tivo/RCNicaragua.pdf
http://www.preal.cl/prog_educa-tivo/RCNicaragua.pdf


6.6 years, an extremely poor person 

had completed only 2.2 years. 

Compared with a nonpoor urban liter­

acy rate of 91.3 percent, the level in 

extremely poor rural areas was only 

53.9 percent.These equity gaps are 

especially pronounced on the 

Caribbean coast, home to most of the 

nation’s indigenous groups and where 

80 percent of the population lives in 

poverty. 

Despite being one of the poorest 

countries in the hemisphere, Nicaragua 

designates a relatively high share of its 

national budget (18 percent) for edu­

cation investment. Given the small size 

of the overall gross domestic product, 

however, the resources available are 

still woefully insufficient.This is reflect­

ed in the lowest teachers’ salaries in 

the LAC region—an average of $61.50 

per month for a primary school 

teacher in 2003. Moreover, public 

spending per student in the year 2002 

was only $5.10 at the preschool level, 

$83.00 for primary, and $38.40 for 

secondary. 

The financial strain is exacerbated by 

high repetition and desertion (often 

tied to family poverty), evidenced by 

the fact that it takes a typical student 

more than 10 years to complete pri­

mary school.This systemic inefficiency 

is a drain on scarce resources, with an 

estimated $9.7 million of the Ministry 

of Education, Culture, and Sports’ 

(MECD’s) primary education budget 

spent on repitition in 2003. Finally, 

because of a law allocating 6 percent 

of the national budget to higher educa­

tion, the ratio of university to primary 

school per student spending is nearly 

8:1, among the most inequitable in the 

region. 

Since the early 1990s, Nicaragua has 

experimented with reforms to 

improve education access and quality 

under the concepts of humanistic con­

structivism3 and curricular transforma­

tion to promote active learning.This 

has entailed a host of ongoing adjust­

ments to school curriculum, classroom 

pedagogy, and teacher training. A 

National Education Plan for 

2001–2015 outlines the government of 

Nicaragua’s long-term vision for the 

Nicaraguan education system. It is 

based on principles such as the right to 

equity of and access to quality educa­

tion; the integration of civil society as a 

key participant in the educational 

process; and education as an economic 

and social investment in human capital. 

USAID REGIONAL 
STRATEGY 

In response to dramatically reduced 

region-wide funding levels—from $190 

million in 1990 to $52.7 million in 

2004—USAID education programming 

in Latin America and the Caribbean 

(LAC) has shifted from large national 

programs to smaller, targeted geo­

graphic areas and an emphasis on 

3 According to constructivismo humanista, learners acquire knowledge and understanding mainly by “constructing” 
these through interactions with others. In constructivist classrooms, each child follows an individual path with the 
teacher’s help and guidance, using the resources available in a classroom environment arranged for that purpose. 

UNITED STATES AGENCY FOR INTERNATIONAL DEVELOPMENT 2 



      

policy dialogue. Bilateral mission educa­

tion activities are based on combina­

tion of four overarching regional objec­

tives: improved access, equity, efficien­
cy, and quality.The LAC Regional 

Education Program, based in USAID/ 

Washington, supports initiatives under 

the Summit of the Americas,4 the pro­

motion of education reform in the 

region, and the Intermediate Results of 

1) improved environment for educa­

tion reform, 2) improved skills of 

teachers and administrators, and 

3) improved relevance and skills of 

workforce. 

The education programs in El Salvador, 

Guatemala, Honduras, and Nicaragua 

now operate under the framework of 

the Central America and Mexico 

(CAM) Regional Strategy. The CAM 

strategy directs bilateral and regional 

USAID investment toward three per­

formance arenas—just and democratic 
governance, economic freedom, and 
investment in people—closely aligned 

with Millennium Challenge Account5 

goals. As a result, USAID education 

activities in Central America will now 

be centered on achieving: 
z Improved access, quality, and effi­

ciency of basic education. 
z Increased and more effective 

decentralized investments in 
education. 

z Increased and more efficient 
expenditures by ministries of 
education. 

z The establishment of private 
sector alliances. 

z Greater community involvement 
in education. 

z Innovative approaches to 
increasing and improving educa­
tional opportunities. 

USAID/NICARAGUA: 
HISTORY AND 
STRATEGIES IN 
EDUCATION 

The U.S. government has been active 

in Nicaragua’s education sector since 

re-establishing a presence in the coun­

try in 1990. USAID is currently the 

largest bilateral education donor. 

Activities over the past five years have 

been guided by two USAID Country 

Strategies—the first from 1995 

through 2002 (extended to encom­

pass Hurricane Mitch reconstruction 

activities), and the latest from 2003 

through 2008. 

The previous strategy addressed the 

constraints to human capacity develop­

ment by fostering better educated, 

healthier, and smaller families. 

Education was viewed as a key factor 

underlying other sectors—a stable, 

functioning democracy, employment 

opportunities, and improved health— 

and primary education was seen as 

the most cost-effective way to foster 

the skills and attitudes needed for 

development in Nicaragua. 

4 For background information on the Summit of the Americas, see www.usaid.gov/regions/lac/summit.html and usin­
fo.state.gov/regional/ar/summit/_of_americas.html. 

5The Millennium Challenge Account is a Bush administration initiative to increase assistance to those developing 
countries whose governments rule justly, invest in their people, and encourage economic freedom. For more on 
this initiative, see www.mca.gov, www.usaid.gov/mca, and www.whitehouse.gov/infocus/developingnations/millenni­
um.html. 

BACKGROUND AND OVERVIEW  3 

Alicia Slate, USAID/Nicaragua education 
officer, identifying BASE project model 
schools. 

http://www.usaid.gov/regions/lac/summit.html
http://www.mca.gov
http://www.usaid.gov/mca
http://www.whitehouse.gov/infocus/developingnations/millenni-um.html
http://www.whitehouse.gov/infocus/developingnations/millenni-um.html
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First grade students working on 
independent reading assignment in 

USAID-supported school. 

The strategy emphasized improve­

ments in the quality and efficiency of 

primary education through strengthen­

ing teacher performance, implement­

ing more effective curricula, decentral­

izing the education system, and 

increasing parent/community participa­

tion. Education activities took place 

under the BASE (for Basic Education) 

Project, from 1994 through 1998. 

The 2003–2008 Nicaragua Country 

Strategy builds on the considerable 

gains achieved under its previous pro­

gram and responds to the new CAM 

Regional Strategy that calls on USAID 

missions to move their emphasis from 

service delivery to policy reform 

efforts. This marks a shift from how 

USAID/Nicaragua did business in the 

past, as the Mission decided that geo­

graphic “niche” projects will not result 

in the national-level impact sought. As 

a result, activities in education now 

reflect an explicit prioritization of 

investments that will have a national 

influence—good governance in the 

social sectors and implementation of 

sound policies that address key 

constraints to development. 

Under the Strategic Objective 

“Investing in People: Healthier, Better 

Educated People,” current activities 

incorporate a two-pronged approach 

to achieving 1) increased and 

improved social sector investments 

and transparency and 2) increased and 

improved basic education opportuni­

ties. USAID seeks to improve efficien­

cy in social sector expenditures and 

government capacities to plan and 

manage education investments, and to 

decentralize services and investments 

for greater impact. A critical element 

is the implementation of policies by 

MECD that will help ensure resources 

are having the greatest impact on 

access to quality basic education. 

Private sector alliances and greater 

community voice in decision-making 

will also be promoted as means to 

increase impact and transparency. 

USAID will help achieve greater edu­

cational opportunities by building on 

the mission’s successful basic educa­

tion programs, BASE I and BASE II. 

Given proven results in BASE “model 

schools,” the MECD decided in late 

2003 to replicate USAID’s approach 

to other primary schools throughout 

the country.This is an ideal situation 

for rollout of a successful USAID activ­

ity—combining government owner­

ship, other donor support, and USAID 

technical leadership. 

USAID funding for education has 

remained essentially stable—between 

$3.0 million and $3.5 million per year 

since 1999.While additional funds 

were added as part of the Education 

for All-Fast Track Initiative strategy, the 

Mission’s overall funding level for the 

County Strategy period was not 

altered. 

OVERVIEW 

Part 2 of this report profiles two of 

USAID/Nicaragua’s projects and two 

regional programs. A list of suggested 

reading about other USAID projects in 

4 UNITED STATES AGENCY FOR INTERNATIONAL DEVELOPMENT 



     

Nicaragua—as well as more about the four 

projects featured herein—appears at the 

end of this publication. 

The BBAASSEE IIII PPrroojjeecctt reflects a long-term 

effort to modernize teaching methodologies 

in both multigrade and single grade class­

rooms and to promote greater community 

support for schools. Under the mission’s 

Hurricane Mitch Reconstruction Program, 

the EEdduuccaattiioonn RReeccoonnssttrruuccttiioonn CCoommppoonneenntt
was designed to restore infrasctructure and 

provide psycho-social services in targeted 

primary schools.The CCeenntteerrss ooff EExxcceelllleennccee
ffoorr TTeeaacchheerr TTrraaiinniinngg Program works to 

improve reading instruction in grades 1–3 as 

part of a regional Presidential Initiative. 

Under the GGlloobbaall DDeevveellooppmmeenntt AAlllliiaannccee, 

the Model School Expansion Partnership 

integrates private sector donations with 

model schools reforms. 

Part 3 spells out the impact of USAID edu­

cation activities in Nicaragua over the past 

five years, such as the dramatic increase in 

the number of students reaching fifth 

grade—22 percentage points higher in tar­

get schools than the national average.This 

includes lessons learned from the various 

USAID/Nicaragua projects, explaining 

(among other things) the successful ele­

ments of the “model school” approach as 

outlined in a recent mid-term BASE II 

Project evaluation.The section concludes 

with an overview of what USAID plans to 

achieve in Nicaragua by 2008 through con­

centrating on social sector investments, edu­

cational accountability, and nationwide 

expansion of interventions to improve edu­

cation access and quality. 

MESSAGE FROM USAID/NICARAGUA EDUCATION TEAM


“The root of poor student performance in the Nicaraguan education system lies in a poor start 

in the first three grades. During the past five years, USAID’s Basic Education program has 

been implemented largely through the BASE II Project with the MECD. The principal objec­

tive has been to enhance primary school quality in Nicaragua through interventions that 

include classroom reform, active participatory learning, and community participation. A cen­

terpiece of the program is the training of teachers combined with continuous support and fol­

low-up for implementing classroom reforms—in other words, the APA methodology: Aprendo, 

Practico y Aplico (I learn, I practice, I apply). The program has demonstrated that students can 

improve their learning outcomes even in conditions of poverty. Improving students’ retention 

rates and achieving higher completion rates, however, requires improving teachers’ skills and 

sensitizing them to their roles as facilitators of learning processes. One of our most significant 

accomplishments has been the MECD’s recognition of the benefits of this approach as a way to 

improve primary education opportunities, along with its plan to extend these opportunities to 

all public primary schools in the country.We are gratified by the results to date and are ambi­

tious for what can be accomplished now under a sectorwide approach for Nicaragua, in which 

government and donors are in full partnership.” 

—Antonio Osorio and Alicia Slate 

BACKGROUND AND OVERVIEW 5 





     

PART 2


ACTIVITY PROFILES


BASE II PROJECT 
IMPROVING EDUCATION QUALITY IN MODEL SCHOOLS 

EDUCATION RECOVERY COMPONENT 
HURRICANE MITCH RECONSTRUCTION 

REGIONAL PROJECTS 
CENTERS OF EXCELLENCE FOR TEACHER TRAINING 

GLOBAL DEVELOPMENT ALLIANCE 
MODEL SCHOOL EXPANSION PARTNERSHIP 

ACTIVITY PROFILES  7 



      

in the classroom and transmit these 
methodologies to fellow teachers. 

WHAT ACTIVITIES 
ARE INVOLVED? 

Building on the experience of the 
orginal BASE program, activities are 
broadly designed to increase teacher 
effectiveness, strengthen model 
schools, support bilingual education, 
encourage community participation, 
and support decentralization and 
school autonomy. Activities include: 

z Increasing the effectiveness of 
teachers, including expanding the 
National Training Network; 
strengthening the effectiveness of 
teacher training schools; training 
teachers, directors, and supervi­
sors; and expanding the model 
schools system. 

z Promoting access to quality edu­
cation for underserved popula­
tions.This effort involves devel­
oping multigrade instruction in 
rural schools around the country 
and intercultural bilingual educa­
tion for ethnic minorities living in 
rural communities of the Atlantic 
coastal region. 

z Promoting parent and communi­
ty participation in schools and 
educational processes. Assistance 
to teachers in the classroom 
takes a multitude of forms, 
including 1) preparing teaching 
materials for use in classrooms, 
2) forming study circles after 
school to help children over­
come learning difficulties, 3) visit­
ing parents to persuade them to 

send their children to school, 
4) raising funds needed for 
school improvements, 5) organiz­
ing and building school libraries 
and kitchens, and 6) participating 
in school councils. 

z Strengthening the MECD in sup­
port of decentralized primary 
education, by developing and 
using educational statistics and 
applied research for policymaking 
and integrating management 
information systems into MECD 
operations. 

WHAT HAS BEEN ACCOMPLISHED? 
The BASE II Project has resulted in more than a 20 percent 
increase in active student participation across all model schools.The 
most notable progress was in Atlantic coast bilingual schools where 
learning attainment has also increased. In single and multigrade 
model school classrooms, 89 percent attained competency on the 
Spanish as a Second Language (SSL) test for reading and writing in 
2003, compared with 59 percent in 2001. SSL oral comprehension 
increased 29 percent in third grade bilingual classrooms over the 
same period, with a 20 percent improvement in fourth grade. 

The use of small-group learning strategies has increased in model 
schools by 22.8 percent, reaching a high of 58 percent in the regular 
system bilingual model school sample in 2003. Participation in stu­
dent government—another important element of classroom 
reform—has dramatically increased in regular (graded) model 
schools, from 3.2 percent in 1998 to 24.5 percent in 2003.A huge 
gain in regular bilingual schools also took place—from 0.2 percent 
in 1999 to 14.7 percent in 2003. 

BASE II has supported the development of support mechanisms 
designed to become locally sustainable.These include teacher quali­
ty circles, a National Training Network, teacher training schools, 
model schools where trainees practice teaching, and resource cen­
ters where teachers make classroom learning materials. BASE II also 
played a critical role in helping the MECD install Ed*Assist—a state-
of-the-art system for analyzing and presenting educational statis­
tics—and in developing the Educational Mapping software now in 
use nationwide.As a result, more reliable and accessible data are 
now available to help MECD officials make informed decisions. 

ACTIVITY PROFILES  9 



Students enjoying small-group 
work assignment. 

BASE II PROJECT 
IMPROVING EDUCATION QUALITY IN MODEL 
SCHOOLS 
Implemented by the Academy for Educational Development with Juárez and Associates 
Dates: March 1999 to September 2005 
Funding: $15,113,5286 

WHAT EDUCATION 
PROBLEMS MUST 
BE ADDRESSED? 

Nicaragua faces numerous challenges 
related to educational access, equity, 
and quality. One indication that the 
current system is not preparing quali­
fied students is the fact that so few 
possess core competencies. In applying 
standardized tests to more than 16,000 
students in 2002, the Ministry of 
Education, Culture, and Sports 
(MECD) found that only 8 percent of 
third graders and 5 percent of sixth 
graders demonstrated proficiency in 
Spanish. In mathematics, 14 percent of 
third graders and only 1 percent of 
sixth graders were deemed proficient.7 

WHAT IS USAID DOING 
TO RESPOND? 

Since 1994, USAID's flagship education 
program has consisted of the BASE 
and BASE II Program.The activities 
have supported the shared objectives 
of USAID and the Nicaraguan govern­
ment of increased access to quality 
education and greater student achieve­
ment. BASE II continues the long-term 
effort to improve primary education 
quality by promoting modern teaching 
and active learning methodologies and 
parent and community support for 
schools. 

The program in Nicaragua is the latest 
iteration of the Escuela Nueva (New 
School) movement—a world-
renowned approach to working with 
multigrade schools in isolated rural 
areas that has transformed primary 
education in Colombia and Guatemala. 
Its components have been applied in 
many other Latin American countries. 

WHAT IS THE OBJECTIVE 
OF THE PROGRAM? 

The goals of BASE II are to 1) increase 
Nicaraguan children’s access to quality 
primary education, 2) improve student 
achievement, and 3) increase the num­
ber of students completing primary 
school. This has been done through a 
network of 170 “model schools”—the 
centerpiece of the project—located in 
two thirds of the municipalities nation­
wide. Given the proven success of 
BASE model schools, roughly 2,000 
other public primary schools around 
the country have started to adopt the 
approach to date, or roughly one third 
of all Nicaraguan schools. 

By the end of the program, it is 
expected that model school students 
will have completed more years of 
schooling and demonstrated greater 
achievement as a result of active learn­
ing. Teachers will also have been 
equipped to provide quality education 

6 BASE II was originally awarded from March 1999 to September 2003 with a $12.6 million budget.Two option 
years (included in the original contract) were authorized to provide the program a bridge between the old USAID 
strategy and the new 2003–2008 strategy and program. 

7 Plan Común de Trabajo del MECD en el Marco del SWAP (MECO Sector-Wide Framework) 2004–2008, first 
version, February 2004. 
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Children holding education kits 
supplied after Hurricane Mitch. 

EDUCATION RECOVERY 
COMPONENT 
HURRICANE MITCH RECONSTRUCTION PROGRAM 
Implemented by the Academy for Educational Development (AED) with 
partners CARE, Don Bosco Youth Center and CECIM8 

Dates: October 1999 to December 2001 
Funding: $4,387,4269 

WHAT EDUCATION 
PROBLEMS WERE 
ADDRESSED? 

Hurricane Mitch hit Central America in 
October 1998 with a fury experienced 
in the region only once a century. 
Extensive destruction resulted in 
19,000 people dead or missing. Total 
damages were estimated at $8.5 billion 
for the region, wiping out decades of 
development progress—particularly in 
Honduras and Nicaragua. Damages in 
Nicaragua were estimated at $1.5 bil­
lion, or 70 percent of the 1998 gross 
domestic product. Nearly 900,000 
people—18 percent of the entire pop­
ulation—were seriously affected by the 
storm. 

More than 500 primary schools were 
damaged or destroyed. Many that sur­
vived became temporary shelters for 
homeless families. Numerous students 
suffered severe learning, discipline, and 
emotional problems related to the 
trauma of the hurricane.This was par­
ticularly true in two areas: Posoltega, 
site of a disastrous volcanic mudslide 
that buried entire communities and 
killed thousands of people; and Nueva 
Vida, a poor urban resettlement area 
for families displaced by the flooding of 

Lake Managua. Many students lost a 
year of schooling when their families 
were forced to relocate, while others 
had to repeat a grade. 

WHAT DID USAID DO 
TO RESPOND? 

U.S. Government support, channeled 
through 13 different federal agencies, 
provided $545.1 million for recon­
struction activities in the five countries 
hit by Hurricane Mitch, plus a Central 
America regional program. USAID 
Nicaragua’s $103.6 million hurricane 
recovery program concentrated on 
five principal areas: economic reactiva­
tion, public health, schools, disaster mit­
igation, and local government.The geo­
graphic emphases were Nicaragua's 
north and northwestern departments 
and along the Rio Coco in the remote 
Atlantic region bordering Honduras. 
The overall USAID mission goal was to 
“build back better”—meaning to 
rebuild infrastructure to better with­
stand violent weather. 

WHAT WAS THE OBJECTIVE 
OF THE PROGRAM? 

The Education Recovery Component 
(ERC) was designed to provide assis­
tance in restoring and improving the 
conditions for learning that existed in 

8 Centro de Educación y Capacitación Integral Hna. Maura Clark (Sister Maura Clark Education and Training Center). 
9The school reconstruction program was a 24-month activity added to the AED BASE II contract by means of a con­

tract modification under the mission’s Hurricane Mitch Recovery Special Objective. 
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targeted primary schools before 
Hurricane Mitch. 

WHAT ACTIVITIES 
WERE INVOLVED? 

z Resupplying and delivering school 
supplies, learning materials, class­
room equipment, and sports equip­
ment to primary schools in Mitch-
affected areas.Teachers, parents, and 
community members received train­
ing on how most effectively to use 
and care for the donated materials. 

z Schools were refurnished and 
repaired with newly built wooden 
furniture for students and teachers, 
and structural damage to primary 
schools was repaired, particularly in 
the remote Río Coco area. 
Encouraging a community sense of 
co-ownership and providing short-
term employment in recovering 
communities were important sec­
ondary purposes of these activities. 
Small businesses were hired to build 
furniture and carry out major 
repairs, while parents helped with 
easy-to-assemble furniture and basic 
repairs. 

z Water and sanitation systems were 
provided, since most schools lacked 
adequate water and sanitation.The 
ERC improved basic conditions by 
constructing new wells and latrines 
and rehabilitating salvageable facili­
ties.The project also provided 
school and community training and 
reference manuals on the mainte­
nance of the installations and basic 
training in health concepts and 
practices. 

z 	The ERC provided psychological

recovery services to schools in

Posoltega and Nueva Vida, two of

the most severely affected areas. In

Posoltega, this included specialized

training for teachers, principals, and

supervisors on how to help chil­

dren, parents, and the teachers and

principals themselves recover from

the psychological effects and trau­

ma of a major disaster. The Nueva

Vida afterschool program offered

safe, practical work and learning

alternatives for at-risk youth, includ­

ing vocational training for older

participants and wide-ranging

activities for children.


WHAT HAS BEEN ACCOMPLISHED? 

Through the ERC, nearly 28,000 students, 800 teachers, 704 classrooms, and 
223 schools and their communities benefited from receiving new education­
al supplies and classroom equipment. Under the program 5,500 pieces of 
newly built wooden school furniture—including classroom tables and chairs 
for children, and desks and chairs for teachers—were constructed with 
community participation and provided to 69 primary schools. Repairs were 
made to damaged structures in 20 beneficiary schools, including 16 schools 
in the Río Coco area. In addition, more than 150 schools benefited from 
new well and latrine construction, as well as reconstruction of existing facili­
ties. Overall, more than 12,300 students, 456 classrooms, and 365 teachers 
enjoyed new and improved water and sanitation facilities. 

Nearly 140 hours of psychological recovery training were provided for 390 
teachers, principals, and local education officials, indirectly benefiting more 
than 5,300 students.Teachers reported that academic performance and dis­
cipline problems improved in classrooms where they had received the train­
ing. 

More than 200 Nueva Vida students participated in afterschool programs 
and vocational training courses.Although these youth were at risk from 
drugs, juvenile prostitution, domestic and street violence, and gang-related 
criminal activity, fewer than 10 percent dropped out of the program. Other 
student outcomes included improved reading skills, greater self-esteem, less 
aggressive behavior, and improved family and peer relationships. 
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Nicaragua CETT teacher 
training session. 

REGIONAL PROJECTS

CENTERS OF EXCELLENCE

FOR TEACHER TRAINING (CETT)

Implemented in Nicaragua by the Ricardo Morales Avilés Normal School 
Dates: September 2003 to September 200810 

Funding: $8,497,683 (to date) 

WHAT EDUCATION 
PROBLEMS MUST 
BE ADDRESSED? 

Educational achievement indicators for 
Latin America and the Caribbean 
(LAC) compare poorly with the 
world’s other regions. In some LAC 
countries, fewer than 60 percent of 
children who start school reach the 
fifth grade, and illiteracy rates remain 
high.These educational gaps limit the 
personal, civic, and economic potential 
of children and the communities in 
which they live. On a regional level, the 
economic competitiveness of Latin 
America and the Caribbean is severely 
constrained. 

WHAT IS USAID DOING 
TO RESPOND? 

In view of these regional challenges, 
President Bush announced a White 
House initiative at the Summit of the 
Americas in 2001 to establish three 
teacher training centers (in Central 
America and the Dominican Republic, 
the Caribbean, and the Andean region 
of South America) to improve reading 
instruction in the early primary grades. 
The Central American and the 
Dominican Republic (CADR) CETT is 
led by a consortium of partners in the 
Dominican Republic, El Salvador, 
Guatemala, Honduras, Mexico, and 
Nicaragua. It is estimated that 15,000 

teachers and 500,000 students in 
1,000 primary schools will have bene­
fited region-wide by 2008. 

WHAT IS THE OBJECTIVE 
OF THE PROGRAM? 

The goal of the initiative is to reduce 
the high rates of illiteracy and school 
underachievement in the region by 
improving reading instruction in grades 
1–3. CETT activities are intended to 
improve the pedagogical skills of teach­
ers and administrators in the region 
and to enrich early classroom instruc­
tion so that students gain competence 
in reading and writing.To address equi­
ty concerns, special emphasis is placed 
on disadvantaged communities and 
rural areas. 

WHAT ACTIVITIES 
ARE INVOLVED? 

There are five major CETT Program 
components 1) teacher training, 2) cre­
ation of teaching and learning materi­
als, 3) production of assessment and 
diagnostic tools, 4) applied research, 
and 5) information and communication 
technology. Partner institutions in each 
country (except Nicaragua) are 
responsible for developing a specific 
program component, with materials, 
methodologies, and best practices 
shared across the consortium within 
the Central American and Dominican 

10 Anticipated completion date. 

12 UNITED STATES AGENCY FOR INTERNATIONAL DEVELOPMENT 



     

Republic context.The Ricardo Morales CETT activities are implemented in 
Avilés Normal School (ENRMA) in 360 primary schools, from both urban 
Jinotepe is the Nicaraguan member of and rural areas, in seven departments 
the CADR CETT consortium. of Nicaragua. An overall goal is to train 
ENRMA was established more than a 2,500 teachers how to apply better 
century ago as a pre-service and in- practices to improve the reading and 
service teacher training center. It is comprehension abilities of first 
considered both an implementer and through third graders. 
a beneficiary of the program and has a 
working agreement with the MECD. 

WHAT HAS BEEN ACCOMPLISHED IN NICARAGUA? 

In Nicaragua, the CETT targets were surpassed during the first year of 
implementation, owing to the high demand for training and an effective 
allocation of resources. During the early stages of CETT activities in 2004, 
98 first grade teachers and four pedagogical advisers from 75 participating 
schools were trained on applying interactive teaching methodologies to 
enhance students' reading and comprehension skills.Also during year one, 
three studies—a baseline study and studies of student preparedness, and 
reading achievement—were conducted to assess first grade program out­
comes. Successive studies will be conducted on second and third grade 
outcomes in the coming years of program implementation. 

Training on monitoring and evaluation has been provided to teachers in 90 
schools, and 384 classrooms have been equipped with learning materials 
and audio equipment. In addition, 362 teacher quality circles have been 
held to provide feedback about the training process. 

To date, 834 in-service teachers, 130 pre-service teachers, 99 school prin­
cipals, and 68 pedagogical advisers have received training, with 29,190 stu­
dents benefiting from these activities. Given the program's ability to pro­
vide training to teachers at a higher rate than anticipated, the Nicaraguan 
CETT plans to train 2,500 teachers before the program ends. 
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Student in Global Development 
Alliance (GDA)-supported school 

works on math activity. 

GLOBAL DEVELOPMENT 
ALLIANCE 
MODEL SCHOOL EXPANSION 
Implemented by the Academy for Educational Development 
Local Partners:American–Nicaraguan Chamber of Commerce (AMCHAM), 
American–Nicaraguan Foundation (ANF), Eduquemos, and FISE11 

Dates: October 2002 to May 2005 
Central USAID Funding: $1,100,000 (matched by local partners) 
WHAT EDUCATION 
PROBLEMS MUST 
BE ADDRESSED? 

In Latin America, as in most countries, 
there is not a strong tradition of pri­
vate sector participation in education. 
Rather, education has typically been the 
domain of the public sector, supple­
mented by some investment from pri­
vate educational and religious institu­
tions.The private sector has great 
potential to contribute to education by 
providing valuable financial and in-kind 
support and by helping influence poli­
cies and curricula so that the work­
force gains the requisite skills and 
knowledge to enhance competitive­
ness.The poor quality of education—a 
considerable obstacle to economic 
growth—is a strong incentive for 
encouraging private sector support. 

WHAT IS USAID DOING 
TO RESPOND? 

In May 2001, U.S. Secretary of State 
Colin Powell announced the establish­
ment of the Global Development 
Alliance (GDA) as a key part of a new 
business model for USAID.The GDA 
program is intended to improve edu­
cation quality worldwide by helping 
broaden development assistance 
beyond traditional donors—leveraging 
resources, alternative approaches, and 
new technologies through 
public-private sector alliances. 

The GDA is working to improve edu­
cational quality through five projects. 
Two of the projects are global initia­
tives aimed at furthering the Education 
for All-Fast Track Initiative through an 
education Internet portal and a diag­
nostic tool for measuring country 
progress toward education goals.The 
three field-based projects—in 
Bangladesh, Nicaragua, and Nigeria— 
address education and entrepreneur­
ship for youth, women’s access to qual­
ity higher education, and teacher edu­
cation and community participation. 
Private sector contributions match 
USAID funding for the GDA program 
on at least a one-to-one basis. 

WHAT IS THE OBJECTIVE 
OF THE PROGRAM? 

The goal of the Model School 
Expansion (MSE) partnership in 
Nicaragua is to promote the classroom 
and community-support reforms rep­
resented by the 170 BASE II model 
schools in at least 130 other primary 
schools. The project integrates dona­
tions from its private sector partners 
with model school reforms. Both the 
American–Nicaraguan Foundation and 
the American Chamber of Commerce 
(through its corporate school sponsor­
ship program) supports half of the 
schools in the GDA program. 
MSEGDA also uses the global Web 

11 Fondo de Inversión Social del Estado, the Nicaraguan government Social Investment Fund. 
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portal to enhance communication and 
collaboration among teachers. 

The MSEGDA improves the parent 
participation, student retention, and 
academic performance that character­
ize BASE II model schools. By the end 
of the project, 130 schools—located in 
12 departments, 32 municipalities, and 
one autonomous region—will benefit, 
reaching 44,595 students, 1,225 teach­
ers, 130 school directors, and 75 
departmental and municipal MECD 
delegates. 

WHAT ACTIVITIES 
ARE INVOLVED? 

Improved quality of education, 
enhanced community participation, and 
integration of private sector donations 
are accomplished through: 

z Training for teachers, school 
directors, and local MECD staff 
on the teaching and learning 
reforms promoted under the 
BASE II model school program. 
Training concentrates on stu­
dent-centered, constructivist 
teaching methods, active learning 
(both individually and in small 
groups), peer learning and tutor­
ing, democratic student govern­
ment, the use of teacher-devel­
oped materials, and other 
pedagogical reforms. 

z Training school councils on 
model school interventions and 
how to make the most effective 
use of private donations. 

z A wide range of support to

schools, including textbooks,

school equipment, infrastructure

repairs, construction, technology

centers, a “glass of milk” program,

teaching materials, school sup­

plies, and parent-supported

libraries in rural areas. Private

sector sponsors are also intro­

ducing corporate practices such

as providing performance-based

bonuses to teachers and devel­

oping small business projects to

help schools become more

sustainable.


WHAT HAS BEEN ACCOMPLISHED? 
The MSEGDA program has been introduced in all 130 target 
schools. Moreover, additional sponsors have enabled the project 
to reach an extra 21 schools. Sponsors have provided 190 com­
puters, 30 printers, and school furniture benefiting 30 schools in 
five departments. Math kits have been provided to 126 schools, 
and 28 new school libraries have been established. More than $5 
million in private donations have been provided to the 130 
schools, leveraging resources at more than a 5:1 basis. 

Some cash and in-kind resources were obtained from local busi­
nesses.ANF donated textbooks, 24 containers of school supplies, 
and 32 containers of school furniture and delivered 300,000 
pounds of milk provided by the U.S. Department of Agriculture. 
AMCHAM and ANF helped schools garner support from other 
donors, such as the Japanese Embassy. Bell South agreed to pro­
vide computers and Internet access for two years to 15 
USAID-supported schools. 

School councils from 48 schools received training in small busi­
ness entrepreneurship to support their school fund-raising 
efforts.Also, 110 teachers were trained to use the Global 
Learning Portal and have access to lesson plans developed by 
other teachers. 

BASE and GDA schools made exchange visits, which helped gen­
erate enthusiasm for the reforms and create a shared vision. 
Many of the GDA schools had already heard of the model 
schools and were familiar with the positive impact.As a result, the 
adoption of reforms progressed more quickly than expected. 
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PART 3


IMPACTS, LESSONS, AND

FUTURE PROSPECTS 

 

IMPACT OF USAID 
EDUCATION ACTIVITIES 

USAID has made a significant 

impact on the education sector 

over the past five years, particularly in 

the geographic areas where activities 

are centered. Major achievements and 

results are summarized below. 

GREATER ACCESS AND 
QUALITY IN MODEL SCHOOLS 

The proven success of USAID’s model 
school program has led to the 
Nicaraguan government scaling-up the 
classroom methodology and communi­
ty participation reforms nationwide. In 
2003, the Ministry of Education, 
Culture, and Sports (MECD) began an 
effort to pilot all current and successful 
reform interventions (including the 
BASE II elements) under a single com­
prehensive program. 

The BASE II mid-term evaluators 
observed significant and positive 
changes in teaching behavior ; class­
room organization; teacher attitudes; 

student, parent, and community 
involvement; and the functioning of 
both regular and multigrade schools. 
They reported observing more posi­
tive change during 1999–2002 than in 
the entire previous decade. 

INCREASED PERFORMANCE 
AND PARENT/COMMUNITY 
PARTICIPATION 

Across model schools, fourth grade 
completion rates12 are considerably 
higher—by 22 percentage points— 
than the overall national average of 
50.4 percent. In Pacific coast model 
schools, where there is a longer history 
of BASE support, fourth grade com­
pletion was 73 percent in 2004.This 
indicator measures the degree to 
which BASE II activities have increased 
students’ persistence in school, gauges 
an educational system’s internal effi­
ciency, and points to greater learning 
achievement (assuming that staying in 
school longer results in increased 
learning). Students enrolled in model 
schools usually stay in school longer, 
and they usually 
grade. 

graduate from sixth 

12The percentage of students successfully completing fourth grade and enrolling in fifth grade. 

Parents participating in a school 
meeting. 
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This third grade classroom exemplifies 
the regular use of a variety of learning 

materials, cooperative seating 
arrangements, and interactive learning 

techniques to improve reading. 

Model school students have shown 
steady, and in some cases dramatic, 
increases in mastery of Spanish and 
mathematics over the three years that 
achievement tests have been adminis­
tered. All classrooms tested showed a 
collective increase in mastery of 31.4 
percent in third grade and 28.3 percent 
in fourth grade. 

Parent participation in school activi­
ties—reaching 96 percent in urban 
schools and 93 percent in rural schools 
in 2003—is one of the most dramatic 
successes of the BASE II project, partic­
ularly in a cultural context where active 
parent/community involvement in 
school life is not characteristic.The value 
of participation in support of school 
quality is well established. When par­
ents are present at school and directly 
involved in their children’s education, 
learning improves, classrooms become 
livelier, schools become safer, enrollment 
and attendance increase, and children 
stay in school longer. 

While the initial 170 model schools 
were chosen to participate in the pro­
gram, several hundred neighboring 
schools have voluntarily adopted the 
reform elements on their own.This 
reflects a high level of enthusiasm on 
the part of teachers and principals to 
be part of a genuine transformation of 
the Nicaraguan primary school system. 

LESSONS LEARNED/ 
BEST PRACTICES 

1. CChhaannggeess iinn tteeaacchheerr’’ss aattttiittuuddeess
aanndd bbeehhaavviioorrss ttaakkee ttiimmee ttoo
rreeaalliizzee.. The model school 

approach requires a paradigm shift, 

since teachers must change their profes­
sional self-perceptions from those of 
traditional lecturers and disciplinarians 
to “classroom learning managers” and 
local leaders in a community-based edu­
cation reform movement. The change, 
once achieved, is dramatic.Teachers 
become active, empowered managers 
of the new methodologies and transmit 
their motivation, enthusiasm, and cre­
ativity to students and parents. 
However, this process does not happen 
overnight, nor is it predictable.While in 
some cases the evolution occurs within 
a few months, it can take more than a 
year in other cases. Change cannot be 
forced; teachers must change their atti­
tudes willingly. 

2. TToo eennssuurree ssuussttaaiinnaabbiilliittyy,, eessppee
cciiaallllyy wwhheenn aattttiittuuddee cchhaannggeess aarree
iinnvvoollvveedd,, bbuuyy-iinn mmuusstt ooccccuurr aatt

aallll lleevveellss ooff tthhee MMiinniissttrryy hhiieerraarrcchhyy.. A 
deliberate strategy must involve individ­
uals at all positions of the MECD hierar­
chy—teachers, school directors, munici­
pal and departmental technicians and 
delegates, and central MECD officials— 
in materials development and cross-
training activities.The result is a web of 
individuals at all levels who have taken 
ownership and are committed to the 
model school approach. 

3. AAddddrreessssiinngg uunnaannttiicciippaatteedd ccrriisseess,,
wwhhiillee ssiimmuullttaanneeoouussllyy iimmppllee
mmeennttiinngg rreegguullaarr pprroojjeecctt aaccttiivvii

ttiieess,, ccaann bbee aa ggrreeaatt cchhaalllleennggee.. No one 
could have foreseen that Hurricane 
Mitch would devastate large portions of 
Nicaragua in October 1998. But 
because it did, the initiation of BASE II 
activities in 1999 took place concurrent­
ly with the design of the hurricane 
reconstruction program. Both programs 
were implemented in 2000–2001.To its 
credit, the BASE II implementing partner 

­

­
­
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quickly assumed responsibility for imple­
menting the important reconstruction 
program under extremely demanding 
conditions. However, the human 
resource capacity of USAID and BASE II 
was stretched to the maximum, adversly 
affecting some aspects of the education 
development program. 

4. TThheerree aarree mmaannyy bbeenneeffiittss ttoo
bbuuiillddiinngg oonn ppaasstt aaccccoommpplliisshh
mmeennttss.. Under BASE II, staff 

built on the groundwork laid by the 
predecessor project (BASE) and other 
donor-financed education projects from 
the 1990s. 

5. TThheerree iiss ggrreeaatt vvaalluuee iinn ccoonnttiinnuu
iittyy.. BASE II activities and 
Ministry reforms have both 

advanced with the least difficulty when 
there has been stability among imple­
menting partner and MECD staff. In the 
case of the model schools, the continu­
ity within the MECD has been primarily 
at the grassroots and among middle 
level Ministry staff. Frequent changes at 
senior levels in the MECD during 
1999–2002 had an adverse effect on 
the pace of progress and implementa­
tion of activities. 

6. WWoorrkkiinngg iinn aa rreeggiioonn tthhaatt iiss
ggeeooggrraapphhiiccaallllyy sseeppaarraatteedd ffrroomm
tthhee rreesstt ooff tthhee ccoouunnttrryy——aanndd

tthhaatt hhaass ddiiffffeerreenntt llaanngguuaaggeess,, ccuullttuurree,, aanndd
ppoolliittiiccaall oobbjjeeccttiivveess——rreeqquuiirreess aa ssttrraatteeggyy
ttaaiilloorreedd ttoo tthhaatt rreeggiioonn.. Bilingual educa­
tion activities oriented toward the 
Atlantic coast were introduced under 
BASE II with the idea that (except for 
introducing bilingual intercultural educa­
tion) the educational approach would 
be the same used in other regions. It 
would have been preferable to adopt 
from the beginning an approach that 
addressed the specific realities of the 
Atlantic coast region. 

­

­

7. AA ccoosstt-eeffffeeccttiivvee eexxppaannssiioonn ooff
tthhee mmooddeell ccaann bbee ccaarrrriieedd oouutt,,
wwhheenn llooww-ccoosstt iinnssttrruuccttiioonnaall

mmaatteerriiaallss hhaavvee bbeeeenn ddeevveellooppeedd,, tteeaacchheerr
mmaannuuaallss aanndd ssttuuddeenntt gguuiiddeess hhaavvee bbeeeenn
wwrriitttteenn,, aanndd nneeww tteexxttbbooookkss mmaaddee aavvaaiill
aabbllee.. Decentralized teacher quality cir­
cles—which function as a genuine 
teachers-training-teachers model—allow 
teachers to regularly discuss their daily 
experiences, compare classroom chal­
lenges, and benefit from collective learn­
ing and problem solving. Active parent 
and community participation is also a 
key input. 

8. TThhee eemmpphhaassiiss iinn BBAASSEE IIII oonn
ddeemmooccrraattiicc iinnssttiittuuttiioonnss hheellppeedd
ssttrreennggtthheenn ccllaassssrroooomm lleeaarrnniinngg

aanndd pprroommoottee tthhee ssppiirriitt aanndd pprraaccttiiccee ooff
ddeemmooccrraaccyy iinn tthhee sscchhoooollss tthhaatt tthhee pprroojj
eecctt sseerrvveedd.. Democratic community par­
ticipation in support of school quality 
has become a distinguishing feature of 
primary education reform in Nicaragua. 
Student government is also important 
for democracy building and for strength­
ening classroom teaching and learning. 

9. PPhhoonneettiicc ddeeccooddiinngg,, oorr tthhee aabbiillii
ttyy ttoo ssoouunndd oouutt wwoorrddss,, ddooeess
nnoott nneecceessssaarriillyy eennssuurree rreeaaddiinngg

ccoommpprreehheennssiioonn.. It is critical that stu­
dents gain literacy and reading compre­
hension skills in the first three grades, 
since all other learning (including solving 
math problems) depends on this ability. 
Without a strong foundation of learning 
and teaching in grades 1–3, as empha­
sized in the Centers of Excellence for 
Teaching Training program, effective 
achievement in later grades is much 
more difficult. 

10. OOnnee-ttiimmee oorr ssiinnggllee iinntteerr
vveennttiioonnss,, iimmpplleemmeenntteedd iinn
iissoollaattiioonn,, aarree nnoott eeffffeeccttiivvee..

Teachers cannot be expected to apply 

­

­

­

­
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Grade 2 students learning 
through audio-visual technology. 

new methodologies, at least in the 
short term, without targeted support 
and a network of practical assistance. 
To promote sustainable change, various 
reform interventions must be con­
ceived holistically, as part of a larger 
integrated model. 

11. PPuubblliicc-pprriivvaattee aalllliiaanncceess
aallllooww ffoorr ggrreeaatteerr ooppppoorr
ttuunniittyy aanndd ggrroowwtthh.. The 

Global Development Alliance program 
has helped develop an agenda for 
public-private alliances that will now 
include corporate philanthropy, corpo­
rate social responsibility, and business 
ethics in a program that will benefit 
not only Nicaragua’s education sector 
but also the broader social investment 
sector (health, education, social securi­
ty, and family welfare). 

12. NNaattuurraall ddiissaasstteerr rreelliieeff
eeffffoorrttss ddeemmaanndd hhuuggee
iinnvveessttmmeennttss aanndd rreeqquuiirree

eexxppeerrttiissee bbeeyyoonndd ttrraaddiittiioonnaall tteecchhnniiccaall
aassssiissttaannccee.. The Hurricane Mitch pro­
gram led the Mission to incorporate a 
construction and rehabilitation compo­
nent to the standing bilateral education 
contract. Construction programs gen­
erate high demands and investments 
for extensive quality assurance and 
control efforts and require expertise 
require specialized expertise in con­
struction and infrasctructure 
rehabilitation. 

EDUCATION SECTOR 
PROSPECTS IN 
NICARAGUA 
Upon taking office in January 2002, 
President Enrique Bolaños declared 
education and health top priorities for 
his administration. He named a strong 

­

senior team to the MECD, including an 
exceptionally qualified Minister of 
Education who has provided great 
impetus to strengthening the MECD 
and enacting needed reforms. Early on, 
the Minister and his technical team 
identified strategic priorities for 
improving performance and manage­
ment in the sector, under an initiative 
called Educación para la Vida 
(Education for Life): 

z Promote transformation for life 
z Diversify options and lateral 

alternatives within the system 
z Improve educational quality 
z Concentrate on priority cover­

age to the poor 
z Expand adult education 
z Improve teacher quality and 

working conditions 
z Integrate families, civil society, 

and the private sector into 
education 

z Improve MECD governance and 
organization 

z Strengthen processes, logistics, 
and equipment 

z Foster interinstitutional coordi­
nation 

Following the Nicaraguan government’s 
lead to establish sectoral councils that 
address key areas of its National 
Development Plan, the MECD in 2003 
invited donor representatives to join 
forces behind a sector-wide approach 
to education. Programmatically, the 
sector-wide approach is leading to 
more effective prioritization and coor­
dination among donor agencies. Under 
the proactive leadership of the MECD, 
a common work plan (2004–2008) 
has been developed that unites all 
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donor activities under a single frame­
work.This level of coordination and 
consensus is unprecedented in the sec­
tor and bodes well for collective 
impact. 

School decentralization is mandated by 
the 2002 Educational Participation Law, 
which formalized the MECD’s long-
standing School Autonomy Program. 
Local involvement in school administra­
tion and education quality improve­
ment is part of Nicaragua’s overall 
strategy for decentralization of public 
services. USAID is contributing to 
effective implementation of the law, 
known as “municipalization,” by fully 
incorporating municipal MECD techni­
cal personnel into BASE II classroom 
and community reform processes and 
empowering them as key agents for 
decentralized education reform. 

To avoid “reinventing the wheel,” a key 
principle in MECD’s planning of its 
reform initiative has been to identify 
successful existing interventions, take 
the best elements of each, and com­
bine them under one new comprehen­
sive model.The resulting program— 
Centros de Aprendizaje y Progreso, or  
Centers of Learning and Progress 
(CAP)—is premised on the idea that 
schools should be developed as cen­
ters of health/nutrition, ecology/envi­
ronment, democracy, innovation, pre­
vention of violence, and recreation. 

In addition to the BASE II classroom 
quality and community participation 
reforms, the initiative includes infra­
structure improvements, stay-in-school 
family scholarships, and a strengthened 
school feeding program.The MECD 
chose 61 schools to pilot the CAPs 
program in 2004, with another 200 

targeted for 2005. Over time, it is 
expected that all primary schools in 
the country will eventually become 
CAPs. 

The MECD’s proposed reform plan 
concentrates on three policies: 
1) structural transformation in rele­
vance, flexibility, competencies, and 
diversity, 2) expansion and diversifica­
tion of educational supply and stimulus 
of demand, and 3) transformation of 
governance, democratization, and effi­
ciency. The underlying approach is to 
make the education system flexible 
enough to allow citizens to gain core 
competencies through a variety of 
paths (e.g., formal, nonformal, distance 
education), depending on their prefer­
ence and ability. 

FUTURE DIRECTIONS 
FOR USAID/NICARAGUA 

The current combination of political 
will and strong technical capacity within 
the MECD represents an exceptional 
confluence of circumstances and an 
invaluable opportunity for USAID to 
help improve all levels of the education 
system. 

Because gains in these areas are still 
fragile and vulnerable to rollbacks, it is 
necessary to strengthen and extend 
achievements in the social sector for 
greater national impact. Thus, over the 
next five years, USAID will support the 
MECD in leading the nationwide 
expansion of community participation 
and the active teaching and learning 
approach through CAPs. USAID also 
will continue to emphasize improving 
access and quality in the public and pri­
mary education system. 

Third grade student in CETT-sup­
ported school demonstrating knowl­
edge using a teacher-made map. 
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Nicaragua is challenged to substantially 
increase investments in basic education 
and to better manage those invest­
ments.The country’s recently approved 
debt relief13 offers an ideal opportuni­
ty to make the systemic improvements 
needed to transform social sector 
services and increase transparency. 
USAID's development of effective 
partnerships with the government of 
Nicaragua, other donors, and the pub­
lic and private sectors will promote 
“Education for All” in a way that will 
center on improving the quality of pri­
mary education nationwide—fostering 
the development of an educated, pro­
ductive, and competitive society. 

School decentralization and autonomy 
are hallmarks of contemporary school 
reform efforts in Latin America. USAID 
will continue to help the MECD 
decentralize education through the 
training of teachers and supervisors 
and by strengthening parent and com­
munity participation in schools. USAID 

will encourage greater public and pri­
vate investment in education to 
increase access to quality education 
and support policies that promote 
greater equity. 

Through 2008, program performance 
will be measured at the Strategic 
Objective level through four common 
regional indicators. Preliminarily, USAID 
anticipates Nicaraguan government 
progress in the following areas under 
its current Country Strategy: 

z An increase in primary education 
completion rates. 

z An improvement in net enroll­
ment rates for grades 7–9. 

z	 An increase in public expendi­
tures on primary education as a 
percentage of gross domestic 
product. 

z	 A transformation of the national 
curriculum to one based in 
competencies for life, work, and 
social interactions. 

13 Under the Heavily Indebted Poor Countries Initiative, Nicaragua obtained debt relief in January 2004 that will 
amount to approximately $4.5 billion over time.As outlined in Nicaragua’s Poverty Reduction Strategy Paper, 
these resources will be used to fund a set of social and structural reforms designed to promote human capital 
development and social protection, especially through better education and health. 
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SUGGESTED READING

FFoorr mmoorree oonn tthhee BBAASSEE IIII PPrroojjeecctt,, sseeee tthhee ffoolllloowwiinngg
rreeppoorrttss aanndd WWeebb ssiitteess::

z BASE II Midterm Evaluation Report (Bernbaum, 
Marcia, and Richard Kraft. 2002. Contact 
USAID/Nicaragua mission for a copy). 

z "Esfuerzos para mejorar la Educación Básica en
Centroamérica, 2003. Serie Mejores Prácticas. 
Partnership for Educational Revitalization in the 
Ameritas series, No. 14. Available at 
www.preal.cl/docs-mejprac/N14.pdf. 

z BASE Project home page (in Spanish)

(www.aed.org.ni).


z CEDOCVirtual.htm (BASE II Virtual Documentation 
Center in Spanish (www.glpnet.org/glpnet/en/ 
our_world/nicaragua/baseII/). 

z BASE II success story (www.usaid.org.ni/pdf/sto
ries/2002/november1_02.pdf). 

z The Effects of Active Learning Programs in
Multigrade Schools on Girls' Persistence in and 
Completion of Primary School in Developing
Countries (Available at www.dec.org/pdf_docs/ 
PNACS291.pdf). 

FFoorr mmoorree oonn tthhee EEdduuccaattiioonn RReeccoovveerryy CCoommppoonneenntt,, sseeee
tthhee ffoolllloowwiinngg rreeppoorrtt aanndd WWeebb ssiittee::

z Closeout Report: USAID/Nicaragua Special 
Objective-Hurricane Mitch Reconstruction Program 
(Academy for Educational Development. 2002. 
Available at ww.dec.org/pdf_docs/PDABW567.pdf). 

­

FFoorr mmoorree oonn tthhee CCeenntteerrss ooff EExxcceelllleennccee ffoorr TTeeaacchheerr
TTrraaiinniinngg,, sseeee tthhee ffoolllloowwiinngg WWeebb ssiitteess::

z www.readingforallchildren.org.

z CETT fact sheet in Spanish


(www.usaid.gov/espanol/pr03081_sp.html).


FFoorr mmoorree oonn tthhee GGlloobbaall DDeevveellooppmmeenntt AAlllliiaannccee,, sseeee tthhee
ffoolllloowwiinngg rreeppoorrttss aanndd WWeebb ssiitteess::

z Global Learning Portal (www.glpnet.org). 
z 	Visit to a Model School (Case study in Spanish


http://eportalI­

ssdc.aed.org/glpnet/library/docs/libcs_ni_es.pdf).


z 	Global Development Alliance Bulletin

(www.infogroup.com.ni/aed in Spanish).


FFoorr mmoorree oonn UUSSAAIIDD pprroojjeeccttss aanndd tthhee eedduuccaattiioonn sseeccttoorr iinn
NNiiccaarraagguuaa,, sseeee tthhee ffoolllloowwiinngg rreeppoorrttss aanndd WWeebb ssiitteess::

z Home page of Nicaraguan Ministry of Education, 
Culture and Sports (www.mecd.gob.ni/default.htm). 

z 	Updated information on Ministry of Education, 
Culture, and sports plans to shift to a competency-
based education system (www.mecd.gob.ni/ 
simposio.asp). 

z 	USAID/Nicaragua FY2005 congressional Budget 
Justification 
(www.usaid.gov/policy/budget/cbj2005/lac/ni.html). 

z USAID/Nicaragua home page (www.usaid.gov.ni). 
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