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Multilateral agencies and higher education reform
in Latin America

Roberto Rodŕõõguez-GoÂ mez and Armando AlcaÂ ntara

During the last decade, the debate over higher education took up a significant space on the agendas of various inter-

national agencies, including multilateral development banks and other intergovernmental agencies. This fact points
to the importance of the subject within a broader discussion that refers to national development projects and their

articulation within the new international economic and political order. In this context, the purpose of this article is
to discern the principal lines of argument at work and their implications for the transformation of higher education
in Latin America.

To this end, we have chosen four cases that we consider relevant for the region: The United Nations
Education, Science and Cultural Organization (UNESCO), the World Bank, the Economic Commission for
Latin America and the Caribbean (ECLA) and the Interamerican Development Bank (IADB). In the first part of

the text we characterize the particularities of each of these organizations, highlighting their relation with the pro-
cesses of educational change. In the second, we approach the subject of the recommendations made by the multilat-

eral agencies on change in the higher education systems in the world and, particularly, in the Latin American region.

International agencies and higher education

The notion of international agencies covers a complex institutional constellation with
purposes that go from economic exchange to the formation of political consensus.
These agencies cover a variety of subjects that have cooperation and the regulation
of competition in common. Some of them represent regional blocks, others have
worldwide coverage and yet others form conglomerates on matters of shared interest
(Jallade et al. 1994).

In the Latin American educational field and particularly in the university, the
participation of multilateral agencies has a continuous trajectory. Some of them, like
the Union of Latin American Universities (UDUAL) or the Higher Education
R egional Commission of UNESCO for Latin American and the Caribbean
(CR ESALC) have worked for decades to stimulate regional university cooperation.
However, in recent years, the presence of multilateral development banks has been a
factor in the definition of higher education policies in the countries of the region and
has opened up a debate, which is still going on, about the pertinence of its recommen-
dations. Other intergovernmental agencies, that propose the search for consensus
with respect to development problems, have also made pronouncements on higher
education and constitute a point of reference in the processes of change in Latin
American universities (TuÈ nnermann 1995, Kent 1995, Coraggio 1998, AlcaÂ ntara
2000, R odŕõõ guez-GoÂ mez 2000).
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For these reasons, it is important to compare the perspective of these two types of
organizations on higher education reform. Beyond the obvious differences arising
from the very nature of the organizations, what is the position of the international
agencies with respect to higher education at present and in the future? The following
text is an attempt to answer this question. To do so, we divided the presentation
into two groups, the first represents the broadest level of discussion, exemplified by
the cases of UNESCO and the World Bank, both agencies with a worldwide cover-
age including all the countries of Latin America. The second group is comprised of
regional level organizations and is illustrated with the cases of ECLA and IADB.

UNESCO

UNESCO is a specialized agency of the United Nations Organization (UN),
founded in 1948 with the purpose of ‘promoting education for everyone, cultural
development, protection of nature, cultural heritage, as well as scientific cooperation,
freedom of the press and communication’. In its Declaration of Principles, the associ-
ate countries made the commitment to offer ‘complete and egalitarian educational
opportunities’ and procure an ‘unrestricted search for objective truth and the free
exchange of ideas and knowledge’. Although more than 180 countries belong to the
agency, some have opted to cease being members; such is the case of the USA in
1984 and the UK and Singapore in 1985 (UNESCO 1999).

From its creation, UNESCO has been a central instance in the international edu-
cational debate. As well as the General Conference that meets every two years in
ordinary sessions, thematic world conferences are held periodically: in 1998 the
World Conference on Higher Education (Paris) took place and in 1999 the World
Conference on Science (Budapest); agreements and resolutions were made in both
that are pertinent to our analysis.

In Latin America, UNESCO is present through a decentralized unit (the
R egional Education Office for Latin America and the Caribbean, OR EALC)
which is responsible for supporting the countries of the region in educational
improvement (UNESCO 1998c). The work of OREALC is complemented by the
activities of the recently constituted International Institute of UNESCO for Higher
Education in Latin America and the Caribbean (IIESALC) to substitute CR ESALC.
The Institute is responsible for promoting the debate on university problems, dissemi-
nating studies on higher education and providing technical assistance for planning
and implementing programmes.

World Bank

Like UNESCO, the origins of the World Bank go back to the 1940s. It was founded
in 1944 with the initial purpose of supporting the material reconstruction of the allied
European block, but with time it has become the main multilateral instrument
for financing development projects and also a highly effective means to promote the
economic policy positions of the advanced capitalist countries.

The World Bank currently groups together 180 countries and mobilizes a volume
of credits for US$30,000,000,000 a year that are distributed under three principal
modalities: project loans; sectoral loans; and structural adjustment loans. Each country
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has a number of votes in terms of their shareholding which, in turn, is determined by
the size of their economies in relation to the world economy; thus the Group of
7 (Canada, France, Germany, Italy, Japan, UK and USA) represent 45% of the capital
of the World Bank and the USA another 17%. The World Bank member countries
participate simultaneously in the International Monetary Fund (IMF) and, in accor-
dance with the normativity in force, only developing countries are subject to the
Bank’s credit.

In different stages, the World Bank has assumed different missions. Once
the reconstruction phase was ensured, the Bank turned to financing modernization
projects through loans for infrastructure and equipment. In the eighties, it fostered
economic liberalization processes and approved credits for the payment of foreign
debt and structural adjustment. From the beginning of 1990, the Bank concentrated
on a strategy ‘to combat poverty’ that included the objective of ‘investing in people,
particularly through the promotion of basic health and education; environmental
protection; the fostering of private sector development; the strengthening of govern-
ments’ capacity to provide quality services in a sufficient, transparent way; the
promotion of reforms to create a stable macroeconomic environment, and to direct
investment and long term planning strategies’ (World Bank 1999a). These objectives
represent a second generation of structural adjustment programmes and coincide
with the purpose of sustaining the viability of the macroeconomic reform and
alleviating its social and political impacts. In this way, the part of the loans that the
World Bank channels to financial and public sector management tended to decrease:
in the eighties, approximately one-half of the loans were directly linked to the macro-
economic adjustment programme, while in the nineties, this proportion decreased to
one-third (World Bank 2000).

The World Bank began operating in the educational field in 1963. In the sixties
and seventies, loans were focused on training and technical formation; and in this per-
iod the proportion of resources for education was marginal given the total number
of loans approved. In the eighties, the situation began to change: from 1980 to 1995
the volume of loans to the educational sector trebled and its share in total World
Bank credits doubled. In the nineties, the overall average for education was 8.2%,
with a peak of 10.9% in 1995. In the Latin American region the average for the decade
was 8.6%, with a maximum of 12.3% in 1995, which in absolute terms represents
more than US$600,000,000 a year.

The World Bank focus on educational priorities has also varied. In 1990, a prefer-
ence for basic education was established as the central part of resource distribution;
during the decade projects associated with primary and secondary education con-
sumed more than half the credits of the sector. In 1995, a priority was established in
education for girls and an interest in the educational needs of ethnic minorities and
indigenous groups, while infrastructure loans began to decrease and loans for other
educational inputs to increase (World Bank 1995). In spite of this approach, the
Bank continued approving credits for post-basic educational programmes. In Latin
America several projects to reform higher education were approved, as is the case of
Argentina (1996), Mexico (1998) and Chile (1999) with credits for US$165,000,000,
US$180,200,000 and US$165,000,000 respectively (World Bank 1999b).

In its most recent document on sectoral policy, the World Bank proposes four
global priority areas: basic education, with special attention to girls and the poorest
sector of the population; early interventions, with programmes aimed at early child-
hood and school hygiene; innovative delivery, including distance education, open
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learning and new technologies; and systemic reform considering actions such as:
determination of standards, curricular reform, achievement assessment, governance
and decentralization (World Bank 1999c).

The Bank recognizes that these priorities are not necessarily the same for all
regions and countries given the diversity of conditions and results the different educa-
tional systems and structures present. For Latin America, it suggests the following
order of priorities: ‘to improve the learning–teaching process; to include those who
are excluded; to meet the needs of young people; to reform institutional manage-
ment; to use technology to improve education and reform higher education’
(World Bank 1999c) and with respect to higher education reform it recommends;
‘diversifying tertiary education in order to raise quality and efficiency, improving
university access for the lowest two-fifths in terms of income and strengthening the
role of the private sector in financing and providing higher studies’ (World Bank
1999d).

ECLA

The Economic Commission for Latin America was founded in 1948 by a resolution
of the Economic and Social Council of the UN, with the following objectives: to
carry out studies and research; to promote economic and social development through
cooperation and integration; to collect, organize, interpret and disseminate informa-
tion and data relative to the economic and social development of the region; to pro-
vide advisory services to governments; implement technical cooperation and
assistance programmes for development; organize meetings of intergovernmental
groups and groups of experts; to sponsor training courses, symposia and seminars;
and contribute to the regional perspective of world problems being taken into
account.

Throughout its history, ECLA has played an important role in defining develop-
ment options for Latin America (Bielschowsky 1998). In the fifties, the Commission
recommended import substitution as the basis of an industrialization strategy suitable
for Latin American reality, while it also insisted on stimulating exports and intra-
regional exchange. It also underlined the virtues of planning and recommended
investment in human capital as a premise for technological advance. In the sixties,
ECLA’s thinking was sustained on two fundamental theoretical bodies: dependency
theory and the thesis of structural heterogeneity. Through this reflection, that incor-
porated new analytical dimensions to the subject of appropriate development, it
underlined the need for a more equitable social distribution of the product in order
to respond to the demands unleashed by the modernizing process.

The discussion in the seventies centred around ‘development styles’, a concept
suggesting a broader definition of development, not only economic but also social,
political and cultural. In the face of the world economic crisis of 1973–1974, the
Commission recommended a better combination of the use of the internal market
and an export drive. In the context of Latin American militarism and during the crisis
of the eighties, ECLA lost its role as protagonist as an instance promoting develop-
ment strategies in the region – a role that was assumed by the IMF with its structural
adjustment programmes. Nevertheless, it continued with its work on theoretical
reflection and the formulation of recommendations. Thus, in relation to adjustment
policies, the Commission proposed that the recessive adjustment of the balance of
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payments be substituted by an expansive adjustment. At the end of the eighties,
ECLA opened up a discussion on the long-term growth process, centred on the thesis
of productive transformation with equity. In the nineties, the development model
recommended by the Commission, in tune with the new conditions of global
exchange, emphasized competitive trade liberalization based on the addition of
intellectual value to exports.

In ECLA’s trajectories, the theme of education is a constant. It insists on its key
role in national and regional development with different shades of meaning.
ECLA’s influence on Latin American educational thought is also relevant and it
parts from long-term research projects (suffice it to remember the Development and
Education in Latin America project of the eighties) and a vast editorial production
on the subject.

IADB

The Interamerican DevelopmentBank (IADB)was established in 1959 – in thecontext
of the Cold War and at the request of the American government – with the purpose
of ‘accelerating the economic and social progress of Latin American and the
Caribbean’. Today, this bank is the main source of multilateral financing for Latin
America and the Caribbean: since it was founded it has channelled direct loans for
almost US$100,000,000,000. IADB belongs to 46 countries; 28 are ‘regional members’
(the American continent) and the remaining countries are ‘extraregional’ (from
Europe, Asia and the Middle East). As in the case of the World Bank, the voting
power of each country is derived from its shareholding; at present, 51% of the votes
correspond to the conglomerate of Latin American and Caribbean countries, 32% to
the US, 4% to Canada and the remaining 13% to non-regional members.

During the 1960s and 1970s, IADB was a pioneer in the multilateral financing of
social projects in the areas of health and education; moreover, in the same period, it
contributed to the creation of some hundred higher education institutions. In spite
of this, the loans for basic infrastructure (roads, hydraulic works and energy, transport
and housing) consumed most of the resources. In the eighties, the debt crisis put
pressure on the Bank to operate principally as an instance of financial assistance.
Indeed, the projects approved operated as resource transfer vehicles and not as IADB
intended – to make investments that would foster productivity and economic reform.
In this context, a debate arose within the agency between two positions, one that
insisted on its role providing financial and technical assistance and the other that
adjudicated it with a central role in promoting the economic policy recommended
by the ‘Washington Consensus’; that is, in favour of structural adjustment. In 1994,
some conciliation was achieved and put into writing in the ‘IADB-8 Agreement’.
This agreement authorized the eighth increase in the financial fund of IADB
since its creation, increasing authorized resources from US$60,000,000,000 to
US$100,000,000,000. The agreement also indicated the ‘appropriate combination’
with which the Bank may distribute loans for economic policy reforms and for social
investments.

R ecently, IADB reformulated its priorities on the basis of a broader definition of
development, understood as ‘equitable, which supposes the integration of the poor,
women and minorities in the benefits and obligations proper to development;
balanced, in the sense that its demands the participation of the public sector to an
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equal extent as the private sector and civil society, and sustainable, bearing in mind its
impact on the environment and the need to have more vigorous institutions’,
(IADB 1999a). At the end of the decade, IADB did a five-year planning exercise
that included, among other goals, ‘to make US$40,000,000,000 available to the
region in the next five years; devote half this sum to the social sectors and duplicate
the amount of loans dedicated to education so that they will reach a minimum of
US$5,000,000,000 in the five year period’ (IADB 1999b).

In the educational field, IABD’s loans have supported different areas and pro-
grammes in accordance with the criteria in force in each state. At present, priority is
given to reform and extension of secondary education projects, the strengthening of
higher technical, non-university education and the consolidation of the national
science and technology systems. In the 1990s, Mexico and Brazil contracted credits
under this last concept. In 1993, the Mexican project ‘Science and Technology
Program’ was approved with a total cost of US$300,000,000 of which IADB contrib-
uted US$180,000,000 and the national government a further US$120,000,000. This
project includes a sub-program for Support to the Technological Modernization of
Industry that the National Council for Science and Technology (CONACyT) is in
charge of, and is aimed at distributed direct financing to micro and small, private
enterprises so that they can carry out research and development projects, and a sub-
program on the Formation of Human R esources that consists in an educational pro-
ject at the National Autonomous University of Mexico (UNAM) for scientific and
technological development (IADB 1997b). In the Brazilian case, in September 1995,
a similar credit was approved for the ‘Science and Technology Program’ project
with a total cost of US$320,000,000 to which IADB contributed 50%. As in the pre-
vious case, the project consists of a sub-program for the technological modernization
of local enterprises through which reimbursable resources are distributed to those
involved, and an academic sub-programme that transfers non-reimbursable resources
and funds for research to public universities and public or private research centres
(IADB 1998). In both loans, amortization terms are over 20 years.

From the characterization provided so far, we should add that both the World
Bank and the Interamerican Development Bank are included in the definition of lend-
ing banks, that is, the investor countries are exclusive credit subjects. In practice, the
developing countries are the borrowers, but they have minimum power of decision
in the definition of the banks’ policies, since their contributions to the fund limit
their voting capacities. The influence of multilateral banking on the economic and
social policy trends of developing countries is derived from this condition of basic
inequality and operates under the logic of ‘crossed conditioning’ (ManchoÂ n 1995),
based on the shared views of the actors with greatest weight in the international finan-
cial community. The political benefit obtained by the investor countries is nothing
to be despised; in part because it ensures a continuous renovation of alignment in the
world balance of power today in the framework of competition between regional
economic blocks and, also in part, as a distension factor to avoid pressures arising
from the erosion in living conditions in the poorest countries (Vilas 1995).

The complexity of the system of international relations is not reduced, of course,
to interactions between multilateral banks and countries; the role of intergovernmen-
tal adjustment agencies, like UNESCO and ECLA, already described, must be
added. These last agencies lack tax instruments or ways of conditioning similar to
those of the multilateral banks. Their recommendations are indicative and their
power of conviction is based, almost exclusively, on their capacity to articulate and
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transfer rationality to the emerging social development models. Historically, there
have been convergences, differences and frank opposition between the postures of
multilateral banking and the consensus agencies, which is indicative of the contingent
character in which the definition of said models occurs, a situation in which we can
locate the debate on educational policy. For these reasons, it is necessary to go into
the specific traits, into nuances and even into the details of the different educational
policy proposals of the multilateral agencies considered here, an aspect that we shall
look at below.

Perspective of the international agencies with respect to higher
education

In this section, we examine the proposals for higher education reform that the agencies
included in our study have developed. It should be pointed out that we have reviewed
documents with different dates (although all from the nineties) and issued in different
contexts. Nevertheless, it seems to us that they reflect the principal policy approaches
suggested and that, as a whole, they allow us to appreciate the essential and superficial
differences that interest us.

The World Bank and the lessons of experience

In 1994, the World Bank published Higher Education: Lessons of Experience (World
Bank 1994) in which it presents a general diagnosis of what, from the perspective
of the agency, constitutes the critical matters in higher education in developing
countries. Although the empirical analysis concentrates principally on the African
region, the inferences, conclusions and recommendations devolve upon the set of
developing countries.

Among the problems diagnosed in the document (Kent 1995) the following
should be mentioned: 1) The bad quality of higher education as a result of a rhythm
of expansion imposed on the national higher education systems in a context of limited
economic resources. In the eighties, while net growth of the gross domestic product
was minimal and in some cases regressive, university expansion continued, giving
rise to ‘do more with less’ strategies that, in the end, would be counterproductive for
academic quality. 2) Problems with efficiency in the institutional use of government
resources and subsidies. For various, although convergent, reasons, (statutes of auton-
omy, absence of an accountability culture, university governability based on relations
of clientage, lack of efficient methods and systems of administration, corruption,
etc.) both the handling of resources and productivity are diagnosed as inefficient.
As the rates of terminal efficiency in the developing countries are also low, costs per
graduate tend to be higher than those prevailing in the developed countries. 3)
Problems in equity since, according to the World Bank, the priority granted to higher
education in the developing countries caused a severe distributive imbalance giving
rise to the university institutions consuming resources that could have been destined
to basic or secondary education or the technological segment. Since, as a group,
university students come from the middle and upper classes, university subsidies
imply a biased subsidy in favour of these social groups, and in detriment to the
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education support needs of lower class sectors. This bias is translated into an
inequitable distribution of opportunities and income among the population.

Based on this line of analysis, the recommendations contained in the document
cover three public policy areas suggested in the following objectives: a) to increase
institutional differentiation; b) to strengthen the institutions’ financial base; and c) to
improve the quality of teaching and research. As a corollary to the recommendations,
the need to redefine the role of government in relation to national higher education
systems is emphasized. Since the document is also offered as ‘a guide to support the
developing nations in the formulation of effective reform strategies’, the chapter
on proposals is illustrated with examples of cases that have successfully implemented
solutions and projects attending the objectives mentioned above.

‘To increase institutional differentiation’ is a proposal for redistributing the
demand for higher education, avoiding excessive concentration of preferences in satu-
rated areas and professional positions. Instead of a curricular structure concentrated
on the traditional liberal professions, according to the World Bank, there should be
a trend towards a system that, as well as the conventional degree, can offer short-
cycle technological modalities, higher technological studies, above all those focused
on new technologies, postgraduate studies for research, teaching and specialized pro-
fessional practice, among others. Together with the above, it is proposed to demolish
bureaucratic barriers that until today have prevented adequate mobility of students
among cycles, modalities and degree courses.

‘To strengthen the financial base of the institutions’ is a proposal that suggests
such actions as: combining government subsidies with registration fees and support-
ing this combination with educational credit systems independent of the government;
diversifying the sources of institutional financing through projects with technological
applications and through the sale of services; differentiating government subsidy
through competition for programmes for which funding is offered and by means of
institutional productivity assessment instruments. Furthermore, recommendations
are made in the sense of improving university administration and pressing for trans-
parent accountability, as well as favouring competition between private individuals
in the supply of higher education.

‘Improve the quality of teaching and research’ is also a general postulate that
translates into a set of concrete proposals. The need is emphasized to have external
evaluation instances that will give rise to positive competition between institutions
and will favour the standardization of the quality of the results. The importance of
constructing links between universities and the productive sectors is underlined since
in this way it is possible to construct a higher education system more pertinent and
sensitive to market needs and productive transformation.

As several specialists have noted, an uncompromising economic supposition
underlies the World Bank’s approach: higher education is significant in terms of
value added, that is, to the extent that the individual returns the investment and to
the extent that the national economy is favoured through competitiveness. The sub-
ject of educational expenditure as investment has been the subject of interest of the
World Bank for a long time and refers to the calculation of the ‘rates of return’ of
schooling. Until the beginning of the nineties, the Bank’s economists had sustained
that, in developing countries, basic and secondary education generate the greatest
rates of return at both individual and aggregate level, which justifies government
investment in these levels. In contrast, the higher education subsidy is regressive for
national economies and should therefore be transferred to students and their families

514 R OBER TO R ODR IÂ GUEZ-GOÂ MEZ AND AR MANDO ALCANTAR A

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

U
N

A
M

 C
iu

da
d 

U
ni

ve
rs

ita
ri

a]
 a

t 1
2:

52
 3

1 
A

ug
us

t 2
01

1 



(Psacharopoulos 1994). This orthodox thesis has been debated and modified in the
thematic groups of the Bank (Betts 1999) and, although the debate has not been
closed, a broader view on the subject can be seen that is translated, for example, into
proposals of a shared subsidy for higher education (Colclough 1996).

Of course, the problematic of higher education is not exhausted in a discussion on
financing, diversification and reform of contents and methods. Questions on the
meaning, mission and functions of the universities appear together with these subjects,
subjects that UNESCO has tried to recover through a broad discussion of the social,
political and humanistic objectives of higher education.

Agenda 21 of UNESCO

In October 1998, the World Conference on Higher Education sponsored by
UNESCO was held, an act in which work commenced three years earlier with the
publication of the organization’s policy document ‘Change and Development in
Higher Education’ (UNESCO 1995) was culminated. Between 1996 and 1998,
several R egional Conferences were held in different parts of the world with the pur-
pose of collecting the points of view of the communities of academics, directors,
civil society groups, government bodies and other social actors on four key subjects:
relevance; quality; financing and administration; and international cooperation.
With this thematic agenda the following conferences took place: Havana
(November 1996), Dakar (April 1997), Tokyo (July 1997), Palermo (September
1997) and Beirut (March 1998). Another two meetings of experts at regional level
were also organized: one with the Council of Europe (Strasbourg, July 1998) and
another with the countries of North America in Toronto (April 1998) in which
Canada and the USA participated as well as representatives from Mexico and Puerto
R ico.

The result of this programme was an enormous amount of documents arising
from declarations, conclusions, minutes and other texts that, taken as a whole, offer
a complete view of higher education problems in the world, while providing a
range of solutions with which to face the educational challenges of the twenty-first
century. Similarly, the base documents were prepared for the thematic debates that
were held in parallel to the sessions of the World Conference, dealing with such
aspects as education and culture, the new information technologies, the students’
view, the role of the woman, sustainable human development, education for peace,
the problematic of employment and the role of educational research, among others.

As expected, the documents approached the subjects contained in the 1995 text.
Nevertheless, each document reaches a level of development and depth of analysis
that is really remarkable. Similarly, these texts are outstanding for their explicit
formulation of political and value commitments that, in each case, provide the
fundaments for the orientation and postures presented. Of course, to review the
content of all these documents exceeds the limits of this article, even more so if it
is considered that they are syntheses. Nevertheless, we shall refer to one of them in
particular given that it illustrates the general sense of the discussion and its main
themes.

The text, ‘Towards an agenda 21 for higher education’ (UNESCO 1998b)
synthesizes the challenges and tasks for the coming century seen in the light of
the results of the regional conferences. It begins with a list of the missions that
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the contemporary university and higher education systems fulfil and should tackle
more deeply in the immediate future. Thus, it indicates, in first place, that ‘the
eminent mission of higher education is to serve mankind and society’, that
‘through its research function, its courses of study and training, its cooperative
activities and its alliances with several social sectors, higher education is called to
make a key contribution to opening up and illuminating new paths towards a better
future for society and the individual and to give direction and orientation to that
future’. Based on such principles, higher education has two important missions before
it: ‘to actively participate in solving the main global, regional and local problems
(such as poverty, malnutrition, illiteracy, social exclusion, exacerbation of inequalities
between nations and individuals, widening of the gap in science and technology
between industrialized and developing countries, and environmental protection),
and to work intensely on the generation of proposals and recommendations that pro-
mote sustainable human development, the extension of knowledge, universal respect
for human rights, equality of opportunities between men and women, justice and
the application of democratic principles within their own institutions and in society,
understanding between nations and ethnic groups, religions, cultures and other
groups, in favor of a culture of peace and non-violence and in the construction of
intellectual and moral solidarity’.

It is similarly considered that the traditional mission of maintaining, increasing
and disseminating knowledge through research and intellectual creation is funda-
mental, as is the teaching and dissemination of said knowledge. This mission must
include the task of ‘developing endogenous capacities to acquire and apply existing
knowledge and to create new knowledge’. Similarly, it is the task of higher education
‘to educate responsible, informed and active citizens as well as highly qualified specia-
lists’. It should be added with respect to this vision that one of the most important
missions of higher education is concerned with ethnic and cultural aspects: ‘to preserve
and affirm cultural identity, promote the propagation and creation of cultural values,
to protect and foster cultural diversity and to participate actively in the development
of intercultural understanding’. Finally, it is mentioned that higher education must
‘contribute to the implementation of lifelong learning for everyone’. In this sense,
higher education is considered to ‘have a great responsibility with respect to the
educational system as a whole and the educational activities of society’.

Another part of the document stresses the importance of higher education
systems establishing and harmonizing relations with the different instances compris-
ing society and the State. Emphasis is given to the strategic role of partnerships
between higher education institutions and the different social actors in order to pro-
mote the development of said institutions in the perspective of reaching higher levels
of pertinence and to promote the notion of corresponsibility in the educational enter-
prise. The subject of innovation is then approached. Innovation must be promoted
so that higher education can successfully face the challenges of a labour market that
demands greater competences and knowledge, as well as the need for most of the
population to have them. One challenge that is outlined on the horizon is how to
take higher education to the groups and sectors that need to be updated in order to
confront their new employment conditions. In this discussion, the notion of lifelong
learning is the key, and diversification and flexibility actions appear as feasible
responses in the reform that is required.

The subject of access to higher education is central throughout the document. It
is one point on which the documents produced by the regional conferences found
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convergence, from different points of view, when they indicate that: ‘All persons
must have the possibility, at some stage in their lives, of access to education and to
have an opportunity to go back to university life (Havana); it is important to
extend and diversify opportunities so that each citizen can be a beneficiary of higher
education, as well as competence and knowledge (Tokyo); diversification of demand
implies institutional diversification, as well as new policies and flexibility to guarantee
access (Palermo); special measures are required to facilitate access to those who have
begun their working life or have had to give up their studies prematurely (Beirut);
there is a need for policies aimed at specific goals to increase the number and rate of
participation of women in higher education, in teaching and in positions of
responsibility as well as in science and technology careers (Dakar)’.

‘Agenda 21’ also considers the subject of university students and professors,
recognizing that they are ‘the main protagonists in higher education’. It is noted
that, even recognizing the potential of distance teaching technologies, the professor–
student interaction and the relations among students, with respect to human contacts,
are formative and educational to such an extent that they are determinants of the qual-
ity and the results of the teaching–learning process. With respect to the students, the
importance of their ‘playing an active role in higher education institutions’ is stressed
as is the importance of this role being recognized by the institutions and translated
into the opening up of possibilities for them and their organizations to participate in
decision making and in the design of courses of action. It is mentioned that ‘every-
thing that concerns the students is of interest to the professors and vice versa’, in such
a way that ‘the formation and updating of the teaching body is a key aspect to being
able to raise the levels of educational quality’. Furthermore, it is recognized that
‘the participation of professors in research, as well as the link between research and
teaching is essential in ensuring quality and effectiveness in higher education in order
to contribute to the progress of knowledge and develop endogenous research and
research and development capacities’. This chapter of the document closes with a pro-
nouncement on the need to increase mobility of professors and students on national,
regional and international planes and the need to develop institutional networks to
facilitate the exchange and mutual certification of knowledge.

The following point considers the topics of autonomy and accountability, aca-
demic freedom, objectivity and intellectual rigor. It indicates that ‘academic freedom
in higher education and its wide autonomy are essential for the institutions to perform
their mission’ and it mentions that autonomy presupposes responsibilities in the face
of society. The document ends with a section on research and anticipation functions.
To begin, it indicates that research is a fundamental mission and a principal function
of higher education, that the task of advancing in knowledge and focusing it on
solving fundamental social problems is the responsibility of the institutions, but also
of the academics in particular. Moreover, it notes that higher education institutions
must have sufficient resources to do research and that the State is mainly responsible
for the task of financing research, although other social agents must also commit
themselves to this task. Finally, it indicates that anticipation is an important task of
higher education. In this sense, universities must assume the function of anticipating
the future needs and requirements of the societies that contain them in order to offer
alternatives to the challenges they are facing.

As indicated above, the vision of UNESCO, product of a wide consensus that
collects the points of view of a large variety and diversity of actors in education,
attempts to create a balance between the requirements of the contemporary world
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and the traditional, permanent mission of the university. Similarly, it takes into
account not only the function of higher education in economic development, but its
cultural role, its importance for individual and social development, as well as its
weight in the construction of a democratic space. But are these two visions, that is,
that of the World Bank concentrated on the profitability of higher education and its
contribution to development, and the broad view of UNESCO, totally incompati-
ble? Or are there perhaps possibilities for a synthesis that would recover the economic
and social imperatives of the contemporary university? One tentative reply to these
dilemmas can be found in the joint work of the World Bank and UNESCO that
we review below.

World Bank ‡ UNESCO ˆ peril and promise

In March of the year 2000 a document was put into circulation entitled ‘Higher
Education in Developing Countries: Peril and Promise’ that was drawn up by a task
force jointly sponsored by the World Bank and UNESCO, as follow-up to the agree-
ments of the World Conference in Paris 1998 (World Bank and UNESCO 2000).
The document in question consists of six sections.

The first deals with longstanding problems and new realities. This chapter consti-
tutes the context of the whole analysis and examines the expansion of demand, ten-
dencies to diversification in higher education systems and potential implications of
the knowledge revolution. Chapter two, ‘Higher education and the public interest’
emphasizes the contribution of higher education to the economic, social, political
and cultural development of nations and therefore its public interest. This argument
is set against the traditional approach of measuring benefits according to the ‘eco-
nomic rates of return’ derived from public or private investments in higher education.
The third chapter considers the higher education systems, discusses the theme of func-
tional diversification of the university systems and indicates that the conception of
free market, according to which systems tend to adjust themselves through competi-
tion, is mistaken in the case of higher education. This idea is opposed to the need for
a non-centralized coordination of systems that seeks to protect university autonomy,
foster competition between similar institutions and give coherence and rationality
to the system as a whole. At the end of the section, it concludes that ‘governmental
guidance is an essential part of any solution’.

Governability constitutes the principal theme of the fourth chapter, indicating in
first place the general principles of good institutional government: academic freedom;
cooperative government; clear rights and responsibilities; selection for academic
merit; financial stability and accountability. It also develops a set of ‘instruments’
with which to achieve the objectives of good government: effective, capable collegi-
ate bodies, organs of government with broad vision, practices of responsible, flexible,
transparent financial programming and administrative control, access to data for deci-
sion making, solid leadership, selection and promotion of academic and management
personnel based on academic merit, security of employment, adequate remuneration
and internal and external evaluation and accreditation systems. The fifth chapter is
devoted to examining science and technology and it notes the backwardness of
the developing countries in this terrain, as well as the need to promote science and
technology systems through government resources and the construction of links and
alliances with both enterprises and international cooperation. It also stresses the
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responsibility of governments to promote science and technology activities given the
incipient character of university and industry cooperation.

In chapter six the document pleads for the establishment of liberal education in
some higher education institutions of the developing countries, since this approach is
pertinent for the formation of flexible professionals with the capacity to adapt them-
selves to a rapidly changing environment. Unlike the traditional approach that under-
lines the need to offer specialized technical formation, an argument is presented
in favour of liberal studies, providing measures are taken to offer a solid, updated,
flexible formation. Finally, in the conclusion section recommendations are postulated
around two groups of objectives. The first has to do with the need to increase
resources and the second with improving efficiency in handling them. It is necessary
to extend the financial base to: 1) improve educational infrastructure, particularly
computers, networks, science laboratories and equipment, although they are also
needed to reinforce conventional infrastructure – classrooms, libraries, dormitories,
recreational spaces and cultural installations; 2) design, test and implement new pro-
grammes and curricular designs, as well as expanding or introducing liberal educa-
tion; 3) recruit, retain and motivate a permanent academic staff; 4) increase access to
socially unfavoured populations; 5) foster teaching and research in basic and applied
science areas. In order to improve efficiency in university management, institutional
measures are proposed such as: a) reinforcing internal government; b) improving the
quality of academic programmes; and c) developing and motivating academic per-
sonnel. It is also suggested that government instances develop the architecture of a
more rational higher education system that will, at the same time, promote mass edu-
cation and excellence, as well as attending the character of public interest in higher
education. Similarly, it stresses the importance of implementation for, as it is said,
‘the field of international development is plagued with good ideas that have never
been seen to bear fruit’. For this reason, the document concludes, ‘we must above all
be practical if we wish to achieve a successful reform’.

The perspective of the UNESCO–World Bank task force on higher education
reform allows us to suppose that the position of multilateral banks in the future will
assume a profile of greater flexibility, more sensitive to the political and social dimen-
sions of change. The outline of a new profile can begin to be glimpsed in the credit
preferences of the World Bank, with greater aperture towards post-basic teaching
and higher education proposals and also through the pronouncements of some of
the most influential intellectuals in the design of the World Bank policies on educa-
tion. Thus, an attitude more favourable to the strengthening of the higher education,
science and technology systems of developing countries would be expected providing
projects are congruent with the ‘hard’ lines of the proposal: pragmatism, reinforce-
ment of private participation, insistence on quality and efficacy, formulas of social
compensation, use of distance education options, lifelong education approach,
among the principal aspects. Below we shall see the Latin American view of the sub-
ject.

ECLA: Education as the nucleus of productive transformation with equity

The proposal ‘productive transformation with equity’ reflects the conceptual ten-
dency behind ECLA’s proposal with respect to Latin American development at the
end of the ‘decade lost to development’, as the Commission itself characterized the
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1980s. This proposal sustains a central thesis: deliberate, systematic incorporation and
diffusion of technical progress constitutes the pivot of productive transformation
while making it compatible with political democratization and a growing social
equity. The set of actions recommended by the Commission to reach sustainable
development, appropriate to Latin American reality, is articulated around this idea
(ECLA 1990).

The proposal distinguishes two types of economic growth: one that makes it
possible to raise the standard of living of the population by means of an increase in
productivity and one based on the depredation of natural resources and the reduction
in real remuneration. In the first case, technical progress acts as the variable that articu-
lates the objectives in tension: competitiveness and social sustainability. According to
ECLA, to activate technical progress it is necessary to strengthen the entrepreneurial
base, have a technological infrastructure, participate in the international economy
and propitiate the formation of human resources with capacity to handle new knowl-
edge. However, the Commission indicates that backwardness in education and in
the field of the generation of knowledge are obstacles that prevent advances in this
direction.

On this conceptual basis, the Commission elaborated a general and a specific pro-
posal for education. The first, entitled ‘Equity and Productive Transformation, an
Integrated Approach’, prepared for the 24th period of sessions of the Commission at
the beginning of 1992, discusses the means to reach a situation of convergence
between growth and social equity. The second, published that same year, entitled
‘Education and Knowledge, Nucleus of Productive Transformation with Equity’
(ECLA 1992) establishes the purpose of ‘contributing to the creation, in the coming
decade, of certain educational conditions, training and the incorporation of scienti-
fic–technological progress that permit the transformation of the productive structures
of the region into a framework for progressive social equity’.

Below we present a summary of ECLA’s document, specifying the arguments
and proposals most closely related to educational reform and the scientific and techno-
logical research systems.

From ECLA’s perspective, education is strategic for development. This con-
dition comes from its role in the formation of subjects with the values and behaviour
of modern citizenship and their functions in the construction of the capacities and
skills that generate productivity. The strengthening of the knowledge production
and diffusion system which, of course, includes education at all its levels, is understood
as a decisive instrument for facing both the internal challenge of citizenship and the
external challenge of competitiveness. This perspective is recognized in the developed
countries and in those with late industrialization and has been translated into import-
ant policies to foster education, science and technology. In contrast, in the developing
countries, even when valuing the relation between education and technical progress,
there is a persistent backwardness and the effort to improve has been insufficient, gen-
erally ineffective and with unsatisfactory results. In effect, although the Commission
admits that the educational, training and science and technology systems of the region
have experienced an important quantitative expansion, it indicates that insufficiencies
in the quality of the results persists in most countries and there is little pertinence
with respect to the requirements of the environment and evident problems in equity
in the social distribution of access opportunities. Furthermore, the institutionality of
the system is characterized for its rigidity, bureaucratization and lack of linkage with
the productive and social milieu.
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Based on the ideas and the diagnosis presented, ECLA establishes the need for
a strategy to stimulate the transformation of education and training and to increase
the scientific–technological potential of the region with a view to forming modern
citizenship, linked to both democracy and equity and international competitiveness.
The proposal defines competitiveness as the central objective, performance as policy
guideline and decentralization as a component of the institutional scheme. The
Commission states that the proposal recognizes tensions between citizenship and
competitiveness, equity and performance, and integration and decentralization, but
concentrates on the sphere of complementariness that exists on each of these planes.

The strategy for change is oriented towards the following directions: 1) from a
political point of view, attempt to assume knowledge production and diffusion activ-
ities as strategic, long-term tasks that require the broadest consensus possible between
the different social actors and a stable financial commitment to their development; 2)
from a contents point of view, to focalize action on the results of education, training
and science and technology and on their articulation with performance demands
from people, enterprises and institutions in the different spheres of society; 3) from
an institutional point of view, break the isolation of the educational establishment
and the generation and the transmission of knowledge and introduce action modal-
ities in which the actors have more room for autonomy in decisions and greater
responsibility for results.

In order to reach these objectives, the proposal defines actions in seven policy
fields. The first refers to the need to overcome the isolation of the educational, training
and acquisition of scientific and technological knowledge systems, opening them up
to social requirements. The following two fields refer to the results sought with this
aperture: to ensure universal access to codes of modernity, and promote creativity in
access, diffusion and innovation in scientific–technological matters. The following
four are of an instrumental character: responsible institutional management; profes-
sionalization and protagonism of the educators; financial commitment of society to
education, training and the scientific–technological effort; and regional and inter-
national cooperation. In these different spheres of policy, guidelines are established
that influence the different components of formal education (pre-school, primary,
secondary and higher), training and the scientific-technological effort and, very
specially, the links between them and the productive sector. The preparation and
specification of policies, as well as their application in various national circumstances,
is a task that falls to each country.

ECLA’s document stresses the role of regional and international cooperation to
reach the objectives indicated. On this subject, it proposes the formation of human
resources in the countries of Latin America and the Caribbean with a view to a more
efficient use of installed capacity in universities and academic centres of the region. In
specific terms, the following lines of cooperation are stressed: improvement in qual-
ity; innovations at middle education level; accreditation of institutions, programmes
and units of higher education, formation of academics and researchers; institutional
reform and local administration; technical training; educational research; student
exchange and strategic cooperation.

In spite of the fact that ECLA’s document omits particular recommendations on
higher education reform in Latin America, it is clear that the principal challenges
evolve around notions of pertinence, integration and linkage. Pertinence, in the
sense of a better relation between university supply and the demands of society.
Integration, understood as the effort to harmonize the set of subsystems that comprise
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the educational structure in each country. Linkage, in the sense of relating the needs
of the productive structure with the capacities generating knowledge in the higher
education institutions through specific projects. (Cf. Labastida et al.).

The document does not ignore the need for greater financial backing from
multilateral banks for projects involving education in general and the knowledge-
producing sector in particular. In this respect, it notes that during the eighties, these
organizations decreased their reply in these areas in terms of resources and the profile
of their activities. However, ECLA concludes that in the nineties there are new
economic and political conditions that permit greater collaboration between govern-
ments, consensus agencies and development banks through which support is
given to the performance of tasks directly linked to education and the production of
knowledge as the nucleus of productive transformation with equity. On this last
aspect, it is of interest to know the proposal of the Interamerican Development
Bank, a subject we will consider below in order to close the section on an analysis of
the documents on strategies for university reform issued by the multilateral agencies.

IADB’s proposal for reforming higher education in Latin America

The document entitled ‘Higher Education in Latin America and the Caribbean:
Strategy Paper’, published in 1997, presents the position of IADB on higher education
in the region, as well as a strategy to improve it (IADB 1997a). It also attempts to
appraise its position and its implications in policy matters. It similarly attempts
to take into account what lies beyond the universities and the social task they are as-
sociated with. One of the central arguments of the document is that higher education
performance in Latin America and the Caribbean varies substantially in the different
countries and sectors as well as between institutions and internal units of the institu-
tions themselves. It attributes such heterogeneity to different functions the university
establishments fulfil.

As well as stressing the social importance of higher education, beginning with
what it means for the life of the people and with its demographic and economic
aspects, the document emphasizes that the need for persons formed through advanced
education has never been as great as it is now. In this sense, it affirms that the moderni-
zation and integration of Latin America within an increasingly globalized economy
and society depend to a very large extent on higher education. Based on this, IABD
rejects the view that higher education is marginal to national development or that
the State is removed from higher education. But it also opposes the perspective that
higher education can only perform its role well if it is expanded and strengthened
with greater public funds. The document insists that the development of higher edu-
cation requires a reorientation and redistribution of rules and resources, a process that
IABD is willing to promote through work with reformers in each country.

After enumerating the achievements and limitations of higher education in the
region to date, the document focuses on an analysis of what it considers to be its
main functions: academic leadership; professional tasks and work; formation and
technical development; and liberal education. These four functions are considered
fundamental for the diagnosis, reform and strategy of IADB. It recognizes that the
typology has a strong economic emphasis and stresses the teaching and learning pro-
cess. It also proves to be complicated and difficult to apply in institutional contexts
in which a juxtaposition of functions can frequently be observed.
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Further on, three crucial aspects of sector policy are reviewed: equity and public
subsidies; incentives, financing and government; and improvement in quality and
control. Each of these aspects is focused on the four functions mentioned above.
Finally, it points out that IADB will support applications whose goal is to favour
broad reforms that reasonably seek to improve quality and efficiency. Another objec-
tive is to support programmes whose results exceed the benefits that students can
obtain individually. They will also favour applications that promote equality, as for
example, scholarships for students with economic needs and aid for institutions in
impoverished countries and regions. As a consequence, it is considered that a typical
project would contain a budget item for organizational reform that would be admin-
istered by the educational authorities, and a competitive fund to support the initiatives
of individual institutions or programmes within institutions.

IADB’s proposals are similar to those of the World Bank in several aspects, such
as promoting efficiency and quality through reforms in the academic and administra-
tive structure of the institutions, stimulating general evaluation and accreditation
mechanisms, establishing mechanisms for mixed financing, facilitating the articula-
tion of the higher education system with the social and productive environment,
and propitiating transparent, systematic accountability. In spite of these coincidences,
that show that there is a shared approach by both agencies to higher education and
the possibilities of reforming it, there are also important differences, above all at the
level of priority assigned to higher education projects (in practice, IADB has conceded
greater importance to initiatives of this type) and also on the operative plane that
range from the financial conditions under which loans are agreed on to modes of
supervision and evaluation of the respective projects, subjects that merit a detailed
study.

Final comments

In this article we have attempted to offer the reader an overview of the debate under
way on higher education in Latin America from the perspective of the multilateral
agencies. It should be stressed that this is an open, well-developed discussion, in
which the interlocutors influence one another and tend to agree, in principle, on pos-
tures. For example: it is essential to support higher education and scientific research
in order to advance towards a society of knowledge; it is necessary to expand
and differentiate higher education systems and add quality to the teaching–learning
processes; care must be taken to guarantee equity in supply and equality of opportu-
nities based on academic merit; new, more solid links must be forged between
higher education and the social system in order to obtain better levels of pertinence
and effectiveness; it is important to attend administrative and government aspects so
that institutions can become more efficient and can concentrate on innovation; a
greater effort is needed to consolidate academic staff and thus improve the formation
of professionals up to the task of facing present challenges.

Important differences can be found, however, with respect to the means pro-
posed to carry out transformations like the ones indicated and also with respect
to the actors who are considered capable of being the driving force behind them. For
example: What should the role of the State be in higher education and science and
technology policy? In what way should the private sector participate in order to
stimulate the formation of professionals and scientific and technological research?

MULTILATER AL AGENCIES AND HE R EFOR M IN LATIN AMER ICA 523

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

U
N

A
M

 C
iu

da
d 

U
ni

ve
rs

ita
ri

a]
 a

t 1
2:

52
 3

1 
A

ug
us

t 2
01

1 



Who should pay for higher education and through which mechanisms? What types
of assessment translate into quality and innovation? How can an improvement in the
academic level of professors be promoted? What means can be used to advance
towards the objectives of equity and pertinence? What is the optimum distribution
of the educational modalities comprising the higher education system? What priority
should be given to the development of open and distance education options? What
type of social contract should be established in order to reach an appropriate balance
between the demands of society and the possibilities of response from universities?
How can labour market conditions and a formation in higher education be harmo-
nized? What are considered to be desirable scenarios in the middle and long term
and how can progress be made towards constructing them? These questions, among
others, cover the main controversies and, as we have seen, there persist differentiated,
if not frankly opposing, replies in this respect.

Although it has not been the purpose of this paper to provide a detailed analysis
of the dynamics between the market and the state with respect to higher education,
we agree with Torres and Schugurensky (forthcoming), that the current changes in
Latin American higher education cannot be examined in isolation from larger politi-
cal and economic changes in the region. These changes, in turn, are related to the
dynamics of globalization. Furthermore, it should also be noticed that global trends
are promoted, resisted, and negotiated differently in each national context and in
each individual institution. Finally, the very dynamics of the debate we pointed out
in this article advises against any attempt to characterize the postures of the different
types of multilateral agencies through an excluding polarity. Instead, the need can be
seen to delve deeply into subjects on which it is possible to reflect. If this contribution
encourages the reader to look into the debates it describes, it will have faithfully
fulfilled its objectives.
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