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Transformation is Possible: the Story from Uruguay

Denise Vaillant

Summary

The paper presents the results of a research study that analyses the process of implementation of a programme to enhance equity in the initial training of secondary school teachers in Uruguay.  This qualitative research shows that the model implemented has undoubtedly created good conditions to attract many keen and intelligent young people to secondary school teaching in less developed areas in the country. Although the model shows several handicaps, there is no doubt that progress has been made in putting together a feasible alternative for reducing inequity in the quality of secondary education through the strengthening of teacher training. 

Abstract 

During the 1980s and 1990s practically all the Latin American countries introduced changes that have led to the current education scenario, which is an improvement on the old system. Educational reforms featured the introduction of institutional change, the incorporation of systems for evaluating learning results, revision of curriculum content, attempts to improve managerial skills and offer teachers incentives, and there was some success in the application of strategies designed to improve equity, quality of teaching, and the internal yield of the education system.

However, these efforts were unable to ensure sustained educational development in the countries of the region. In practice, the realities of education have proved hard to change. Inequity persists in the distribution of educational opportunities and yield remains low. One of the main difficulties public policies currently face in the educational sector is how to improve teachers’ performance. Diagnoses agree that traditional remedies are no longer enough. It is no simple matter to determine what the adequate changes are, let alone put them into practice.

A quick overview of the bibliography provides an extremely simplistic perspective of how subjects related to teacher training in Latin America are approached. The central question is how to progress from mere repetition (‘more of the same’) to the use of systematic policies to encourage equity and quality training.

The objective of this research is to study and to analyse the process of implementation of a programme to enhance equity in the initial training of secondary school teachers. This research is a qualitative case study, that shows that it is indeed possible to rethink and develop new secondary school teacher training projects in the relatively short term, despite the tension caused by the design of a new and innovative programme, and its implementation and subsequent institutionalisation. 

The research results clearly exhibited the path followed by the innovation: the Authorities came up with the idea of setting up the first teacher training centres in different regions of the country. This idea was then adopted by other educational authorities, by technical teams, and finally by actors more directly affected by the new scheme. The authorities were predisposed to the change, and this helped the process as their requirements were quite clear and well-defined, they participated actively in the project, and they provided the Centres with the material and human resources necessary to set the new scheme in motion. 

1. Research on Teacher Training.

In recent decades teacher training has been the Cinderella of Latin American education, and this is partly because of its low social status and the dismal rates of pay for teachers and professors. How can this be changed? The most obvious answer would seem to be to raise salaries, although this is by no means the only possible response. There are other ways of enhancing the professional status of teachers and making teaching careers more attractive, such as setting up teacher training institutes in adequate, properly equipped facilities, providing incentives for people coming into the profession, and fostering contact with high quality academic centres abroad. One of the many things that needs to be done now is to re-invent the traditional model of teacher training by examining what is going on in teacher training centres. To this end, we must inevitably take into account curricula, professional practice, and teacher trainer quality. But it is also necessary to examine innovative experiences in the region, including the Regional Teacher Training Centres in Uruguay.

More and more research on teacher training has been done in recent years, which has made it a specific field for reflection where different lines of analysis are recognisable. These lines include examining pre-training, i.e. candidates’ prior educational experience from the time when they were students; examining initial training, i.e. the period of formal training undergone at a facility specifically for teacher training; focusing on initiation, i.e. beginner teachers’ first years of on-the-job experience; and examining on-the-job training oriented to professional development and teaching enhancement.

The literature on initial training contains  a lot of material about the many changes made at the international level since the early 1980s. The university model of training was adopted, the duration of required studies was extended, coordination with teaching practice was improved, new norms were laid down and new mechanisms for certification and licensing were introduced. In Latin America there is still much to be done. Teacher training is one of the most serious challenges to educational development because many teachers and professors are poorly trained. 

1.1 Serious Challenges in Latin America

Although there are different initial training systems in the world there is international consensus that four requirements must be met: integral human training that simultaneously covers formal intellectual skills and the development of human values; a solid grounding in the subjects to be taught, which must also provide an opening to research in these fields as an ongoing attitude; a set of aptitudes related to the process of learning; and an introduction to teaching practice, usually through a ‘practicum’, under the guidance of an experienced teacher.

The documents on teacher training in Latin America that we have examined indicate a need for far-reaching reform in the conventional school system, in teachers’ working conditions, and, in particular, in teacher training. The concept of the ‘new teacher’ is to be found at the core of the different writing on this subject, but even though policy formulation calls for an ideal teacher, in the application of these policies nothing is done to create such a person. Educational change is still viewed as a rapid and brief effort, not as a long-term process.

In the literature we examined, much is made of Latin America’s need to respond to a double challenge: first, the acquisition of quality prior to practice, since many teachers and professors in the region are very poorly trained, and second, the teaching corps’ need for improvement by means of a massive effort in on-the-job training. 
The analyses and proposals put forward in 1999 by the Central American Commission on Educational Reform for Education in Central America, Panama and the Dominican Republic
, created by the Partnership for Educational Revitalization in the Americas (PREAL), emphasise that although there is a consensus in the region about the critical importance of education and teacher training, what is currently being done is clearly insufficient.

During the Latin American Summit on Basic Education, which was held on 7-8 May 2001
, a group of Latin American business, government and education leaders found that teachers tend to be poorly trained, poorly paid and poorly administrated. Most have an educational profile that is significantly weaker than that of their counterparts in developed countries, and not all of them hold a university or higher-level degree. 

1.2. Training Institutions
Latin American teacher training is characterised by heterogeneity and diversification. Teachers at all levels are trained at all kinds of institutions: normal schools, higher education institutes, provincial or municipal institutes, higher technical education institutes, universities and private institutes. Besides this, there are people working as teachers who do not have a degree qualifying them for the job.

Throughout the region, we can see a trend towards the transfer of initial training programmes from secondary education to higher education, and this has had the effect of slightly increasing the number of years of study required to earn a teaching degree. This has been happening mainly since the 1980s, and has come together with an increase in the number of years specified in training plans and, in many cases, an increase in the scholastic level required to enter teacher training establishments.

1.3. Proposed Curricula

When talking about proposed curricula, it becomes necessary to distinguish between the training of teachers for basic education and the training of teachers for secondary education. In basic education the starting point is pedagogic logic, and the teaching of didactics is emphasized. In secondary education greater importance is attached to subject-related knowledge, and pedagogic training usually comes later and is of secondary importance
.

Taking this differentiation into account, an examination of curricular proposals usually reveals two trends. The first is over-simplification: it is said that a teacher must know the subject, and know how to teach a teacher. The second trend is towards a lack of hierarchical order. Long lists of the qualities and knowledge that secondary school teachers should possess are submitted.

A high proportion of the literature we have examined is concerned with the graduation profile of the future teacher in terms of the knowledge required for good performance, i.e. what he or she should know and be able to do upon starting professional practice as a teacher. Five fields are usually mentioned: specific intellectual skill; mastery of teaching content; didactic competence; professional and ethical identity; and the capacity to perceive and respond to a student’s condition and the school environment.

In recent years in Latin America, there has been a focus on defining the knowledge base a teacher requires in order to teach. Ministries have produced a number of papers with guidelines for teacher training. Examples of this are References for Middle School Teacher Training in Brazil
, Peru’s PLANCAD Programme
, the Mexican case
, and advances in Chile
. 

1.4. Trainers

The subject of teacher trainers is relatively unexplored and uncharted territory. There is almost no reflection about this in the pedagogic literature or in the different state and private education scenarios in Latin America. 

The studies that provide some conceptualisation of the trainer in Latin America
 define him or her as somebody who trains teachers and professors. The little empirical evidence available indicates that trainers tend to resort to a frontal teaching style similar to what they encountered during their basic and secondary education, and during their professional training
. The training they were given is seldom oriented to practice, which leads to some incoherence between the methodology being promoted (e.g. active and participative learning) and the methodology actually used when training candidates and teachers already on the job.

In this field the same thing prevails as in teaching, there is a belief that the only requirement to be able to teach is knowledge of the subject being taught. This belief is widespread, and it has brought about a lack of social consideration about the value and complexity of the task. Well then, the idea seems to be that anyone can be a teacher trainer as long as he or she is a specialist in some subject. But in fact nothing could be further from the truth (Vaillant 2000).

1.5. Some Promising Experiences

Among the outstanding innovations in Latin America in the field of initial training for teachers are Mexico’s Estipac Programme, the FFID Project in Chile and Uruguay’s CERPs. These three programmes are examples of how initial training for teachers can be ‘different’. Their aim is to improve academic and practical training levels for future teachers and professors.

The Estipac
 programme offers initial training to students from rural areas who later return to their places of origin as teachers. The students are from all over the country and approximately 20% are Amerindians. The programme is centred in Jalisco, in the Regional Higher Education Centre (CRES), and it has private funding. This centre has been offering higher level academic programmes in primary and secondary education for 20 years, and the goal is to prepare professionals who will teach in a suitable way in rural schools. Students are exposed to many of the realities of rural life, and the curriculum blends academic work with an emphasis on community development, including rural production.

The Chilean case is different, but very interesting nevertheless. Most teacher training programmes in that country are run by universities. For this reason, in 1998 it was decided to promote change ‘from within’, creating conditions for establishments that wish to formulate their own proposals for improvement. This was done in the framework of the Programme for Strengthening Initial Teacher Training (PFID)
, which consisted of a competition for improvement projects open to all institutes, state as well as private. This was accompanied by the offer of scholarships for outstanding secondary school students so as to stimulate them to choose teaching as their profession. Seventeen institutes were chosen from the 32 organizations that took part, and they received funding to implement projects proposing changes in content and training procedures, in practical learning, and in conditions, so as to ensure quality improvement. Another of the FFID Project’s goals was to improve teacher trainers’ levels of academic training, and postgraduate courses were offered in accordance with each university’s development plans, besides opportunities for updating.

The ‘CERP’ innovation that was put into operation in Uruguay in 1997 was a new project for initial teacher training: the Regional Teacher Centres
, which we shall describe in the following sections.

2. The research focus 

Since 1997 Uruguay has been immersed in the development of Regional Teacher Centres (CERP)14, a new project for secondary school teacher training. This innovation consists of the creation of higher education centres boasting a very high academic level, and the objective is to train teachers for secondary education establishments. Many changes have been made in the Regional Centres, and the result has been graduation rates that are well above those in traditional models of teacher training15. What are the factors behind the acceptance of this new programme by prospective teachers? What is the reason for this acceptance? 

2.1 The Context

Uruguay is a small country with just over three million inhabitants. Its small size is thrown into even sharper relief when we consider that population growth in neighbouring Brazil in just one year is almost as much as Uruguay’s entire population, and that her other neighbour, Argentina, has thirty-three million inhabitants. It is thus understandable that, although Uruguay can hardly be a model, her small scale does afford a number of comparative advantages that allow for interesting reflection on education in times of reform. This makes her a kind of laboratory of inspirational ideas for the countries in the region.

The educational reforms carried out in the 1990s in Uruguay and the other Latin American countries share a number of common characteristics. These reforms were aimed at consolidating social equity16 as a response to the proven fact that there was disparity in access to the formal educational system, and also that there were deficiencies in learning, which were heavily concentrated in critical areas such as maths and the teaching of Spanish. 

Uruguay’s process of educational reform involves the progressive generalisation of initial education at ages four and five, the extension of the full-time school model for population groups below the poverty line, a revision of teaching and learning models in secondary education17, the technical strengthening of initial training for secondary school teachers, the strong promotion of on-the-job training, and a gradual improvement in work conditions.

Many of these aims are also shared by other reforms being implemented in the region. What makes Uruguay different is that, in only a few years of implementation, she has achieved a number of results in different areas that break away from the notion of a slow process for bringing about change. These results pose questions about the characteristics and consequences of certain kinds of change. The initial training of secondary education teachers18 shows some of the best results of the reform process. 

2.2 The Problem and the questions

The object of this study is to provide answers to the many questions about the implementation of a new model of teacher training in Uruguay. The problem we have focused on as central to this study belongs in the realm of secondary school teacher training, but also includes concepts and notions belonging to the milieu of innovation implementation.

This research breaks away from a normative posture, it is solidly located in a descriptive and explanatory current, and it deals directly with the process of implementing training programmes. 

Although there is abundant literature on new innovations, it is frequently centred on perceptive models, and strategies for putting them to use. We realized that work in this field tends to dwell on ‘result’ innovations at the expense of ‘process’ innovations, and the dynamics generated by implementation. Studies of the implementation of new innovative schemes seldom talk about these dynamics, or if they do, they do not say enough. 

Besides this, theories on the implementation of innovative schemes are often based on the situation in North America. There are very few Latin American theoretical contributions in this field, but studies of the situation in Latin America do contribute to a better understanding of questions posed by the implementation of innovative schemes in the countries in question. 

The construction of an understanding and an interpretation of the implementation of a proposal for initial training will vary in different contexts. In our case, the study of an innovative scheme in Uruguay might provide Latin American administrators, teachers and researchers with information about the context of the implementation of a training programme where recommendations might be applied in different cases. 

Our first question concerns ‘how’ to explain the implementation programme. Discussion of this subject leads to other, more concrete, questions, including the following:

· How do the different stages of an implementation process develop?
· How do future teachers, trainers and institutes view programme implementation?
· What changes did the innovation go through?
· What resistance and obstacles were encountered during the implementation process?
· What is the network of factors at work in the implementation process? 

2.3 The General Objective

The main objective of the research presented in this document was to study and to analyse the process of implementation of a programme to enhance equity in the initial training of secondary school teachers. The research examines this phenomenon by using a case study which is close to the implementation process, and which yields a better understanding of the dynamics that come into play between innovation, the individual, and the institute. In addition, our research is aimed at building up pedagogic knowledge about the implementation of innovative schemes. The case study will probably allow us to better understand the phenomenon to the extent that, with this insight, the contributing theories can be assessed. Furthermore, with the description of a significant experience in the field of the implementation of an innovative project, we shall be able to tentatively propose solutions to the problems posed by initial training for teachers. Our explanation is specific to a given context, but as Latin American institutes tend to be quite alike, the transfer of knowledge to similar contexts might be attempted.  

3. Results: Case Presentation

In the mid 1990s my professional course seemed to be set in the calm waters of teaching and university research, but then I was summoned by the authorities of Uruguay’s National Public Education Administration (ANEP)20 to help set up the Secondary Education Teachers’ Initial Training Centres. I took part in this innovative project in different capacities, as a technical expert, as a direct manager, and as a researcher.

The example of Uruguay shows that it is indeed possible to rethink and develop new secondary school teacher training projects in the relatively short term despite the tension caused by the design of a new and innovative programme, and its implementation and subsequent institutionalisation. In the sections below we shall present the main findings of the research we did. It can only be a summary because a full description of the case would greatly exceed the number of pages allowed for this paper. 

3.1 The Institute Prepares

In 1995 there was a census of secondary school teachers in Uruguay. It showed that in Montevideo (the capital) the proportion of teachers holding degrees stood at 45 per cent, but in the rest of the country the figure was only 20 per cent, and the national average was 30 per cent. This situation has improved, but a recent study carried out by ANEP-UNESCO-IIPE (2003) shows that the percentage of secondary school teachers holding degrees is still only 49 per cent, and only 31 per cent in technical education.

A number of changes were initiated in 1995, in line with ‘the spirit of the times’ that reigned in the country after Uruguay returned to democratic rule in 1985, after long years of civil-military government. There was a spirit of renewal that was favourable to the introduction of innovative projects. This explains why, in many of the interviews we carried out, quite a number of teachers made frequent references to the subject: ‘After the Democratic Coordination meetings in 1984, the country began to take an interest in improving teacher training. Many education specialists came from abroad, examined the situation in Uruguay, and compared it to that in other countries (…) and this was how several interesting experiences in teaching and teacher training came into the country.’  

The problem of the lack of a teaching corps with acceptable levels of specific training affected the rest of the country more critically than it did Montevideo. The Regional Middle School Teacher Training Centres (CERPs) were created to remedy this situation. 

3.2 The Origin of the New Scheme

Two elements proved invaluable when the proposal to develop the CERPs was implemented: political support and technical capacity. With regard to the former, in 1995 there was a very high degree of consensus in Uruguay about the need to make far-reaching changes to the educational system. At the technical level, different studies made it possible to provide a solid basis for the project. One if these was the 1995 census of secondary school teachers mentioned above, which made it clear just what proportion of practising teachers lacked a teaching qualification.

There were other factors that also contributed to setting the new scheme in motion: the material and technical resources that made it possible to build the necessary premises were made available, the didactic materials were purchased, and the trainers were trained. The CERPs came into being as a result of a plan that was put into practice, and the various steps taken were supported by policy and administrative reforms.

The Team

In 1995, when the idea first came up, a new administration took over the running of Uruguayan public education. Subsequently, in the second half of 1996, the then Director of National Public Education, Germán Rama, put together a task force with instructions to design a new system for training secondary school maths, language and literature, geography, history, sociology, biology, physics and chemistry teachers21.

This group had many members, including public education authorities, technical experts22, and outstanding specialist teachers from different subject areas.

When this first team in charge of designing the regional centres and the programmes for training trainers got down to work there was a certain mystique and a pioneering spirit in the air. The words of a training programme coordinator sum up the spirit in the design teams in 1997, ‘We are a united team, and this has allowed us to tackle the drafting of the programme together […] we set the dates and the list of subjects, we write the minutes of meetings, then we concentrate on drafting the programme with the content and learning activities […] we contacted the course teachers […] we sometimes argue but we always agree in the end because we really believe in what we’re doing, we feel that we are working for a good cause […]’. 

The CERPs were created in a very short period of time. They were designed in 1996, preparatory activity began in early 1997, and implementation commenced in May of that same year. This was only possible because the National Director of Education provided strong leadership, and because the management team was made up of people who were convinced they were ‘militants’ for a good cause.

Resistance

At that time there was pressure of various kinds from people who criticised the new system for being designed and implemented from above. It was said that there was little participation by teachers, that it was madness to put into operation teacher training centres outside the capital in so few months, and that the curriculum was less than adequate. There were also objections to the policy of recruiting trainers, and to the offer of incentives to outstanding academics to teach courses in locations far from the capital city.

There was strong resistance to the CERPs, and it was headed by sectors in the National University23. Administrators had to cope with bitter arguments, and some even lost union positions they had obtained after years of work. But none of this was able to halt the new system as there was a group of people – only a score at first – who were absolutely convinced that the changes initiated had to be carried through. And in all this there was always a constant factor pushing the project along, the energy and drive of the Director of National Public Education.

Interpretations

A few years ago24 the Director of UNESCO-IIPE’s Buenos Aires office, Juan Carlos Tedesco, said of the CERPs that an analysis of the changes in Uruguay shows how important teamwork and personal management styles are. Personal styles are a variable that must be incorporated into theoretical management and educational administration patterns in Uruguay. Analyses of real processes of change indicate that personality is an important variable in management processes. To leave this variable out of the theory is to underestimate a crucial aspect of the management of change, and we must therefore find categories that will allow us to analyse this phenomenon adequately.

3.2 From Design to Action

In most countries, the whole question of primary and secondary school teachers, their salaries, and their training has become a vicious circle that produces educators who are recruited from a pool of mediocre students and are less than adequately trained. There is little motivation to train to be a teacher because the initial pay is low. Many students drop out of the courses, and this makes the cost of training teachers prohibitive. The Regional Centres scheme was an attempt to break this vicious circle.

Origins

The first Centres opened in 199725, in the west and north of Uruguay. In a very short time premises for the Centres and for students’ lodgings were obtained, trainers – sometimes with their families – moved from the capital to the northern region of the country, furniture and other necessary equipment was obtained, and the recruitment of students began after the school year had started26.

All this was possible because of the educational authorities’ support and conviction, and also because of the energy and the immense effort made by the first two directors who organized the CERPs, the pioneer team of teacher trainers, the city halls of the localities involved, and all the other people who helped to make the idea a concrete reality in a few short months.

The Curriculum

The Regional Centres wrought many changes in the Uruguayan teacher training system that had stood until 1997. One of these changes was in the curriculum. This starts with the wide areas of knowledge in the first year and progresses to specifics for each subject in the second and third years. Students working for their teaching degrees also study educational science and have teaching practice, which includes learning blocks such as English and computers that are designed to develop the specific skills necessary for professional teaching.

The authorities and the technical personnel involved had to consider many questions. Would it be possible to bring everything to fruition? How should the hierarchy of knowledge be handled? It was decided that, based on cognitive theory, the curriculum had to start with ‘generating’ knowledge that would provide future teachers with basic competence and skills that would make them productive, creative, analytic and critical citizens in the 21st century. 

From this perspective of the formulation of the curricular framework, CERP programmes gave in-depth knowledge of essential subjects rather than merely an accumulation of superficial content covering many areas. Emphasis was placed on ideas and theories that would help students get organized and build up new knowledge. To implement this kind of programme required quite a lot of time.

The Study Regime

The timetable stipulated eight hours of compulsory classes per day from Monday to Friday27. This would allow the trainers more time to help students who had learning problems, who needed more activities, or who had very diverse learning styles.

The system involves working full time, which makes it very demanding for students and for trainers, but the result has been that efficiency has improved considerably. Graduation rates at the Regional Centres are much higher than those for traditional modes of teacher training28. This was made possible by a system of scholarships designed to attract secondary school graduates with a record of good performance but whose financial situation did not allow them to go into higher education29. 

The Costs

Student maintenance costs have been considerable, and have varied depending on whether or not the Centres provide lodging. So as to reduce costs, when the first CERPs were established in 1997, the educational authorities started a scheme for building their own premises. The first of these was the Regional Centre for the North, located in the city of Rivera, a 2,000+ square-metre building in a good part of town. This building has been admired by many Uruguayan and foreign visitors for its advanced architecture. It is important to emphasize the authorities’ commitment to adequate premises and equipment for the CERPs, as this is a way of giving dignity to the teaching profession and improving the quality of teaching.

The Trainers

Some comment must be made about the people who actually do the training since they are the basis of the whole process. This is one of the critical points of the new scheme. When the first two CERPs were set up, all trainers worked full-time, 40 hours a week, of which not less than 20 were direct teaching. The remaining hours were used for other forms of teaching and activities such as student consultations, directing studies, coordination work, supervising teaching practice, and updating teachers in service.

One of the technical team’s first concerns was to make the selection, training and updating of trainers a matter of public policy. This was an important point because the quality of the actual trainer is vital to the performance of future teachers. Therefore trainers were selected by means of a contest and participation in training courses. This is nearly unprecedented in Uruguay or in Latin America, but we knew there were a number of factors that were essential: adequate selection, incentives, workshops for updating, and the supervision of professional practice.

These programmes for updating trainers were successful30 for two main reasons. First, they met the need to update in specific subjects – providing new knowledge, materials and methodologies – and second, they acted as an instrument for establishing identity and professional development. Trainers found these training courses were very compatible with their own professional practice because they were models that could act as examples.

Difficulties

Even though conditions were very favourable at first, there were setbacks during the implementation process, and one problem area was infrastructure. With some exceptions, the CERPS enjoy excellent infrastructure as regards buildings and equipment in general. Buildings to be used as teaching centres or student residences were built, bought or refurbished thanks in part to international loans. But, as was the case with the new system itself, the problem was upkeep over time. When the time came to meet the cost of repairs and provide new supplies, the problems started.

It must also be pointed out that during the implementation process different forms of resistance stemming from teachers’ unions and other actors were encountered. There was criticism of several kinds: people said that content had been reduced in CERP programmes, there was resistance to the elimination of subjects such as philosophy31, references to the regional context32 came under fire, it was said that the authorities granted privileges to the trainers, and it was also said that the cost of infrastructure was excessive. In the provinces the reaction was more of curiosity than resistance, but in the capital city of Montevideo there was a more radical rejection of the new scheme, and in fact some secondary school teachers came in for ideological criticism that was very destructive indeed.

A Top-Down Model 

To a large extent this resistance was provoked by the fact that the new scheme had a clearly rationalist focus in the planning of change. This focus gave the scheme a number of typical characteristics: it was a top-down model, there were experts at the top who made the decisions about the changes to be introduced, the implementation of the project was based on logic that was vertical, and there was little negotiation with groups of actors (students and teachers) who did not agree with the new training plan. There was, perhaps, excessive wilfulness: it seemed easier, more tangible, clearer and more satisfactory in the short term to concentrate on putting together a new scheme than to enter the anxious, ambiguous and conflictive world of consultation to gather opinions from different groups of actors.

However, this centrally designed and directed process of reform did incorporate the participation of students, trainers and directors at the CERPs themselves. They actually took part in the different stages of design and implementation. Our notes and interviews indicate that the demands made in the Regional Centres were contradictory: different groups of actors sometimes asked for orientation towards the more ‘macro’ model of educational management, but at the same time they called for participation and consultation. This dichotomy always made decision-taking extremely complex.

3.4 The Practice Model

In many Latin American countries teacher training takes place in universities, and this often leads to a lack of cohesion between theoretical training and practical training. This is particularly evident in countries such as Colombia and Chile, where every university makes its own free decisions and there is a wide offer at both the public and private levels which leads to a great diversity in models for secondary school teacher training. In Uruguay the situation is quite different.

The traditional system represented by the old-style normal schools has always been associated with the assumption that people learn to teach by imitation. New theories propose a different approach, the idea being that people must ‘learn’ through practice33. As there is no widely accepted ‘didactic system for practice’, a new set of alternatives rooted in the normal school tradition have been developed, and these include the Regional Secondary School Teacher Training Centres.

There are two instances of practice in the model. The first takes place during the second year of teacher training, and its aim is to observe the functioning of secondary schools. The second instance is in the third (and last) year of teacher training, and the focus is on classroom practice. 

Observation Practice

In the second year, practice is incorporated into a course called Planning and Centre Management, specifically in connection with different institutional aspects of educational centres such as analysing secondary school plans and programmes, the study of institutional cultures and objectives, making diagnoses, and planning on the basis of a central educational project. The contrast between these theoretical matters and the real situation in establishments is observed by means of regular visits to previously selected secondary schools. Didactics teachers and the CERPs’ training teams and directors also play an important part in following and overseeing the second year practices.

Classroom Practice

During their third (and last) year at the Centres, future teachers spend half the day – four hours – in practice centres where they are given ongoing feedback from the teachers of the different subjects and from the tutors. The orientation that the students receive is useful for classroom teaching, which is under constant evaluation.

The CERPs have sought to organize experiences that really teach, in carefully selected secondary schools. This has not been an easy task as the teaching systems in the classes that are observed are not always similar to those used for training the future teacher34.

At the practice centres, students take part in the so-called Applied Educational Research and Educational Psychology clinics. These activities support teaching practice through the analysis of cases encountered in the educational centre. The educational research teachers make comments on the secondary education centres and suggest a number of practical exercises for the students, who submit social, cultural and organizational problems identified in the class or at the education centre level.

Students who are doing their practices act in teams of at least two members, forming a pedagogical duo which is put in charge of a group of adolescents for the whole school year. These team-members are paid for their work.

Successes

The model of teaching practice that has been implemented is an innovative scheme which has had some success. It fosters a culture of collaboration starting with the two-member pedagogical teams of students acting in educational centres, it succeeds in broadening the reductionist conception of the subject, and it actively encourages an inter-disciplinary approach. The psychology and research clinics allow for the study of cases within different theoretical frameworks, and this facilitates the relationship between theory and practice. 

3.5. Acceptance by the Actors

How should approval of the new scheme for teacher training be evaluated? What would the sources of approval be? According to the interviews that we conducted between 1997 and 2000, the principal reasons for satisfaction with the system have to do with the fact that it tackles the concerns and needs of the students, teacher trainers and directors. 

The new system was regarded as a development with certain advantages, amongst which were its originality, its organization, the scholarship scheme, and above all the opportunity offered for teamwork. Among my notes for 1998 I found comments made by a student who said, ‘I learned a lot in the CERP, not only about the subject itself but also from the point of view of methodology (…) we’re all in the same boat, we’re together all day long, so you have to be convinced of what you’re doing (…) it’s the teamwork in connection with one common project that has made us talk to each other, and share problems and solutions.’

The Students

Among the different groups that got the project started were the students. They are mostly young and single, only one in five is married, has a partner, or is separated or divorced. There is a tendency in most countries for the majority of teachers to be female and this is also the case in Uruguay, where two out of every three trainees is a woman. A good proportion of the students come from each Regional Centre’s catchments area. Most have a middle and lower-middle socio-cultural background, and this is a very good indicator for evaluating the objectives of decentralization and democratisation that were set when the Regional Centres were created35.
The Trainers

Besides the students, the teacher trainers also influenced CERP life. They were mostly young adults who wanted to enter higher education, and they were often eager for a change in their work or personal circumstances36. These trainers were perhaps one of the most crucial and important elements in implementation. In some cases their involvement in the project went far beyond their professional activity; it was a moral and political commitment. The leadership role that was taken on by many trainers, together with the directors, certainly strengthened the project.

The Directors

Overseeing students and trainers, the directors were another group of significant actors in the process. The first director-organizers held their positions on a temporary basis. Later, in 2000, a demanding academic competition was organized, and this led to permanent appointments for the six directorships. In late 2002 there were four women directors and two men, all under 50 years of age. The directors have been important as psychological leaders and as a vital point of reference for students and trainers. They are in constant contact with the different actors in the educational community. Over the years, the directors have acquired an esprit de corps. In 2001 they set up a Directors’ Conference, which meets monthly.

Municipal Authorities and Local Communities

Last but not least, we have to comment on the important role played by the municipal authorities and different organizations in the local communities. Over time, the Regional Centres have earned recognition both locally and regionally because of the many academic and cultural activities for students and teachers in the area, as well as the general public. Support from the community has taken various forms.  

3.6  The Quest for Continuity

Documentary analysis of  the CERP start-up phase shows a route where an intelligent network of factors is at work on the success of the future teachers’ learning. However, a new experience, a project in its implementation stage, must necessarily encounter difficulties during the process of institutional formation. These difficulties ought to be examined.

The literature on the theory of change indicates that the institutional formation phase is when the beneficiaries assimilate what they have learned, and the institute where they work incorporates the new ways of acting into the decision-making process. The assumption is that the change that has just been initiated will be stable and ongoing.

New Practices

There is no guarantee that a new change or new system will survive. This depends on a vast range of factors. Innovative schemes that do not penetrate the structure and organization of an institution have little chance of enduring. This is a complex matter because it is not always possible to discover new ways to proceed after a new system has been put into practice. We do not yet possess empirical evidence37, but my impression is that, at the moment, the young CERP graduates are having difficulty in putting the new procedure methods into practice in a reasonably good way. This is because they are blocked by institutional variables.

It has not been possible to carry out the necessary monitoring of the new teachers by means of a programme of initiation to teaching. Nor has it been possible to get the young secondary school teachers to act as a group in educational centres to prevent something that happens all too often: they arrive with their good practices, full of enthusiasm and motivation, but because they go in on their own the system quickly wears them down. Literature on this subject shows that when new teachers arrive at a new school, they don’t change it. Quite the contrary, the school changes them, which means that all the effort that was made leads to nothing.

These young secondary school teachers can quite quickly be influenced negatively by their older colleagues, and all the effort to introduce innovations is thus wasted. In the face of this danger, many of us argued that it would be preferable to post these graduates in groups to the same educational centre. They would thus be able to work as a team to defend their new teaching styles against pressure from conservative-minded teachers. But this was not possible because it would have involved complex institutional, administrative and cultural changes.    

Administrative Support

There are other impediments to adequate institutional incorporation of the project. One of these is that the administrative support received is not adequate for the process of decentralization we intended to achieve. Another is that there is a serious imbalance between the changes introduced in the CERPs – eight-hour days, full-time trainers – and the administration necessary for the development, and even more for the consolidation, of the project. This is connected to the strongly centralist tradition which is a characteristic of the organization of educational services in Uruguay, and to the fact that there are no mechanisms that would effectively promote decentralization

Human and Material Resources

Shortages in human and material resources have been getting worse, and this has delayed institutional incorporation. During the design stage, we thought that in some almost magical way it would be possible, over time, to obtain supplies to improve the project and gradually add what was still missing. For example, when Claudio de Moura Castro38 visited the first three CERPs in 1998 and pointed out the lack of physical exercise in the centres, many thought that the problem would be solved over time, but this was not the case

Library Resources

During the design stage, De Moura Castro, Juan Carlos Tedesco, Carlos Marcelo García and other outstanding foreign academics also brought up the subject of library resources, which were behind schedule. It is necessary to have good libraries in order for students to do serious research. Libraries might also become an incentive to attract trainers with high academic levels to the centres. The same thing happened as with the human and material resources necessary for physical exercise: it was thought that the resources would arrive sooner or later and the situation would improve, but they never did arrive in sufficient quantity or with sufficient quality.

The Economic Crisis

At the end of the 20th century and the beginning of the 21st, Uruguay sank into one of the worst crises in the country’s history. For four consecutive years, 1999 to 2002, there was a drop in economic activity. The contraction of GNP increased unemployment levels (18 per cent), salaries fell, and very many Uruguayans, more than a quarter of the population, were living below the poverty line.

The drop in GNP, added to the generalised financial crisis in the region, led to a bank crisis which ended up affecting public finances negatively over a long period. Credit was unavailable. Obviously the funding allocated to education also suffered from this crisis, and there were serious consequences for the entire CERP project.

Further Difficulties

As is the case with all young organizations, adjustments will have to be made to certain aspects in the CERPs. It must be pointed out that the Regional Centres are barely in  harmony with the curricular offers from other initial teacher training institutes in the country. Without affecting each institute’s own particular set-up, it would be good to establish at least minimal mechanisms to coordinate teacher training curricula to ensure that the quality of the offer is maintained, even if the offer itself is heterogeneous. Another of the problems that negatively affects institutional incorporation is the situation of the trainers. In 1997 and subsequent years, most trainers worked 40 hours per week and did not have other jobs. They were paid considerably more that most other teacher trainers, but due to the economic crisis that hit Uruguay their salaries were not as good as before, and many have decided to go back to secondary education or university.

The Model’s Potential

At a time when there is widespread uncertainty about the future there is never one single answer to people’s doubts. The new CERP system has shown how enormously complex the problem is, and that it ought to be tackled with long-term public policies. The experience also brings us up against the challenges for the decades ahead. There is a need for a complete overhaul of the conventional model for training primary and secondary school teachers, within the framework of a general revitalization of the teaching profession.

It is well known that in Latin America a teaching career is not the most frequent choice for the most talented young people. Low salaries and the deterioration of teachers’ material conditions help explain this lack of interest in the profession. The system of incentives for people going into teaching that is part of the Regional Centres plan has undoubtedly created conditions that will attract many keen and intelligent young people to secondary school teaching. Nobody would claim that this model is perfect, but there is no doubt that progress has been made in putting together an educational alternative for the 21st Century. It will have to be evaluated and gradually corrected over time, but it certainly has great initial potential.

4  Final Thoughts 

At the beginning of this paper we said that after two decades of educational reform with moderate results, we should accept a fact that may seem obvious: teachers must be changed if you are going to change education. Their role is recognized as being vitally important to educational reform for apparently contradictory reasons, and this is summed up by Fullan (1982) is the much quoted words, ‘Teacher training has the honour of being, simultaneously, the worst problem in education and the best solution.’

In order to change, one must learn, and in order to learn, one must learn from one’s own mistakes. Over these last few years in Latin America, teacher training has been prioritised at the expense of initial training, which has not been touched for decades. We must transform what we now have. Obviously not everything is going to be solved with initial training, it is a necessary condition but it is not sufficient.

Nevertheless, it must be understood that changes do not happen on their own, they must be planned with flexibility but they must also follow a clear line of action. The trouble is that theoretical instruments for educational change usually come to us from the North, and our experiences are of the South. We must therefore seek sources of inspiration not only in countries with greater educational development, but also within our own current situation. In this sense, the experiences in connection for the Regional Centres that we have described in this paper may inspire others seeking to improve ongoing initial training.

Three great subjects for reflection arise from a qualitative analysis of the case examined. First, we should consider the importance of the teachers and their training in the educational process so as to avoid a repetition of what happened during the reform of the 1980s and 1990s, when, although the teachers were not totally excluded, they were not involved as much as they should have been. Second, there is a need to plan the transformation of teacher training so as to avoid improvisation, diversion or incongruence. And last, it must be borne in mind that, almost as a matter of doctrine, any reform undertaken must to be integral in character, drawing into the process all actors and factors that will be favourable if they are present, but become obstacles if they are absent.

If we are to make a change in teacher training, we should ask ourselves what we must do to ensure success. To our mind there are three fundamental processes: first, a good plan; second, adequate backing for the change including adhesion to the project; and third, the material resources and continuity to keep it alive over time. And all this must be accompanied by political will and consensus.  

Denise Vaillant
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