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In January of 2002, President George W. Bush signed into law No Child 

Left Behind (NCLB), legislation that was then considered landmark in its foresight 
and bipartisan support to create meaningful nation-wide improvements in 
education.  Five years later, that same bill now faces strong disapproval as President 
Bush works to push the policy into high schools, beyond its original Grades 3-8 
focus.  Conservatives argue the act involves “excessive federal intrusion into local 
schools,” with Representative Mike Pence (R-IN) calling NCLB “one of the things 
we need to undo from the first Bush term” (Bacon).  Steve Saland, co-chair of a 
bipartisan committee of state lawmakers who reviewed NCLB, said, “Innovation 
stopped when the No Child Left Behind Act came along, because it was no longer 
allowed” (Courson).  Others have noted that NCLB creates the “promise of false 
options…expect[ing] urban schools - most of which are in dire need of resources as 
simple as pens and pencils - to magically transform into schools that are 
competitive with those that receive significantly more funding” (Ginsberg).   

Meanwhile, the United States Agency for International Development 
(USAID), using less than one percent of the Department of Education’s annual 
appropriation, implements programs that raise language arts mastery by 17 percent 
in Jamaica, provide professional development opportunities to 2,400 educators in 
Nicaragua, and reduce student failure rates by ten percent in Honduras, all in just 
one year (Committee on Education; USAID Progress in Education).  The 
comparison, admittedly, isn’t entirely fair.  Nevertheless, the effectiveness of U.S. 
foreign educational development projects stands in stark contrast to that of domestic 
programs.  These facts considered, the question naturally follows: Is there reason to 
believe the U.S. should use successful educational reform programs from 
developing Latin American and Caribbean countries as a basis for future education 
initiatives in domestic urban schools? 

To answer this question, this paper is divided into five sections.  The first 
section establishes a connection between educational progress and development, 
indicating that education is central (though not sufficient) to any nation’s growth 
agenda.  The second section analyzes the current status of education in U.S. urban 
centers and Latin American and Caribbean developing countries, and compares 
reform priorities.  Based on the evidence presented in the second section, the third 
part introduces a conceptual framework to guide future educational reform policy 
initiatives, arguing that strong enough similarities exist between needs and 
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approaches to education that the importation of reform models is a viable solution 
to domestic challenges.  Fourth, the paper provides general policy recommendations 
(based in programs implemented by the USAID) and analyzes the degree to which 
current reform measures meet those standards.  Finally, analysis is presented 
suggesting direction for future investigations on this topic. 
   The paper finds that while education reform efforts have been made in both 
regions under question, the potential for further improvements is significant.  As 
education is fundamental to economic growth and international and domestic 
development, the U.S. should review programs implemented abroad through 
USAID and consider them starting points for renewed philosophies and policies for 
domestic education reform.  This argument is not meant to imply that answers for 
all domestic developmental or educational challenges can be found abroad, nor 
should it be construed to devalue the work of domestic reform groups.  Looking 
abroad for future reforms, however, can provide a new perspective from which 
urban communities can be supported as they work to overcome systemic 
inequalities and reduce substantial disparities in the educational performance of 
urban and suburban, ethnic minority and majority, and low-income and middle-
class youth. 
 

Education: A Central Tool of International Development 

 The months following the September 11 attacks on the United States saw 
massive reorganization of the federal government and significant review of U.S. 
foreign policy philosophies.  President Bush announced then that U.S. foreign 
policy had to be guided by a three-legged approach, the 3 D’s—defense, diplomacy, 
and development—such that without one leg, the “stool of foreign policy” would 
fall (Starr).  Through that evaluation, President Bush pulled the U.S.’s international 
development agenda, as articulated by the U.S. Agency for International 
Development (USAID), on equal footing with the efforts of the Departments of 
Defense and State.   
 Thus any research that looks to understand development efforts must begin 
with a review of USAID strategies toward promoting development worldwide.  
USAID, as the primary organ through which the U.S. carries out its foreign 
development agenda, works on a number of development concerns.  However, 
USAID devotes nearly 10 percent of the funds in its two main accounts toward 
education and training, citing education as a “foundation of development and 
democracy—in every culture, on every continent” (USAID Congressional Budget 
Justification; USAID 1).   
 USAID argues in its 2005 Education Strategy publication that education is 
not only an end in itself, but also a “powerful tool” for achieving six other major 
development priorities: faster economic growth, as a result of investing in human 
capital and increasing a nation’s supply of skilled workers; poverty reduction, by 
facilitating individual employability; improved income distribution, by “eroding the 
scarcity and value of skills once only held by elites”; enhanced tax revenues; 
improved health, decreased mortality rates of infants, and increased use of 
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contraception as a result of female education; and finally, democracy promotion 
and crisis prevention by augmenting support for civil liberties, strengthening 
political participation and enhancing civil society activism, which thereby promote 
government transparency and accountability.  Further, it is widely agreed that, 
“adequate investments in education…increase the probability that [development] 
progress will be sustained” (USAID Education Strategy 1-3).  Applying the term of 
development broadly to include not only low-income countries, but also 
impoverished communities in developed nations, it can likewise be understood that 
improving education can better the circumstance of both developed and developing 
countries, domestic and international developing communities. 
  

The Education Status Quo: Similarities Across Developed and Developing 

Nations 

 While the conceptual framework of this paper extends beyond Latin 
America and Caribbean (LAC) to all developing nations, the comparisons to the 
United States that follow are limited to this region because the specific programs 
that will be addressed in the final section of this paper have been implemented in 
Jamaica and Nicaragua.  This restriction is made acknowledging that LAC is 
certainly not the only geographical segment of the world with international 
developmental efforts nor is it the only region with a dire need for educational 
reform. 
 LAC has seen significant developmental progress over the last 30 years.  
Democracy has become the “preferred political system” for all of the region’s 
nations, with the notable exception of Cuba.  Economic growth was also strong 
through the late 1970s.  Nevertheless, many democracies throughout the region are 
wrought with instability, insecurity, and corruption.  Economies face massive, and 
only somewhat successful recovery efforts from huge downturns during the 1980s 
and 1990s, and the number of individuals living in poverty doubled in those same 
decades. 
 In 1995, public education expenditure per student in LAC ranged from $67 
in Guatemala and $75 in Jamaica to a region-wide maximum of $964 in Argentina.  
These numbers compare with the $4000 to $7000 spent per pupil in most 
industrialized nations.  The United Nations Education, Science and Culture 
Organization (UNESCO) reported in 2001 that the LAC region spent just over four 
percent of its GDP on education, while North American and Western European 
nations had a regional median of over five percent.  Especially considering that the 
latter regions tend to have higher GDPs, public expenditure on education in LAC is 
comparatively low. 
 Limited public expenditure is paralleled with disproportionately lower 
educational outcome.  In 1995, total secondary education enrollment in the school-
aged population was only 55 percent.  While this represents a six-point increase in 
one decade, LAC countries have lower enrollment rates than most other nations 
with similar per capita incomes.  Cuba’s enrollment rate (with the region’s high at 
80 percent) is still substantially lower than the ratios in many industrialized nations 
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(many of which near 100 percent).  Teacher quality is likewise lacking.  Teacher 
salaries continue to provide limited incentive to join the field, and teacher education 
student population “is increasingly drawn from high school graduates who have 
failed in their pursuit of university careers” (Wolff and De Moura Castro).  In 
addition, these problems are exacerbated by the inequalities of educational 
attainment associated with income disparities.  In most LAC countries, the richest 
ten percent of the population achieves at least four more years of schooling than 
does the poorest 30 percent. 
 While the United States continues to direct its attention to an international 
agenda at the cost of domestic priorities (as evidenced by the lack of preparedness 
for Hurricane Katrina), a struggle over education continues, largely unaddressed.  It 
is the measure of educational inequality associated with race and income—that 
represents the greatest failure of the U.S. education system.  The U.S. has 
comparably high secondary education enrollment rates (99 percent) and total 
education public expenditure levels (4.9 percent of GDP) (Wolff 7; Education 
Indicators).  These statistics, however, fail to indicate the disparities that exist in 
educational attainment, especially with regard to urban communities where poverty 
is often concentrated.  NCLB fails to address the disparities that exist in educational 
attainment beyond these macro-level statistics of industrialization. 

First and foremost, public education in the United States is funded by local 
and state property tax revenues.  The federal government provides only 8.5 percent 
of total funds toward education, despite a significant national interest in 
improvements (Hill).  Because inner cities tend to have lower property values, 
finances raised through property taxes inherently disadvantage impoverished 
communities.  Though some states have placed higher property tax rates in such 
areas to increase revenues, the core problem remains because members of these 
communities have a limited capacity to even pay such high taxes.  As a result, 
urban communities are “unable to appropriate sufficient funds for the support of 
core instructional programs” (Rhode Island).   

Because poverty disproportionately effects minority communities, such that 
the percentages of blacks and Hispanics in poverty is approximately three times as 
high as the percentage of whites, these funding disparities lead to inequality in 
educational outcome on racial and ethnic lines as well (Census Bureau).  The 
Manhattan Institute reported in 2001, that as a national average, White students had 
a 71 percent graduation rate from secondary schools.  This figure compares to the 
55 percent for African-American students and the 54 percent for Latino students1 
(Civic Report).  Likewise, “students from low-income families are more likely to 
enroll in college now than they were 30 years ago, but they remain proportionately 
less likely to do so than their higher-income peers; this gap has not changed 
significantly.”  Eight-five percent of high school graduates from families with 

                                                 
1 The ethnic minority averages are based on the 40 states for African-American students and the 39 
states for Latino students (both including the District of Columbia) where data were available and 
sufficient for computation.   
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incomes higher than $75,000 attended college in 1997, where as only 55 percent of 
those from families earning less than $25,000 did (Herold 3).   

Finally, teachers with “low academic skills have been entering the 
profession in much higher numbers than teachers with high academic skills” over 
the last 30 years, and “the highest-poverty schools and schools with the highest 
concentrations of minority students had nearly double the proportion of 
inexperienced teachers as schools with the lowest poverty…and lowest 
concentration of minority students” (Office of Educational Research 7, 13).  On the 
same note, urban schools are more likely to hire teachers who have only an 
emergency or temporary license to teach at all (Mathematics Benchmarking).  
Similar to teacher retention problems in Latin America, domestic urban teacher 
salaries have not kept pace with inflation since 1990, and 50 percent of new hires in 
these districts leave the teaching profession within their first five years (Nelson and 
Gould; NEA). 
 From these data on education, three important conclusions can be drawn.  
First, it must be noted that the work of development does not concern only the so-
called developing world.  While the problems of developing countries may seem 
more far-reaching than those of industrialized nations, there are still substantial 
segments of developed nations’ populations that are systematically disadvantaged 
and underdeveloped—groups whose right to equality of opportunity depends on 
domestic development policy.  A representative from the Academy for Educational 
Development, a leading domestic and international development agency, said there 
is currently no movement within the organization to push for a streamlining of 
domestic and international education development priorities because “most 
educators still see the U.S. system as better than the rest of the globe’s, this despite 
the mounting evidence to the contrary” (Lopez).  For substantive progress to occur, 
such agencies must recognize that strong commonalities exist in the problems that 
both the global North and the South work to resolve in their respective domestic 
arenas, the former within urban communities and the latter within the nation as a 
whole. 

Second, educational progress must be a separate, delineated priority of 
development work.  It should not be assumed that with economic development, 
educational development will naturally follow.  The status of education in the 
United States, unarguably one of the world’s foremost economic forces, should 
indicate that education will not progress if left as an afterthought to a development 
agenda.  Revisiting the points made earlier establishing the importance of education 
reform for developmental progress, this idea cannot be overstated. 

Finally, within the arena of education policy, developed and developing 
countries face similar challenges.  The concerns both systems look to confront are 
similar, as are the reform priorities that relevant agencies have articulated.  Both 
U.S. urban communities and developing nations in LAC face financial constraints 
that lead to limited expenditures on public education, concerns over low enrollment, 
poor graduation rates, low teacher quality, and inequalities as a result of income 
disparities.  In addition, both entities express similar priorities on the reform 



 5 

agenda.  Over the last ten years through various announcements, the U.S. 
Department of Education and presidents have mentioned that the primary reform 
goals include among other things, improving teacher quality, enhancing education 
through technology, implementing scientifically proven research-based programs 
and practices, and involving businesses to strengthen the connection between 
education and work (White House; Department of Education National Education 
Goals).  Quite similarly, the Inter-American Development Bank noted in 2000 that 
the five critical areas for secondary education improvement in Latin America were 
“more effective instruction and better teachers, management reform, using 
technology and learning materials appropriately for quality improvement, 
rethinking the structure of secondary education and its relationship to the world of 
work, [and] undertaking applied research on what works in terms of learning, 
retention, and labor market performance” (Wolff 17).  It is from this final 
conclusion that the theoretical framework for this paper is based. 
 

Conceptual Framework: The Future of Education Reform 

 Industrialized nations almost always express their international development 
efforts in terms of what they can offer the rest of the world.  G-8 debt relief, World 
Bank and IMF loans and food aid are only a few examples of the manner through 
which the North shares its prosperity with the South.  Yet, so-called “international 
development” and “global cooperation” are not truly international, nor are they 
truly cooperation.  The one-way street of development work presents industrialized 
nations as problem-free, as above development efforts.  The statistics above, 
however, provide significant evidence to the contrary.   
 If it is true that both developed and developing countries face similar 
education concerns and share similar reform priorities, the evidence begs the 
question: Why is there not a cooperative effort to find a solution? U.S. urban 
communities are essentially miniature developing nations, and yet U.S. 
development efforts focus only on the developing world.  If the U.S. is 
implementing successful models of education reform in the developing world, why 
is it that they are not being applied to the domestic education crises?  In the spirit of 
development as a global challenge, are there lessons the international community 
can teach Americans in our efforts to overhaul our urban education systems?  Is 
there a global solution to the seemingly local crisis in urban education?  I believe 
that further research will indicate there is.  I propose first that U.S. foreign 
development strategies be revisited and considered as foundations for domestic 
development work.  I advocate that relevant U.S. development agents reconsider 
their definition of “development” and begin work on strategies to identify potential 
for truly two-way development cooperation. 
 This idea is neither new nor extraordinary.  It is simply a call for the U.S. 
federal government to examine the domestic issues it must deal with and recognize 
that they are similar to those for which the government develops solutions abroad.  
It is a call for the U.S. to realize that it is not above implementing basic 
development strategies at home.  In fact, the U.S. has done it before. 
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 In 1994, under the leadership of President Clinton, USAID implemented a 
program called “Lessons Without Borders.”  As a part of this initiative, Mayor 
Schmoke of Baltimore sent nine local health care officials and economic 
development practitioners to Kenya to research USAID-sponsored projects in those 
countries.  Baltimore, like much of the United States, had been plagued with low 
immunization rates.  In fact, at the time, the Baltimore immunization rate for two 
year olds was only 56 percent, where the percentage for the same subset of the 
Kenyan population was 80 percent.  Having witnessed first hand the effectiveness 
of programs in Kenya, Baltimore officials launched a massive campaign the 
following year using methods employed by USAID in developing countries.  As a 
result of the Mayor’s insight, 39,000 Baltimore schoolchildren received 
immunizations that year, and immunization rates soared to 96 percent, one of the 
highest rates in the nation (USAID Living With Change; Van Dusen).  Karen 
Anderson of USAID explained, “International development professionals work in 
countries where resources are scarce, and therefore, must develop creative, low-cost 
ways to achieve their goals…Lessons Without Borders oftentimes reminds us of 
what we already know and reinforces the back-to-basics approach to solving 
problems” (Koenig).  A USAID official added, “Whether the effort is to bring child 
survival lessons learned in Africa to the inner city…disaster assistance management 
courses in California based on experience in Central America, or new innovations 
in agricultural productivity in Texas derived from projects in Tanzania, there is 
much promise in this sharing of knowledge” (National Performance Review).   
 Numerous similar local programs have since been implemented.  Most 
notably, the Women’s Self Employment Project (WSEP) in Chicago followed the 
Grameen Bank model for microcredit lending developed in Bangladesh.  Using the 
basis of micro-enterprise, the buzzword of current international economic 
development programs WSEP helped inner-city women find low-interest loans and 
offered them courses in accounting, marketing and management such that they 
could develop small-scale enterprise.  WSEP created the means for women to avoid 
working in “low-wage and service-oriented jobs which do not provide them with 
the experience and opportunities necessary for their personal and economic 
advancement” (Douthwaite). 
 Similarly, the Center for Disease Control proposed the use of oral 
rehydration salts, common in international development operations, instead of 
hospitalization as a means to treating dehydration domestically.  The Union 
Institute in Ohio, inspired by new democracies in Eastern Europe and Southern 
Africa, imported mechanisms to improve nonprofit sector capacity and strength to 
deal with public policy issues.  The Management Sciences for Health program in 
Boston followed initiatives in Bolivia and Bangladesh, employing part-time 
community volunteers as a primary means to educating low-income individuals 
about health services provided in their areas. 

Though conversation with a USAID insider indicated that “Lessons Without 
Borders” was eliminated by President George W. Bush largely for political reasons, 
in an attempt to distance his administration from the previous Clinton terms, the 
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current international situation has created an opportune moment for a renewed 
commitment to that program’s philosophy (USAID Official).  Following Hurricane 
Katrina, the U.S. received offers of aid donations from nearly 60 countries, of 
which a full one-third, 18 nations, is USAID project countries (USAID Mission 
Directory; World lines up).  The images on television screens across the nation of 
homes submerged, mothers crying over lost children, families separated, poverty 
front and center, if nothing else, must serve as a reminder to the American people 
and to the nation’s governments that the U.S. is not exempt from crisis—that the 
U.S. is not separated from the experience of those considered to be “developing.”  
The United States has learned from developing-country progress in the very recent 
past in sectors such as health, advocacy and economic growth.  Considering the link 
between strong education systems and development, the United States should now 
look to development programs for inspiration for domestic reform in this sector.   
 

Beyond Concept: Reform Possibilities 

 Though the focus of this paper is to establish support for a new conceptual 
outlook toward development work and international cooperation, two practical 
examples are provided below as indicators of the course on which such philosophy 
can be directed.  Both programs described deal with improving teacher and teaching 
quality, with the underlying understanding that these are only part of the many 
components needed for effective school reform. 
 In 1998, USAID implemented the New Horizons Program (NHP) in 
Jamaica to increase literacy and math skills among children who had experienced 
only limited academic success because of poverty or “other disabling conditions.”  
To reach this goal, NHP facilitated the creation of a web of interactions designed to 
augment the quality of instruction.  To improve curricula, extensive research was 
done to analyze what education need existed in each of the program’s 72 project 
schools, and individualized school development plans were created to meet those 
needs within the local context.  Projects designed by that research were then 
implemented in the schools, and supplemented with clinical observations, 
demonstration lesson, education on technology as a teaching tool, and workshops to 
improve the methods by which in-service teachers taught their lessons.  
Furthermore, USAID established twenty Professional Development Center—areas 
within schools that provided references and resource materials and created a space 
where teachers and principals could “meet and share new practices and solutions to 
particular problems.”  Finally a separate group of teachers were educated to become 
trainers of teachers and continue and expand professional development work, such 
that the USAID project could eventually be sustained with only domestic efforts 
(New Horizons for Primary Schools). 
 Similarly, in April 2001, President Bush announced the Centers of 
Excellence for Teacher Training initiative (CETT) to address low literacy rates 
concerns, fueled by indicators that many schools in the western hemisphere had 
only limited materials, classroom support, and pre-professional training for 
teachers.  Three of the five program components included development of 
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diagnostic tools to support teachers in recognizing and confronting individual 
student weaknesses, the development of materials for reading instruction, and most 
prominently, teacher training programs.  The teacher training programs, much like 
NHP in Jamaica, were structured to promote self-sustainability.  Not only were 
teachers and school administrators given access to “effective reading methodology 
and classroom management techniques,” but the program was also conducted 
through a “training of trainers” method such that those who participated in the 
program could later be the program’s instructors (USAID CETT).  Finally CETT 
helped facilitate partnerships between local universities and public schools to 
provide additional resources and counseling for instructional enhancement 
(Tenorio).   
 Both programs, though imperfect, achieved substantial success.  NHP 
helped teachers to change classroom atmospheres such that they were better 
organized to facilitate learning, to increasingly encourage student-teacher 
interaction, and to decrease dependence on basic seatwork in the classroom.  Most 
importantly, in both language arts and math, test scores have improved since 
program implementation (New Horizons Program for Primary Schools).  CETT, 
likewise, has trained nearly 5000 teachers in scientifically-supported reading 
pedagogies, helping nearly 225,000 LAC children become literate.  Teachers have 
also reported that their students are “more expressive and creative…and 
enthusiastic about reading” (CETT). 
 To be fair, a few local United States governments have implemented 
somewhat similar programs using federal funds (DOE).  Three are mentioned in the 
archives of the Department of Education publications: Oregon, where schools of 
education where given funds to develop teacher training programs; Michigan, 
where five pre-service education programs were created; and Pennsylvania, where 
an unspecified number of teachers received curriculum and standards design 
support from consultants.  While these efforts are certainly laudable, they simply 
cannot be viewed as broad-based national programs to improve teacher quality.  
Furthermore, even these few programs have now been undercut.  President Bush’s 
education overhaul cut the Office of Educational Research and Improvement, which 
had facilitated the design and implementation of those programs (OERI).  Replaced 
by the Institute of Education Science (IES), the focus that OERI also brought to 
research and implementation seems to have been discarded.  Not one of the 22 
major IES programs or initiatives deals with implementation (Current Funding 
Opportunities).  The focus is entirely on research, and none of the IES research 
grants are geared specifically toward encouraging new research on urban reforms 
(IES).  Compounded with these changes is the fact that the administration is now 
pushing for the “transformation of education into an evidence-based field” (About 
IES).  While scientifically supported methods serve an important purpose in reform, 
the nature and the foundation of education should not be transformed into a 
discipline so methodical and removed from the people it serves.   
 CETT and NHP based their success in holding to core reform principles, 
four of which are particularly useful for reflection on recent domestic education 
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policies.  First, the programs “start small, and expand after demonstrating positive 
results.”  This principle understands that reform will not occur overnight and cannot 
be expected to function well under monolithic policy.  Second, they “build on 
existing capacity” emphasizes that reform seldom should remove existing 
institutions, and instead work to amplify their potential.  Third, they “maintain 
flexibility in program design in order to achieve the goal and purpose within 
different cultural and political contexts.”  And finally, the programs “actively, 
involve stakeholders…to help ensure local buy-in, relevance, effectiveness, and 
efficiency” (Summit of the Americas Initiative).  CETT and NHP are designed as 
“holistic approaches” that run counter to the “consumer oriented process” that has 
become the norm of United States education following NCLB (Tenorio). 
 Nothing mentioned here should be construed as an attempt to impose a 
cookie-cutter policy on all of the United States.  While reform agents ought to look 
into the possibility of transplanting successful reform initiatives from abroad into 
urban schools, a bigger picture exists.  Even if developmental programs are not 
entirely replicable in the domestic urban setting, they can still serve as models for 
reform in the United States.  This is a call for policy that is broad-based, but not 
monolithic, far-reaching, but not restrictive.  Even a simple return to back-to-basics 
philosophies, core principles that are the foundation of international development 
efforts, is a valuable change to domestic reform efforts.  The United States can 
certainly benefit from the idea that the “school is part of the community, that we 
should all be part of reform” (Tenorio).  University partnerships for teacher 
training, private donations of technological equipment, or the inculcation of the 
notion that education prospers where there exists a community of learning within a 
school and a community of dedication to learning outside the school—these are 
ideas regularly stressed in development work abroad, and they are ones that 
domestic development agents must reconsider.   
  


