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ABSTRACT 

The current socioeconomic conditions of Honduras 

have made it vulnerable to the civil unrest that is steadily 

engulfing the Central American region. The failure of the 

Honduran public primary school system to adequately prepare 

students to deal with the country's problems represents one 

of the obstacles to social and economic progress. A review 

of Latin American educational literature provides a common 

background to problems inherent in Honduran education. An 

analysis of present practices in Honduran public primary 

school educational development provides a steppingstone 

toward analyzing the problems that contribute to the static 

nature of education in Honduras. Exploring alternative or 

nontraditional educational theories and practices suggests 

that there are possible solutions toward making public 

primary education a viable force to overcome socioeconomic 

problems that threaten Honduras' stability. 

vi i i 



CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

Statement of the Problem 

Until recently, Honduras has constituted a 

relatively unknown entity within the unfolding drama of 

Central America's current political upheaval. Surrounded by 

three countries presently engaged in varying degrees of 

civil war, Honduras occupies a position similar to standing 

in the eye of a passing storm. As one Honduran political 

analyst recently declared, "Honduras finds itself at the 

center of East-West tensions and north-south injustices" 

(Carlos Roberto Reina, in a speech to the July 21, 1984 

graduating class of agronomy students in La Ceiba, 

Honduras). 

Determined to prevent a similar upheaval in 

Honduras, the U.S. government is seemingly going all out to 

make Honduras a bulwark for "stability" and "democracy" in 

the region. During August of 1983 the United States and 

Honduras began the first of a continued series of joint 

military exercises employing thousands of soldiers from both 

countries. The maneuvers are intended as a show of military 

muscle to dissuade subversive elements from further 

1 
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destabilizing the Central American region. Hundreds of 

millions of U.S. dollars have been poured into economic as 

well as military aid over the past four years to mitigate 

potential distress areas within Honduras and her troubled 

neighbors. Treating the Central American crisis as part of 

a global East-West confrontation, however, masks an even 

more pervasive problem deeply rooted in a severe 

underdevelopment that has characterized the region for 

hundreds of years. 

Long regarded as the most economically and 

culturally backward of the Central American republics, 

Honduras has demonstrated an inability to overcome the 

deep-rooted social, economic and political problems that 

have until now plagued Central America. A review of some 

current socioeconomic indicators reveals Honduras' plight: 

illiteracy stands at 45 percent, the annual per capita 

income is $650, third lowest in the hemisphere; the combined 

unemployment/underemployment rate approaches 70 percent; 

infant mortality runs at 117 per 1,000 births; and a 3.5 

percent annual population growth rate represents one of the 

highest rates in the world. Perhaps the most ominous 

statistic of all is that nearly 50 percent of the national 

population of four million is 14 years of age and under 

(Direccion General de Planeamiento y Reforma Educativa, 

DIGEPRE, June 1983, pp. 1-6). This means that Honduras is 
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burdened with the task of not only meeting the needs of a 

growing population staggered by high unemployment, high 

illiteracy and social unrest, but in providing the tools for 

a restless youth that soon will be asked to challenge the 

problems its forebearers have failed to alleviate. The 

impact of education on Honduran youth and society can be 

construed as a critical factor in the process of developing 

a viable force for progress and stability. The failure of 

the Honduran educational system to meet the needs of a 

significant portion of the population represents one of the 

most pervasive obstacles to this development. 

The purpose of the following study is to explore the 

educational policies, reforms and curriculum development 

practices of the Honduran public primary school system. In 

addition, it will explore possible explanations for why so 

few Honduran children have historically benefitted from such 

education . 

Significance of the study 

Despite several full-scale attempts at educational 

reform since the early 1950s, the Honduran educational 

system has made little headway toward improving educational 

standards for the significant school-age portion of the 

population. The primary school sector (grades 1-6) has 

traditionally constituted the top priority for targeted 

reform in Honduras owing to the urgency of meeting the 
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educational needs of hundreds of thousands of school-age 

children each year. Yet as of 1981 it was determined that 

for every 100 children who entered the first grade, only 24 

actually finished the sixth grade (DIGEPRE, June 1983, p. 

8). Moreover, a recently published study by the Honduran 

Ministry of Education in May of 1983, concerning acquired 

academic skills among randomly selected sixth graders, 

revealed consistently low scores on tests in five different 

subject areas (Unidad de Investigacion Educativa, May 1983). 

Although major educational reform efforts initiated in the 

early 1950s have largely failed to improve the country's 

standards of public primary school education, a prime 

objective of this thesis is to outline some key changes that 

could pave the way for success. 

Limitations 

This study of Honduran public primary school reform 

is chiefly a descriptive study based on research carried out 

in May, June and July of 1983. Two major areas of 

limitation were encountered during the research in Honduras 

which molded the methods of investigation: first, the time 

span in which the research was conducted was conducive to 

collecting macrodata highly documentary in nature rather 

than microdata which would have entailed a more intensive 

analysis; and second, a tense political situation in 

Honduras necessitated extreme prudence in carrying out the 
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investigations. The researcher was well aware that a large 

number of teachers were involved in civil disruptions, 

strikes, clashes with security forces, and isolated cases of 

violence, making it difficult for a visiting foreigner to 

engage in a frank, open-minded discussion and analysis of 

the problem. 

Methods and Procedures 

The methods and procedures for collecting data 

pertinent to the scope of this thesis were threefold. 

First, prescriptive and analytical documents outlining 

public primary school programs and reform were collected 

from the Honduran Ministry of Education. Second, visits to 

a number of urban and rural primary schools were undertaken 

to informally observe physical conditions, population, 

resource materials and textbooks. In one special case the 

investigator was granted permission to spend a day in a 

primary school classroom as an observer. Finally, informal 

interviews were conducted with primary school teachers, 

former primary school teachers, educational union leaders, 

and ministry personnel to draw upon their expertise in 

Honduran public primary school education. 
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Assumptions 

The validity of this research rests upon the 

assumption that the sources of information were authentic 

and representative of educational reality in Honduras. 

Design of the Study 

The sequential presentation of this study is divided 

into four chapters. Chapter 2 provides a review of the 

literature related to the problem. Chapter 3 outlines the 

present status quo situation in public primary school 

education and surveys current attempts at reform. Chapter 4 

examines the inherent problems in public primary school 

education and provides some insight as to why reform efforts 

in Honduras have failed. Chapter 5 discusses some possible 

alternatives to Honduran public primary school education 

development and reform given the present socioeconomic and 

political dilemmas. 



CHAPTER 2 

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

This chapter will present a review of the literature 

and offer a socioeconomic context as well as a philosophical 

framework for Honduran primary school development and 

reform. The review of the literature will be divided into 

three parts: (1) a socioeconomic context; (2) curriculum 

development theory; and (3) a historical background of 

Honduran public primary education and reform. Each of these 

parts is considered an important element in providing a 

useful perspective for analyzing Honduran public primary 

school development and reform. 

Socioeconomic Context 

By far the most complex of the conditions that 

affect educational development are the socioeconomic 

variables that shape a nation's progress. These variables 

undoubtedly exercise considerable impact upon the direction 

of education within the domain of each country. Latin 

American education analyst LaBelle (Fitzpatrick, 1966, 

p. 15) viewed education as: 

7 
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one element within the dynamic process of a 
society. . . . Education forms part of a process of 
interrelated institutions such as the family, 
churches, labor unions, peer groups, the state, 
social class and so forth. As one institution 
changes, it affects the others. Thus, it is the 
educational planner's task to examine the 
relationship of education to all of these 
(Fitzpatrick, 1966, p. 14). 

In the case of Latin America, the effect of 

socioeconomic change on education and likewise the effect of 

education on socioeconomic change has constituted the object 

of much research, analysis and debate. As Cummings and 

Lemke (1973, prologue) pointed out: 

Latin America faces a paradox: To improve its 
education it must change its social order; to change 
its social order it must develop and distribute its 
economic resources; but it does not have the 
educational system to provide sufficient personnel 
who can do the job. 

The need to restructure the social order to make 

societies more responsive toward the needs of the poor 

majority in Latin America is a recurrent theme expressed by 

many throughout the region and is conspicuously evident in 

strife-ridden Central America today. Lefeber and North 

(1980, p. 3), in their study of democracy and development in 

Latin America, contend that "the satisfaction of basic 

necessities for substantial parts of the population that 

subsist in a state of base poverty constitute a focal point 

in democratic development policy." They further state that, 
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. in Latin America a very large proportion of 
the people who are politically powerless live under 
conditions which do not permit them to meet the 
basic necessities of existence. It requires only a 
very low level value judgment to conclude that it is 
desirable to raise their standard of living. The 
questions are: how can this be done and who will 
bear the burden? (Lefeber and North, 1980, p. 3). 

The potential role of education in alleviating a 

state of base poverty in Latin America has been underscored 

by many. Plaza (1971, p. 129) stressed the practical 

orientation of education stipulating that "economists have 

come to see the vital importance of education in economic 

development and recognize that the bottleneck in economic 

growth is the absence of an efficient, production oriented 

educational system." 

Cummings also emphasized the importance of education 

within an economic context. Commenting on a "revolution of 

rising expectations" and "industrialization" as well as 

increasing demographic pressure such as "high population 

growth rates" and "rapid urbanization," he noted that: 

Not all of the Latin American nations have under
taken the structural reforms and orientation and 
modernization of content and methods of the national 
systems necessary to adapt the educational process 
to the unique characteristics of the urban 
environment and the needs of economic growth 
(Cummings and Lemke, 1973, p. 47). 

Hence, it is perceived by some that in adapting the 

educational process to the needs of economic growth, Latin 

American countries could better attack the roots of 

underdevelopment. 
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Other analysts give greater emphasis to a view of 

education as a product of social structures. Experts from 

the United Nation's Economic Commission for Latin America 

(ECLA) stated that "education, for whatever purposes may be 

formulated by the State and by educators is sought by 

parents for their children either to confirm the status the 

family has already attained, or as an avenue towards higher 

status and better paying occupations" (ECLA, 1968, p. 57). 

When analyzing the function of education within a 

framework of social structures, it can be assumed that each 

society assigns a role to education. ECLA (1968, p. 57) 

outlined the role of education in four such societies: 

(1) a dynamic and mobile society; (2) a society deliberately 

'mobilized' for development; (3) a static traditional 

society, and (4) transitional or 'conflict' societies. 

Honduras and many other underdeveloped Latin 

American countries presently fall into the "static 

traditional" category in which, as ECLA has noted "the 

educational system can fill its role of confirming 

'ascribed' statures without serious strain" (ECLA, 1968, 

p. 57). 

In relation to demands placed on the educational 

system from the varying social structures of Latin American 

societies, four strata deserve particular attention: 

(1) the traditional upper classes and the newer elite 
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groups; (2) the urban middle stratum; 93) the rural 

agricultural lower stratum, and (A) the marginal urban 

stratum (ECLA, 1968, p. 58). The following represent some 

of the educational motivations pointed out by ECLA (1968, 

p. 58) regarding each stratum: 

Among the traditional upper classes and elites 
emanate educational models on which newer objectives 
and organizational forms have been superimposed. To 
these groups education has represented a means of 
confirming their status and ... in terms of 
educational goals the traditional elites do not seem 
to have formulated objectives for the expansion of 
public education beyond the inculcation of 
"fundamentalist values" 

The urban middle stratum has perhaps stood the most 

to gain from the educational system and according to ECLA 

"has not been limited to pressure from the outside for 

specific kinds of education; members of this stratum often 

staff the school systems and inevitably impart to them their 

own values and anxieties" (ECLA, 1968, p. 68). 

The last two strata, although representing the 

largest grouping numerically in Latin America, have 

benefited the least from the educational processes. The 

education that has been offered to members of the rural 

agricultural lower stratum has often appeared remote from 

their own reality and as ECLA pointed out: "for the most 

part the rural school has constituted an exotic and sickly 

import from the cities, deriving from national policy rather 

than local demands" (ECLA, 1968, pp. 67-68). 



12 

The remaining marginal urban stratum is the fastest 

growing stratum in Latin America and is perhaps the most 

difficult to categorize according to educational 

motivations. ECLA (1968, pp. 74-75) noted that: 

Marginal status is compatible with strongly felt 
needs for education . . . however many marginal 
families are too resigned, disorganized or 
preoccupied by problems of food and shelter to give 
much thought to education. Moreover, the content of 
schooling, directed even from the primary level 
towards the academic secondary school and the 
university is unrelated to the marginal child's 
background or to his/her probable occupational 
opportunities. 

Thus one can assume that it would be beneficial for 

the poor majority which make up the last two strata in a 

traditional Latin American society to overcome the 

educational biases imposed by the first two strata. Only 

then could the rural and urban poor begin to benefit from 

the rewards education has imparted to the upper classes and 

urban middle strata. 

Conclusion 

Education, when analyzed in a socioeconomic context, 

can reveal the institutional character and importance it is 

ascribed within a particular society. In nearly static, 

traditional societies such as Honduras and other Latin 

American countries, the disparities in the distribution of 

education have paralleled and reinforced the disparities in 

the distribution of income and status attributed to the 
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distinct social strata. The static function of education 

within such a society, therefore, has prevailed over any 

dynamic functions which could spearhead significant social 

change. 

Such stagnation in educational development has 

inspired alternative ideas and strategies in recent years 

towards breathing life into educational systems as agents 

for social change. Among those who have advocated 

alternative strategies for educational development in 

traditional Latin American societies are three Latin 

American educational analysts: Ivan Illich, Paulo Freire 

and Thomas J. LaBelle. Their strategies will be related to 

the case of Honduran public primary school development and 

reform in Chapter 5 of this study. 

Curriculum Development Theory 

Of paramount importance to the study of educational 

development and reform in any setting is an examination of 

the curriculum. For purposes of clarity, curriculum in this 

discussion will mean "all educational experiences and 

opportunities planned by educators for the benefit of 

pupils" (Nicholls and Nicholls, 1972). 

While a myriad of curriculum models can be 

delineated, few have pervaded curriculum development to the 

degree of the Ralph W. Tyler model (1950). Expanding upon 

the curriculum theory of Bobbitt (1918), which emphasized 
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principles of scientific management, Tyler identified four 

fundamental questions concerning curriculum and instruction: 

1. What educational purposes should the school seek to 

attain ? 

2. What educational experiences can be provided that 

are likely to attain these purposes? 

3. How can these educational experiences be effectively 

organized? 

4. How can we determine whether these purposes are 

being attained? 

These questions, Tyler claimed, "must be answered in develop

ing any curriculum and plan of instruction" (Tyler, 1950, 

p. 1) . 

The Tyler model or rationale underscores the 

importance of visualizing ends prior to formulating means. 

The question of objectives must be resolved first according 

to Tyler (1950, p. 3) because "if an educational program is 

to be planned and if efforts for continued improvements are 

to be made, it is very necessary to have some conception of 

the goals that are being aimed at." 

The "common sense" appeal of the Tyler model has 

inspired many curriculum theorists to extend and improve 

upon his "four fundamental questions." Certainly the 

curriculum planning models of Taba (1962) and Nicholls and 
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Nicholls (1972) reflect this. The Taba model consisted of 

seven steps: 

1. Diagnosing needs 

2. Formulating objectives 

3. Selecting content 

4. Organizing content 

5. Selecting learning experiences 

6. Organizing learning experiences 

7. Determining what and how to evaluate 

Nicholls and Nicholls viewed curriculum development 

"not as an activity which is undertaken once in a school and 

then finished, but rather as a continuous, cyclical 

process." They outlined five points in this continuous 

process: 

1. Situation analysis 

2. Selecting objectives 

3. Selecting and organizing content 

4. Selecting and organizing methods 

5. Evaluation 

In this scheme the curriculum is regarded as a 

dynamic rather than a static process, yet the core of 

Tyler's rationale remains intact. 

The influence of societal values on curriculum 

development is an important factor, most notably when 
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considering the educational aims a school seeks to attain. 

Dearden (1968, pp. 59-60) posed two questions related to 

educational aims: 

1. With what societal values can a school be concerned 

in its educational function? 

2. Out of what is it to construct its curriculum? 

The difficulty in answering such questions is 

underscored by the presence of what Dearden termed a 

pluralism of both traditional and modern values within 

societies. Dearden (1968, p. 60) contended, however, that 

"there is rightly a consensus of opinion, and from which 

some indications for procedure and content can be gained." 

Elaborating upon this claim, Dearden (1968, p. 60) 

insinuated that there are common values of societies in 

which children grow up. Among these values, he noted: 

. . . (1) being economically viable, which points to 
the basic skills, and to mathematics, science and 
language; (2) living with others in a justly ordered 
form of social life, which points to social science 
and moral education; (3) enjoying physical and 
mental health, which points to physical education 
and to an informed sensitivity in teacher-pupil 
relationships; (4) appreciating the value of the 
forms of personal relationships involved in love, 
family life and friendship, which indicates such 
things as sex education, domestic science and moral 
education. 

MacDonald (Molnar and Zahorik, 1977, pp. 16-18), 

although he might have agreed with Dearden as to common 

values of a society and those needs which could be served by 
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education, felt that the basic aims of education in reality 

have contributed to a static nature of social progress 

through education. MacDonald cited "three general aims of 

education" which have been for the most part "implicit" 

rather than explicit in curriculum development. 

The first general aim he noted was "socialization," 

which he believed "relates to the training potential of 

schooling and implies the acceptance of the status quo by 

definition and the replication of the present social class 

and role structure, ethos, and attitudinal sets by the most 

efficient and effective methods possible." 

The second general aim distinguished by MacDonald 

was the "developmental" aim which in relation to the 

"underdeveloped" or Third World can signify a process of 

becoming like the advanced capitalistic countries where 

development has a direct relationship to the status of the 

elite. 

The third general aim alluded to by MacDonald was 

the "liberation" aim which he considered "often embedded in 

a developmental position." He further pointed out that: 

[the] liberation aim concerns freeing persons from 
the parochialism of their specific times and places 
and opening up the possibilities for persons to 
create themselves and their societies. 
Unfortunately many curriculum developers camouflage 
liberation in a rhetoric of developmentalism because 
they fear being labeled communist or something 
equally threatening. 



18 

As a result, "liberation" aims become subordinated to the 

more restrictive developmental goals. Therefore, MacDonald 

in effect tied the implicit aims of curriculum development 

to the interests of an advanced group rather than society as 

a whole. In the case of traditional Latin American 

societies such as Honduras, this can mean educational aims 

that serve primarily an elite minority. 

Conclusion 

Curricular analysis is an important mechanism for 

understanding educational development within any given 

society. The pragmatism of the "Tyler Model" in 

establishing a curriculum has been applied to many 

curriculum models. One of the principal steps in developing 

any curriculum requires the formulation of educational aims. 

Societal values and needs are ideally considered when 

formulating educational aims. However, as MacDonald pointed 

out, the failure to take into account the needs and values 

of all sectors of a society when formulating the curriculum 

could contribute to a static function of education when 

educational aims serve only an elite minority. 

Historical Background 

In order to facilitate an understanding of the 

present situation of educational development and reform in 

Honduras, a historical perspective will be provided at this 



19 

juncture. One of the key characteristics of Honduran 

educational development and reform and of Latin America in 

general has been the inability of educational institutions 

to formulate a truly indigenous product susceptible to the 

needs of a significant cross-section of society. This 

factor will be covered in greater detail in Chapter 4. 

Cummings (Cummings and Lemke, 1973, p. 21) noted that after 

the Latin American Independence movements of the early 1800s 

"no continent-wide focus of regionalism or political 

solidarity came to replace past loyalties to Spain or 

Portugal and no new dominant educational philosophy arose to 

serve the new nations created in the Western Hemisphere." 

The emulation of European educational ideas and practices 

continued during the nineteenth and early twentieth 

centuries. 

The Roman Catholic church was the principal source 

of education in Honduras during the colonial period. Only a 

small minority received education, usually children of the 

elite and the curriculum was little more than reading, 

writing and Christian doctrine. Even after Independence in 

1921, education remained chiefly in the hands of the church 

until the late nineteenth century. 

The first parochial primary schools in Honduras were 

opened in Comayaguela in 1820 and in Tegucigalpa in 1822. 

The first simple laws governing education, passed in 1830, 
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did little more than state the importance of primary 

education and the necessity to gather data concerning 

existing schools (Waggoner and Waggoner, 1971, p. 73). 

Not until the 1880s did Honduran public education 

come into existence. In 1880 the state acknowledged its 

responsibility toward public education for the first time in 

a newly proclaimed constitution which borrowed many of its 

ideas from the U.S. Constitution. The constitution required 

that the state develop various forms of education that were 

to be secular and free (Blutstein, 1971, p. 119). In 1882 

the public school system was officially inaugurated and four 

years later a revised set of regulations mandated for the 

first time primary education for boys between 6 and 18 years 

of age and for girls between the ages of 6 and 12. A 

compulsory curriculum introduced at that time included 

Christian doctrine, ethics and manners, reading and writing, 

the first rules of arithmetic; and for girls, instruction in 

the occupation of their gender, such as sewing, embroidery 

and making flowers (Waggoner and Waggoner, 1971, pp. 73-75). 

Despite the constitutional mandate for free public 

education in Honduras, its growth was severely restricted 

due to financial and personnel limitations. The static 

nature of educational development during this period 

mirrored political and economic conditions in Honduras up 

until the post-World War II period. Frequent and irregular 
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governmental changes characterized by military dictator

ships, in particular that of Tiburcio Carfas (1933-1949), 

hindered educational development considerably. Furthermore, 

an economy that depended on a single cash crop export 

generated little revenue for public investment in education. 

Thus, not surprisingly, the public education sector 

experienced little change over the first seventy years after 

the national congress created it in the 1880s (Waggoner and 

Waggoner, 1971, p. 75). 

The dawning of the post-World War II import-

substitution industrialization era and its unprecedented 

economic successes helped stimulate growth in other areas of 

Honduran society. Following civilian presidential elections 

in 1949, in which National Party candidate Manuel Galvez was 

elected, the public sector began to flourish. After a 

series of recommendations from the International Monetary 

Fund in 1950, the Honduran government created the 

state-owned Central Bank, which for the first time permitted 

the nationalization and regulation of currency in Honduras. 

That same year the government implemented rent taxes 

(tariffs) which generated further revenues for the public 

sector (Arancibia, 1984, pp. 54-55). These fiscal measures 

made it possible for the Honduran government to devote 

considerable effort to expand and improve the educational 

system, most notably at the primary school level. As a 
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result the primary school population grew tremendously and 

was accompanied by a noticeable rise in the literacy rate 

(see Table 2-1). 

Interestingly, a move toward centralization of the 

public school system during this period spurred an 

accelerated improvement of the educational system. Until 

1957, primary education depended financially upon municipal 

governments which had the responsibility for building and 

repairing schools and for payment of teachers. The 

municipalities drew their income from merchandise taxes. As 

transport and communication improved, economists asserted 

that these municipal sales taxes were a deterrent to 

commercial development and they were abolished. The 

resulting diminution in municipal tax income resulted in the 

transfer of the financial responsibility for primary 

education to the national government. Although one may 

agree with generalizations made by educational experts today 

that centralization of control in the national government 

reduces the sense of responsibility of the local community; 

nevertheless, at this particular period the assumption of 

financial responsibility by the Ministry of Education 

clearly resulted in more rapid expansion of primary 

education (Waggoner and Waggoner, 1971, p. 78). 

In the 1960s the expansion of primary education 

continued to accompany national economic progress as well as 
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Table 2-1. Illiteracy among the population 10 years of age 
and up. 

1950 1961 

Number of Literates 343,158 564,220 

Number of Illiterates 631,999 639,420 

Percent Illiteracy 64.8 53.1 

Shows an 11.7 percent drop in illiteracy over ten years 

Source: Direccion General de Estadfsticas y Censos 
Estadfsticas Educacionales, p. iv, Secretarfa de 
Economfa y Hacienda, Tegucigalpa D.C., Honduras, 
1963. 
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an unprecedented push for structural reforms in the rural 

areas. Under the tutelage of the Liberal Party president 

Ramon Villeda Morales, who was elected in 1957, Honduras 

implemented its first agrarian reform laws (Arancibia, 

1984). In 1965, National Party candidate Oswaldo L6pez 

Arellano was elected president, and although he followed a 

more conservative approach to social reforms, primary 

education continued to be a top governmental priority. 

In 1966 the enrollment in primary schools was more 

than double that of 1957, and between 1966 and 1967 

enrollment rose by more than 11 percent. Despite impressive 

gains in enrollment, however, the problem of reducing 

deficiencies while trying to keep up with the birth rate 

became more apparent as another set of statistics 

demonstrates: the overall percentage of the primary school 

age group enrolled in school, according to the 1959 census, 

was 46.9 percent, while in 1962 this percentage had risen to 

only 51 percent (see Table 2-2). 

Another important aspect of educational improvement 

surfaced in this period of expansion to deal with a severe 

shortage of textbooks and materials and an antiquated 

curriculum. In approaching such problems, regional 

cooperation was promoted through the Organization of Central 

American States (ODECA), a forerunner of the Central 

American Common Market. ODECA was founded in 1951, with a 
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Table 2-2. Primary education, 1953-1962. 

Year Number of 
Enrolled 
Students 

Total School-Age 
Population 

Percent 

1953 114,151 303,527 37.6 

1954 115,159 318,771 36.1 

1955 127,959 334,656 38. 2 

1956 133,888 351,207 38.1 

1957 146,551 370,130 39.6 

1958 171,881 389,872 44 .1 

1959 192,495 410,464 46.9 

1960 209,483 431,939 48.5 

1961 228,419 454,333 50.3 

1962 243,753 477,663 51.0 

Source: Direccion General de Estadisticas y Censos 
Estadisticas Educacionales, p. iv, Secretarxa de 
Economia y Hacienda, Tegucigalpa D.C. Honduras, 
1963. 
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charter that called for political, economic and social 

integration. One agency of ODECA which was headquartered in 

El Salvador was the Cultural and Educational Council, made 

up of the ministries of education of the member countries 

(Cummings and Lemke, 1973, p. 201). 

The first meeting of the Cultural and Educational 

Council took place in El Salvador in December 1956. The 

most important result of that meeting was the decision to 

hold a series of seminars on the status of various levels of 

education, with the purpose of comparative analysis and the 

goal of an agreement concerning common purposes and 

organizational patterns of education in Central America. 

With the assistance of experts supplied by the United 

Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization 

(UNESCO) and the Organization of American States (OAS), five 

seminars were held during 1957 and 1958 on rural and urban 

primary school education, the training of teachers for 

primary schools, vocational and technical education, and 

academic secondary education. 

In June 1965 the Ministers of Education met in El 

Salvador and ratified an important agreement called the 

"Convenio Centroamericano sobre Unificacion Basica de la 

Educacion." This agreement for the basic unification of 

primary and secondary education in Central America was of 

fundamental importance in that it established the 
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development of parallel programs, similar structures, and 

equivalent standards among the six Central American 

ministries of education (Waggoner and Waggoner, 1971, pp. 

139-141) . 

On the basis of the 1962 agreement to unify educa

tion in the region, the ministers approved an eight-year 

program aimed at supplying textbooks to all primary school 

students on the isthmus. The program was supported by the 

United States Agency for International Development (USAID) 

and its Regional Office for Central America and Panama 

(ROCAP), and a Regional Textbook Center was set up under the 

supervision of ODECA and located in El Salvador. Teams of 

textbook writers were organized, and technical assistance 

was obtained from other Latin American countries and from 

the United States. By the end of 1968, 21 primary school 

textbooks in varying subject areas as well as teacher's 

guides had been prepared. The various ministries of 

education selected the teachers to participate in the 

author-teams and approved the books before printing. With 

support from the local USAID mission, each ministry arranged 

for the printing of the books. Between 1963 and 1969, 

10,134,000 copies were printed and distributed, and a great 

many orientation programs for school directors, supervisors, 

and teachers were held to plan for the effective use of the 

books (Waggoner and Waggoner, 1971, pp. 141-142). 
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The great success of the Central American textbook 

program in Honduras, where more than a million copies of the 

texts had been distributed, necessitated among other things 

a modernizing of the curriculum which had been devised in 

1938. The textbooks, which were based on modern concepts of 

curriculum and teaching method, demanded a more 

participatory approach by students who up to that point had 

learned almost exclusively by rote (Waggoner and Waggoner, 

1971, p. 80). 

Along with inspiring a need to alter the primary 

school curriculum, the creation of textbooks also stimulated 

the establishment of the first school libraries in Honduras. 

In 1967 the Honduran government and UNESCO initiated an 

experimental school library program, which in 1969 was 

joined by several other Latin American governments and 

expanded into a regional experiment. Under the program, 

UNESCO provided technical assistance and books to set up 

libraries in primary schools, and by 1970 thirty such 

libraries had been established, fourteen of them in 

Tegucigalpa and the rest in other parts of the country 

(Blutstein, 1971, pp. 122-123). 

In June of 1969, regional cooperation among the 

Central American countries was dealt a serious blow when 

Honduras and El Salvador went to war over a series of 

economic and political differences. As a result, both 



29 

withdrew from the educational program, and to this date 

there has been little effort to reestablish any regional 

cooperation in the area of education that had proved so 

successful during the 1960s. Civil strife beginning in the 

late 1970s has further hindered any such attempts. 

Honduran Primary School Reform, 1950-1980 

Within the realm of public primary school plans and 

programs of study, Honduran educational planners have 

attempted three distinct reform packages over the past three 

decades (Comision Nacional de Reforma Educativa, CONARE, 

1982). Not surprisingly, the reforms were initiated under 

civilian elected governments that were able to mobilize 

their own party supporters within the public ministries. 

The reform efforts, for the most part, have sought to 

identify chronic problems within the system and set forth a 

philosophic framework in each case to allow for the better 

planning of public primary school educational goals. 

In 1950, the first of these reform programs was 

conducted with the aid of a Chilean mission of experts. The 

1950 reform introduced, among other modifications, the 

addition of a sixth grade of instruction (since 1893, 

primary schools only required 5 years of study) and sought 

to "broaden and improve the quality towards the overall 

development of the Honduran child," while in the worlds of 

the reformer, "making clear his mission to society." 
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The authors of the 1950 reform set forth the general 

goals of fostering individual development by several means: 

stimulating the child's capacity for orientation; assisting 

the child to acquire a determined set of knowledge; 

introducing normal and harmonious conduct within a child's 

environment; and encouraging a productive work capacity. 

The Honduran Ministry of Education aimed to overcome 

the following inadequacies of primary school education 

pointed out by the Chilean mission: lack of a philosophi

cal, scientific, social and economic orientation that served 

as an adequate ideological support for students; the absence 

of continuity with preschool and secondary school levels; 

and a lack of enforcement of school attendance which would 

make possible an equal opportunity for all citizens to enjoy 

a secular and free education (CONARE, 1982). 

The 1950 reform was modified by a 1967 reform which 

introduced new primary school study plans and programs still 

largely in effect today. A comprehensive study carried out 

by the Honduran Ministry in order to determine the effective

ness of the 1950 reform and incorporate the publication of 

new textbooks, outlined a series of findings which it felt 

justified a new reform in 1967. The following observations 

represented some of its findings: the programs were broad 

and lacked continuity; they were not tied to the social 

economic reality of the country; they did not contribute to 
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a desirable civic formation of the students; a more 

practical and functional education was necessary; the 

programs did not maintain sufficient flexibility to adapt to 

regional diversity; and the programs had not been subject to 

periodic revisions in order to make necessary adjustments 

(CONARE, 1982). 

The philosophical framework of the 1967 reform that 

outlined goals for the new programs of study reinforced the 

stated goals of 1950. The ministry expressed concern for 

the development of individual personality traits compatible 

with the ideals of a democratic society and necessary to 

promote the economic and social progress of the nation. In 

addition, program goals encouraged the development of 

desirable habits with respect to health, nutrition, 

punctuality and cleanliness; dedication to work and study; a 

scientific and rational understanding of nature and society; 

respect toward manual labor as a means for economic and 

social development; and the conservation of the dignity of 

family life (CONARE, 1982). 

The most recent of the three reform attempts was 

initiated in 1980, against a backdrop of civilian 

constituent assembly elections. It reflects a more 

pragmatic emphasis on improving the quality of economic 

growth in the country and pays additional attention to the 

rural sector. Citing the "urgent need to create the bases 
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that might promote economic stability for the country," the 

General Direction of Educational Planning and Reform 

(DIGEPRE) of the Honduran Ministry of Education drew up 

plans for the expansion of rural pilot schools and published 

an experimental series of curriculum guidelines for their 

use. 

The philosophic framework for the 1980 reform echoed 

much of the rhetoric from the 1950 and 1967 reforms such as 

"the need to inculcate democratic ideals in the students and 

the need to prepare productive citizens towards incorporat

ing into national development." In order to keep pace with 

scientific and technological advances around the world, it 

was also stipulated that the quality of such preparation 

must "constitute a high level of scientific and technologi

cal study and that the learning process be carried out in a 

systematic and progressive manner." as an added dimension 

to these goals, Honduran planners stressed the importance of 

"taking into account the psycho-biological development of 

the child while administering educational programs" (CONARE, 

1982). 

The authors of the 1980 reform pointed out many of 

the same persistent problems in the educational system that 

had inspired previous reforms. School attendance remained 

insufficient, and the primary school drop-out rate continued 

to be high. Students were not sufficiently prepared to work 
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productively and pursue higher studies. Finally, a uniform 

basic studies curriculum hindered local and regional 

development by ignoring regional diversity (CONARE, 1982). 

Conclusion 

To date, no purely Honduran educational philosophy 

has come to dominate an inspire educational development, and 

this is particularly noticeable in the public primary school 

institution. From the beginning of the Spanish conquest and 

through the years of predominance of the Roman Catholic 

church to present-day efforts at reform, Honduran 

educational programs have been shaped largely by outside 

influences. Reform efforts over the past three decades have 

incorporated considerable input from non-Honduran agencies 

such as UNESCO and USAID. 

Not until seventy years after its inception did 

public primary school education in Honduras undergo a 

national reform. These expansionary and improvement efforts 

aimed at serving the primary school-age population 

accompanied the unprecedented economic growth fomented by 

the post-World War II import substitution industrialization 

era membership in the Central American Common Market and 

civilian presidential elections. Subsequent reforms were 

also supported by civilian administrations. 

Perhaps the two most significant advances in public 

primary school development beginning in the 1950s have 
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occurred in school enrollment and curriculum reform. 

Attendance figures have revealed a continuous growth in 

absolute numbers for public primary schools since the 1950s; 

however, these figures become less significant when viewed 

in the context of Honduras' annual population growth rate 

which to date remains one off the world's highest. Thus, 

enrollment figures are proportionately smaller. 

In the early 1950s, Honduran efforts to reform a 

highly antiquated public primary curriculum drew upon 

recommendations from a group of visiting Chilean experts and 

received additional impetus from ODECA's promotion of 

regional educational development and cooperation. One of 

the most successful and ambitious regional efforts was the 

Central American textbook project which received consider

able financial and technical assistance from USAID and the 

Alliance for Progress. The creation of primary school 

textbooks inspired curriculum changes in 1967. 

Unfortunately, educational regional cooperation ended in 

1969, following the Honduran-El Salvadoran conflict and has 

not resumed due in part to growing turmoil in regional 

political affairs. 

The most recent Honduran public primary school 

reform was initiated in 1980 and motivated in part by a 

resurgence of civilian democratic politics, a failing 

economy and an expressed need to "incorporate a highly 
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youthful population into productive sectors of society." 

Such an expressed need is not new, however, as Honduran 

educational planners and reformers have previously outlined 

goals of carrying out primary school programs designed to 

help shape "productive and democratically principled 

citizens." 



CHAPTER 3 

THE PRESENT SITUATION 

An examination of current conditions in Honduran 

republic primary schools is necessary to assess the 

effectiveness of past reforms. This analysis will consider 

six aspects of the present situation; (1) the hierarchical 

structure of public education in Honduras, (2) the legal and 

constitutional bases for public primary education, 

(3) teacher preparation, (4) the state philosophy for public 

primary education, (5) the prescribed curriculum and subject 

aims for public primary schools, and (6) present reform 

efforts. 

The Hierarchical Structure 

The Honduran Ministry of Public Education is the 

nation's fundamental authority on public educational 

development policy and reform. Among the ministry's respon

sibilities are administration of the national schooling 

system, establishing policy, setting standards, developing 

curricula, and supervision of school operations. Within the 

ministry is a number of departments with their respective 

department heads and personnel who fulfill the tasks 

36 
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assigned their respective areas. They include the 

departments of: Primary Education, Secondary Education, 

Vocational Education, Art Education and Cultural Extension, 

Literacy and Adult Education, Physical Education, School 

Construction, Office of Integral Planning, and General 

Direction of Education Reform and Planning. 

The Department of Primary Education is divided into 

a number of subsections which include: General Direction, 

Sub-Direction, Pedagogy, Supervision, Administration, Text

book and Educational Materials Production, School Libraries 

Section, Department of School Meals and Student Assistance, 

and General Secretary. Each of these sections is composed 

of its own specialized personnel. 

Three principal international institutions provide 

technical and financial assistance at all educational 

levels: UNESCO, OAS, and USAID. Other organizations which 

furnish educational assistance are the World Bank, the World 

Health Organization (WHO), the Food and Agricultural 

Organization (FAO), CARE, UNICEF, the European Economic 

Community (EEC), the Economic Commission for Latin America 

(ECLA), and the United States Peace Corps. 

Legal and Constitutional Bases 

The constitutional bases of the present educational 

system were set forth in the National Constitution of 1966 

(Ley Organica de Educacion, November 14, 1966). Those rules 



38 

pertaining to primary education were outlined in the Primary 

School General Regulations in Title VII of the constitution. 

Despite the fact that the constitution represents the ideal 

more than the reality, a number of articles merits 

attention. 

In addition to the statement of the special responsi

bility of the state for education and the diffusion of 

culture (Article 147), the constitution specifies that the 

state carry out a policy of planning and coordination for 

community development (Article 148). The state will super

vise both public and private education; public primary and 

secondary education will be free and primary education will 

be obligatory (Article 150). The preparation of teachers is 

a preferential function of the state (Article 151). 

Teachers have the right to adequate salaries and retirement; 

primary teachers are exempt from taxes on their salaries 

(Article 152), and the state will prescribe qualifications 

for teachers (Article 155). In both public and private 

education, teachers in the subjects of the constitution, 

civics and Honduran geography must be Hondurans by birth 

(Article 156). 

In a section devoted to the "creation and classifi

cation" of public primary schools, the constitution mentions 

two classes of schools—experimental and common—and 

outlines their functions. It is stipulated that within the 
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districts, municipalities, villages, and hamlets there will 

function as many schools as necessary in accordance with the 

growth of the school-age population. In the cities where 

more than one school functions, school zones are divided for 

reasons of registration, personnel and supervisory 

distribution (Article 196). In the rural villages and 

hamlets, schools should be placed at least four kilometers 

apart except in cases where natural conditions necessitate 

schools at a closer distance (Article 197). 

The first of the "experimental" schools outlined in 

the constitution is the Technical Guide schools (Articles 

203-207). It is specified that such schools will function 

as dependencies of the General Direction of Primary 

Education and will provide technical advice in order to 

implement new programs and orientations of the national 

education system. Furthermore, these schools must provide 

innovative inservice training to other schools and serve as 

the mechanisms for renovating the country's school system. 

The ministry reported in 1980 (DIGEPRE, 1980, pp. 

12-14) that in 1979 Technical Guide schools benefited a 

total of 22,115 students and 663 teachers. In the same 

report, observers also pointed out that although most 

buildings are in good condition, 60 percent have no 

libraries and 95 percent have no laboratories or equipment. 
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Another set of experimental schools outlined in the 

constitution are the Border Schools, which operate within 10 

kilometers of the boundaries of Guatemala, El Salvador and 

Nicaragua (Article 108). The raison d'etre of such schools 

appears to be highly political in nature, indicated by the 

definition of their function in Article 209: 

1. to promote feelings of love for the country, 

venerate national symbols and a willingness to 

defend and conserve the territorial integrity, 

2. to fight to maintain the circulation of the national 

currency, 

3. to teach songs, dances and national folklore, 

4. to teach the patriotic significance of the national 

anthem, 

5. to familiarize the students with their lives of 

national heroes, and 

6. to organize civic committees which involve teacher 

and community participation. 

Reportedly in 1979 there was a total of 615 border schools 

affecting 39,926 school-age children in 623 communities 

(DIGEPRE, 1980, p. 27). 

In efforts to homogenize Honduran culture, the 

ministry devised a category of Indigenous Community Schools 

which target remote Indian populations which are often far 

removed from the mainstream ladino culture. According to 
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Article 211, these schools must orient their activities 

toward incorporating all inhabitants into the national 

culture. Thus, educational emphasis is placed on a variety 

of areas: 

1. learning the national language, 

2. understanding national customs and forms of social 

life, 

3. formation of a civil awareness through the teaching 

of moral, intellectual and material values of the 

Honduran nationality, 

4. teaching technological procedures for land cultiva

tion, animal care and the utilization of their 

products, and 

5. teaching adequate hygienic and dietary habits. 

Nuclear schools, which have become the object of 

recent reform efforts, were defined by Article 212 as a 

limited group of schools situated in a geographical zone 

that address the education of children and adults in a 

coordinated manner integrating the school with community 

development. Some of their goals are defined as follows: 

1. to contribute programs for community development, 

2. to motivate citizens and local leaders to partici

pate in school activities and functions, and 
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3. to incorporate the teacher into the life of the 

community for the purpose of stimulating community 

improvement projects. 

The second class of schools represents 62 percent of 

all schools in Honduras (DIGEPRE, 1980, p. 37) and is nonex-

perimental or nonspecialized by nature. The constitution 

refers to these as "common schools" (Escuelas Comunes). All 

common schools are classified by geographical location, 

urban or rural; and by their source of funding, public or 

private. They are divided into four classes according to 

student population size. The numerical distinctions serve 

primarily to determine the number of supervisors in a given 

school. The smallest class schools (Class A) are not 

required to provide any supervision at all (Article 199). 

Many rural schools are Class 4 schools, often consisting of 

one room with one teacher for all grade levels. 

The guidelines by which teachers evaluate their 

students are stipulated in Articles 127-133 of the Primary 

School General Regulations. Student grade evaluations are 

officially comprised of two phases: (1) an objective phase 

which quantifies acquired knowledge through written, oral, 

practical and mixed objective exams, and (2) a subjective 

phase in which the teacher evaluates the attitude, interest, 

motivation, participation, initiative, perseverence, indivi

dual and social conduct of each student. 
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The grading scale for objective tests is broken down 

as follows: 

0 = 40 percent = unsatisfactory 
41 = 70 percent = good 
71 = 90 percent = very good 
91 = 100 percent = outstanding 

Students who fail the school year, which runs from February 

through November, are entitled to a limited "redemption" 

period, which normally takes place during the vacation 

months of December and January. 

Teacher Preparation 

Honduran primary school teachers are trained in 

normal schools (Escuelas Normales), which are located in 

distinct regions of the country. The teacher training 

follows the culmination of a student's secondary education 

and lasts three years. Although the teacher training 

coursework may vary from normal school to normal school, 

there is a common sequence. The first two years are devoted 

to technical training in the various subject areas. During 

the second year, students choose a specialty subject area 

for which they will spend extra time studying. The third 

year is divided evenly between technical training, student 

teaching, and a social service project. 

State Philosophy for Public Education 

The state philosophy regarding public education in 

Honduras has remained largely uniform since it was 
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proclaimed during the early 1950s and formally outlined in 

the 1966 constitution. It has been reaffirmed under the 

current prescriptive primary school curriculum handbook 

(Direccion General de Educacion Primaria, Tomo 1, 1980), 

which stipulates that public education be guided by the 

decrees and principles set forth in the 1966 national 

constitution and state educational laws. 

In many respects these decrees and principles 

reflect the rhetoric of the United States Constitution and 

Bill of Rights. The universal rights of Honduran citizens 

such as the inviolability of life, individual security, 

liberty, equality for all before the law, freedom of 

expression, freedom of religion, freedom of association, and 

freedom of petition are examples. Within the framework of 

these constitutional guarantees, the state education law 

stipulates that education should be a formative process that 

contributes to a well-developed individual personality and 

establishes a citizenry devoted to the exercise of democracy 

and socioeconomic development. In laying the groundwork for 

the public primary school curriculum, the Ministry of 

Education specifies the following educational goals 

(Direccion General de Educacion Primaria, Tomo 1): 

1. to inculcate patriotic ideals within citizens as 

well as a profound feeling of respect for human 

dignity, 
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2. to promote democratic ideals that link individual 

interests with those of the community, 

3. to stimulate feelings of solidarity and understand

ing between nations, 

4. to promote the value of hard work as fundamental to 

achieving national economic progress, 

5. to strive for the wise use of natural resources, 

science and technology to foment a national integral 

development, and 

6. to promote wise health practices as well as a 

spiritual elevation of man and society. 

The Prescribed Curriculum and 
Subject Aims 

The official plan of studies for primary schools is 

outlined in the 1966 constitution under Article 117 of the 

Primary School General Regulations. The article specifies 

subject matter, grade and number of hours per week that each 

subject is to be taught (see Table 3-1). The subject aims 

are outlined in the 1980 handbook edition of the Honduran 

Ministry of Education public primary school curriculum (see 

Table 3-2). 

Present Reform Efforts 

Present reform efforts in Honduran primary education 

appear to respond to two primary needs: (1) maintaining a 
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Grade Level and Weekly Time 
Allotment (hours) 

Subjects 1 2 3 4 5 6 

1. Health Education 3 3 3 3 3 3 
Physical Education (games, 
sports, athletics, personal 
hygiene, first aid, nutri
tion) 

2. Intellectual Education 
a) Spanish (reading, writing, 5 5 5 5 5 5 

writing, prose, syntax, 
grammar, ortography, 
literary appreciation) 

b. Mathematics (arithmetic, 4 4 4 4 4 4 
geometry) 

c. Natural Sciences (botany, 4 4 4 4 4 4 
zoology, physics, 
chemistry, biology, 
geology, anatomy, physi
ology, hygiene) 

d. Social Studies (geography, 4 4 4 4 4 4 
history, civics) 

3. Esthetic Education 3 3 3 3 3 3 
(calligraphy, art, music) 

4. Technical Education 
a) Industrial Arts (boys) 4 4 4 4 4 4 

and Homemaking (girls) 
b) Agriculture 3 3 3 3 3 3 

5. Orientation 1 1 

Total Weekly Hours 30 30 30 30 31 31 

Source: Ley Organica de Educacion, Decreto No. 79 del 
Congreso Nacional, November 14, 1966. 
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Table 3-2. Educational aims, 1980. 

Subject General Aims (grades 1-6) 

Health Education Supplement intellectual pursuits with 
games, gymnastics, sports, athletics, 
rhythmic exercises, and nutritional 
awareness. 

Promote a healthy lifestyle by which 
students may lead normal, happy lives. 

Spanish Develop speaking, listening, reading and 
writing skills which facilitate language 
use as a natural means of communication. 

Preserve the purity of language. 

Facilitate the exchange of ideas and 
promote human relationships. 

Create a better understanding of the 
hispanic world. 

Mathematics Guide the student toward an understanding 
of mathematical concepts such as sets, 
numerical value and symbolic representa
tion; the decimal system of numbering and 
other existing systems; notations; 
mathematical vocabulary and symbolism; 
mathematical operations and laws. 

Develop skills and good habits in areas 
such as numerical calculations; practical 
problem solving; use and interpretation 
of graphs and math tables; formulation of 
mathematical laws, principles and 
properties; logical reasoning. 

Promote student appreciation and favor
able attitudes toward the clarity and 
precision of mathematical symbolism and 
the spirit of investigation. 
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Table 3-2. —  Continued 

Subject General Aims (grades 1-6) 

Natural Sciences Keep pace with scientific technology and 
development through a solid understanding 
of general scientific principles. 

Develop an appreciation for the power of 
science and technology to improve the 
lives of human beings. 

Develop an appreciation for the value of 
the country's natural resources and how 
to utilize them in a rational and intelli
gent manner . 

Social Studies 

Foster a spirit of discovery through 
observation and experimentation while 
cultivating scientific curiosity and 
creative imagination. 

Acquire knowledge of the distinct aspects 
of the world the students live in. 

Calligraphy 

Understand the geographical conditions 
that influence the lives of human beings. 

Give the students a broad and comprehen
sive vision of social institutions and 
how cultures and civilizations develop. 

To understand the Honduran government, 
social institutions as well as the 
socioeconomic and political problems that 
confront the country. 

Teach the skills of legible and attrac
tive writing so that students can present 
their ideas clearly and in an ordered 
manner. 
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Table 3-2. —  Continued 

Subject General Aims (grades 1-6) 

Art Develop a spirit of cooperation and 
creative activity. 

Develop habits such as observation, 
perseverence, patience, precision and 
or der. 

Awaken ideas of love and beauty. 

Music Stimulate each child's senses while 
teaching students to enjoy and preserve 
the national folklore. 

Instill patriotic and civic values while 
devoting special attention to the 
national anthem. 

Industrial Arts 
(Boys) Encourage the development of manual 

skills and train students to correctly 
use and care for various tools. 

Foster a knowledge of the historical 
modes of work in the country. 

Create a better understanding of human 
relationships through common tasks. 

Encourage the wise use of local resources 
with the hope that achievements in this 
area will promote the creation of small 
industries that serve to be sources of 
income and potential for career 
vocations. 

Homemaking 
(Girls) Prepare students to be useful at home and 

in society. 

Stimulate interest in homemaking-related 
professions. 
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Table 3-2. —  Continued 

Subject General Aims (grades 1-6) 

Agriculture 

Orientation 

To improve the well-being of the rural 
sector. Instill in students the need to 
devote more attention to agricultural 
problems of the country. 

Provide basic skills in gardening, horti
culture, beekeeping, animal husbandry, 
and cooperative development. 

Develop favorable attitudes toward 
agriculture while cultivating good work 
habits, responsibilities and cooperation. 

Limited to the 5th and 6th grades. 

Promote positive 
students. 

self-attitudes in 

Foster civic awareness. 

Instill in students favorable attitudes 
toward the school as a valuable resource 
for enriching their lives. 

Source: This table represents a general 
description of the educational aims for 
each subject area (grades 1-6) as 
specified in the 1980 handbook edition of 
the Honduran Ministry of Education public 
primary school curriculum (Direccion 
General de Educacidn Primaria, Tomo 1). 
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modernized curriculum, and (2) orienting education toward 

national socioeconomic development. 

Past reform efforts have sought to modernize the 

curriculum to keep up with technological advances in other 

parts of the world, as well as similar advances in primary 

school subjects. The curriculum reforms of 1950 and 1967 

are examples of such modernization efforts, and are the 

current subject revisions outlined in the 1980 curriculum 

handbook (DirecciSn General de Educaci<5n Primaria, Tomo 1). 

The modernized curriculum has been passed on to the 

students who are eventually expected to contribute to the 

socioeconomic development of the country. The state 

educational aims expressed in the 1966 constitution and the 

1980 national curriculum handbook repeatedly refer to the 

desire for a "formation of productive and democratically 

principled citizens." 

At present the Honduran Ministry of Education is 

undertaking a number of actions that are aimed at dealing 

more effectively with these needs. The area that represents 

perhaps the greatest challenge is the rural sector. 

Educational analysts from the ministry have found that many 

aspects of the primary school curriculum neglect the 

developmental needs and socioeconomic realities of the rural 

community and therefore have devoted more attention than in 

the past toward improving education in this area. 
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A few current projects illustrate the importance 

attributed to rural communities by the Honduran government 

and Ministry of Education. The most ambitious of these is 

the USAID Rural Primary Education Program, which includes a 

budget of $26.9 million and was initiated in July 1980. The 

project has four components: first, the equipping and 

construction of 2,100 new classrooms and the renovation of 

1,000 classrooms in a five-department area (Comayagua, 

Francisco Morazan, Yoro, Intibuca, and Santa Barbara); 

second, the construction in the target area of 600 teacher 

housing units to enable rural teachers to live in the 

communities in which they teach; third, the establishment of 

a nationwide maintenance program for rural primary schools; 

and fourth, the nationwide improvement of educational 

supervision and inservice teacher training systems (USAID 

Department of Human Resources, 1983). 

Another project is the Marcala-Goascoran (MARG0AS) 

Rural Development Program (DIGEPRE, 1983), which targets the 

communities in two rural departments bordering El Salvador. 

The project costs approximately $14.3 million and receives 

70 percent of its funding from the Swiss government and 30 

percent from the Honduran government. The targeted communi

ties comprising some 100,000 inhabitants are considered 

"socioeconomically deprived." This is evidenced by an 
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unusually high infant mortality rate, widespread 

malnutrition, high illiteracy, and subsistence lifestyles. 

The overall aim of the project is to stimulate a 

process of self-sustained development for rural peasants and 

their communities. To achieve this aim, the project is 

promoting the construction and operation of Nuclear Schools. 

The idea behind the Nuclear Schools is the promotion of 

community development through parent, teacher, student and 

community leader cooperation. Educational experts involved 

in the project concentrate on drawing input from various 

community members as to curriculum ideas and recommendations 

as well as general operation of the schools. It is hoped 

that by involving the community as a whole in the 

educational process, social and economic progress can be 

made in an ongoing self-sustained manner. 

Another current project devoted to rural communities 

is committed to strengthening rural border communities and 

incorporates an $800,000 budget. The project which is 

titled Integral Development for the Border (DIGEPRE, 1981), 

is financed by UNICEF and targets a number of communities 

along the border of El Salvador. The goal of the project is 

to build and operate Rural Pilot Schools that teach students 

agricultural skills. It is hoped that such schools will 

stimulate a more productive use of the land and help improve 

the quality of life of the rural communities. 
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A similar project is being implemented in the 

Department of El Paraiso, which borders Nicaragua. The 

project involves the design of a primary school curriculum 

that reflects the needs and interests of various rural 

communities in the Department of El Paraiso. The project is 

financed by the national government and costs $50,000. 

To coordinate the curriculum for Border Schools and 

Rural Pilot Schools, the ministry has published an experi

mental curriculum handbook (Direccion General de Educacion 

Pimaria, 1979), that serves as a guide for a handful of 

these schools. The handbook focuses on agricultural 

activities and rural development for primary schools. 

Following a period of evaluation and revision, analysts will 

decide upon its future use as a standard curriculum for all 

rural schools. 

Conclusion 

In summarizing the present situation in Honduran 

public primary schools, a number of trends are noteworthy. 

The Honduran Ministry of Education, which is an arm of the 

national government, serves as the principal source of 

educational administration in the country. The ministry is 

a centralized institution which is responsible for educa

tional policies and decisions regarding all levels of public 

education in Honduras. The Department of Primary Education, 

one of the many departments within the ministry, is directly 
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accountable for overseeing the administration of primary 

education in Honduras. 

Many international organizations also provide 

technical and financial assistance for Honduran educational 

development. Three international organizations, UNESCO, 

OAS, and USAID, provide such assistance on a permanent basis 

and are involved at all educational levels of development. 

The current legal and constitutional basis for 

public primary education are outlined in the Primary School 

General Regulations, Title VII of the 1966 national constitu

tion. Among the many prescribed functions for primary 

school education, the constitution names two classes of 

public primary schools--experimental and common. Experi

mental schools make up AO percent of the primary schools in 

the country and are designated as spearheads for educational 

reform. 

Although the state philosophy regarding public 

education in Honduras stresses the goals of individual 

development and national socioeconomic development, and 

present primary education reform efforts appear to focus on 

improving the rural sector, very little has been 

accomplished in achieving such goals. Nuclear schools, 

rural pilot schools and border schools have apparently had 

little impact on the quality of life of the Honduran rural 

peasant. In fact, the plight of the rural population 



56 

appears to be worsening. Further discussion in the 

following chapters will explore possible reasons as to why 

the gap seems to be widening between the ideal as stated by 

the ministry and reality, as evidenced by present social 

conditions. 



CHAPTER 4 

PROBLEMS IN HONDURAN PRIMARY EDUCATION 

Chapter 4 of this study examines problems in 

Honduras public primary school education in order to provide 

some insights as to why reform efforts have proven largely 

unsuccessful. This analysis points to a discrepancy between 

the ideal situation in public primary school education as 

outlined in the Ministry of Education's prescriptive 

documents and the reality of primary education as indicated 

by analytical documents and statistics, as well as personal 

observations and interviews. An investigation of the 

problems will establish a base for suggesting educational 

changes and improvements in Chapter 5. 

Static Function of Primary Schools 

The major problem in Honduran public primary 

education concerns the static function of primary education, 

and is evidenced by the inability of the national government 

to adapt state goals for primary education to the socioecon

omic reality of the country. Despite repeated calls to 

modernize the primary school curriculum and form 

democratically principled and productive citizens who may 

57 
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effectively participate in and contribute to the 

socioeconomic development of the country, the primary school 

dropout rate remains high; a significant portion of the 

population is illiterate; the unemployment/underemployment 

rate is growing; and malnutrition continues to be a fact of 

life for the majority of children in the country (DIGEPRE, 

June 1983, pp. 1-6). Primary education in essence has both 

paralleled and reinforced the static nature of Honduran 

society. As one prominent Honduran educational analyst put 

it: 

Our educational system alienates children from their 
own immediate reality. It is a product of social 
and economic dependence and does not respond to the 
real needs of Honduras; it is instead a poorly 
assimilated transplanted model from other countries 
whose problems are totally distinct from our own" 
(Carleton, 1976, p. 4). 

A number of subproblems contribute to the static 

nature of Honduran primary education. The first of these 

problems is the lack of an integrated national commitment 

and consensus on the quantity and quality of educational 

development which demonstrates the failure of the Honduran 

national government to assert itself independently of 

foreign ideas and input. A characteristic of this failure 

is the predominant role of technical and financial 

assistance to Honduran educators from three principal 

foreign agencies: UNESCO, OAS, and USAID. Such input 
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implies the infiltration of foreign interests and policies 

that may not always reflect the genuine needs of Honduras. 

Much in the same way that static economic 

development has led to the importation of foreign capital 

goods and technology, so has the static nature of 

educational development led to the importation of foreign 

educational philosophies and practices. Through thirty 

years of educational reform and development efforts the 

Honduran national government and Ministry of Education have 

relied upon the perceptions and recommendations of foreign 

advisors. Beginning with the 1950s reform efforts conducted 

with the aid of a Chilean mission of experts and continuing 

through the 1960s, reforms that were influenced by the 

Alliance for Progress and ODECA, little has altered this 

reliance upon foreign aid. A survey of present primary 

school educational projects and reform efforts demonstrates 

this traditional reliance (see Table 4-1). 

Although the state philosophy for public primary 

education and general primary school subject aims seem 

feasible, their adherence to North American and European 

curriculum ideals and aims make it difficult for Honduran 

primary school educators to implement a more practical and 

dynamic approach towards dealing with their immediate 

problems. One illustration of the point is the emulation of 

the North American elementary school model of six grades of 
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Table 4-1. Current primary school programs 

Program Title Sponsor(s) Cost in 
U.S. $ 

1. Aid to students with 
learning difficulties 

2. Mobile Schools 

3. Improving Education 
through Nuclear School 
Development 

4. Education Map for 
Honduras 

5. Integral Development 
for Border Areas 

6. Teacher Development 

7. Rural School Reconstruc
tion: State II 

8. Primary Education 
Improvement 

9. Marala Goascoran rural 
development project 

10. USAID Rural Primary 
Education Program 

Honduras, United 
Nations 

Honduras 

World Bank, 
Honduras 

World Bank, 
Honduras 

UNICEF 

USAID, Honduras 

USAID, Honduras 

UNICEF, USAID, 
Honduras 

Swiss government 
Honduras 

USAID 

46,493 

4, 670 

5,963,340 

977,283 

799,383 

1,314,575 

3,424,163 

6,713,300 

14,300,000 

26,900,000 

Sources: DIGEPRE, 1981, 1983, USAID Department of Human 
Resources Memorandum, 1983. 
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education, incorporating the traditional subject areas of 

physical education, reading, writing, mathematics, natural 

sciences and social studies. Ironically, the standard 

curriculum (Direccion General de Educacion Primaria, 1980, 

Tomos I, II and III) is designed to prepare students for 

secondary and higher education in spite of the fact that 

only 24 out of 100 students ever reach the sixth grade and 

only one out of a hundred reach the university level. 

Furthermore, many rural areas do not even have secondary 

schools. 

The sequential progression of each of these subject 

areas grades 1 to 6 which parallels that of a typical North 

American curriculum in both scope and content may not be 

appropriate for Honduran children, as one recent study 

pointed out. In an effort to measure the progress of 

primary school students in the traditional subject areas, 

educational analysts from the Honduran Ministry of 

Education, the OAS, and Costa Rica carried out a survey, the 

first of its kind in Honduras, of acquired knowledge among 

816 randomly selected students in 55 public primary schools 

located in seven distinct municipalities of the Department 

of Comayagua (Unidad de Investigacion Educativa, 1983, 

p. 3) . 

The two underlying assumptions of the survey were 

that those students graduating from the sixth grade have 
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achieved certain skills in four basic subject areas, and 

that if the primary school curriculum is implemented in 

accordance with the needs and interests of the students and 

community, its application shall be more effective (Unidad 

de Investigacion Educativa, 1983, p. 8). 

In order to measure the students' progress, the 

educational analysts administered exams to the 816 students 

in each of the four subject areas. Each of the exams 

contained a variety of test questions covering skill areas 

that correspond to the official sixth grade curriculum 

outlined in the 1980 handbook. The results of the survey 

presented in Figure 4-1 proved somewhat disconcerting to 

Honduran Ministry of Education officials. They held an 

evaluative meeting following publication of the results and 

offered a number of generalized conclusions (Unidad de 

Investigacion Educativa, 1983, pp. 60-61): 

1. The learning process has concentrated on cognitive 

development while neglecting utilitarian ends. 

2. There must be a change in the attitudes of teachers 

to foster student scholastic achievement. 

3. The primary school curriculum does not correspond to 

the national reality. 

4. Further studies need to be carried out regarding 

student achievement in lower grades as well. 
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5. The sixth grade curriculum must emphasize more 

Honduran history and geography in relation to other 

countries. 

6. The theoretical aspect of math must be supplemented 

by practical concepts as well. 

Consequently, the results of the survey raised a 

number of questions as to the appropriateness of the 

standard primary school curriculum. 

A further corroboration of the negative aspects of 

foreign influence in Honduran public primary school 

education was noted in an informal survey of classroom 

textbooks conducted by the researcher in six primary schools 

located in both rural and urban areas of the country. The 

six schools were: 

1. Escuela Gufa Tecnica No. 2 Marcos Garcia-Santa 

Barbara, Dept. of Santa Barbara 

2. Escuela de San Jorge--01anchito, Dept. of Yoro 

3. Escuela Jose Trinidad Reyes--Tegucigalpa D.C. 

A. Escuela Pedro Nufio--Choluteca, Dept. of Choluteca 

5. Escuela Adolfo Flores Rivera--El Pastorero, Dept. of 

Santa Barbara 

6. Escuela Rafael Pineda Ponce—Comayaguela D.C. 

A subsequent analysis of the texts revealed that most are 

antiquated; many are either superficial in their portrayal 
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of Honduras; and many are culturally biased. For instance, 

a number of illustrations in the texts portray North 

American middle class Anglo characters and situations. 

Interestingly, Honduran educational analysts and reformers 

have repeatedly pointed out that the primary school 

curriculum does not represent the socioeconomic reality of 

the country (CONARE, 1982; DIGEPRE, 1980, 1981, 1983), yet 

to date there still persists an absence of an integral and 

consensual curriculum that truly represents the needs of 

Honduras. 

A third problem that contributes to the static 

nature of public primary school education is the lack of 

sufficient financial resources and the inefficient or poor 

utilization of those which are available. The scarcity of 

financial resources can be attributed to a stagnant Honduran 

national economy that has traditionally relied upon revenues 

from major foreign-owned cash crop exports. Despite the 

fact that public education was accorded a top priority in 

national government social spending, as evidenced in the 

1980-81 national budget (see Table 4-2), and regardless of 

the fact that the primary education sector has constituted 

the major recipient of those funds, a number of observations 

conducted by the researcher point out that serious 

deficiencies persists: 
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Table 4-2. Honduran national budget, fiscal year 1981. 

% of Total 
National 

Category Lempiras* Budget 

Legislative Powers 11,674,700 0. 9 
Judicial Powers 10,900,000 0. 8 
National Tribunal of Elections 14,000,000 1. 0 
Government Staff 27,058,874 2. 0 
Justice Department 18,792,042 1. 4 
Exterior Relations 11,010,040 0. 8 
Public Security and Defense 90,307,600 6. 7 
Commerce 13,713,020 1. 0 
Housing and Public Credit 33,794,600 2. 5 
Public Education 214,850,608 15. 9 
Public Health 149,209,607 11. 0 
Tourism and Culture 8,654,400 0. 6 
Work and Social Security 26,595,920 2. 0 
Communication, Public Works and 297,023,404 22. 0 

Transport 
Natural Resources 151,909,088 11. 3 
Public Debt 212,736,187 15. 8 
Centralized Services 57,319,730 4. 3 

Total 1,350,000,000 100. 0 

* 1 Lempira = 0.50 U.S. dollars 

Source: Republica de Honduras, Presupuesto General de 
Ingresos y Egresos de la Republica, Ejercicio 
Fiscal, 1981. 
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Over populated classrooms tax the professional 

capabilities of teachers as a result of a geometric 

population growth. This growth has swelled the 

ranks of primary school age children. In the six 

primary schools visited by the researcher, the 

average classroom size was calculated to be over 40 

students. In one of the schools, the average size 

was 70 students. 

A large number of incomplete schools has inadequate 

facilities for administering the complete six-grade 

program as officially prescribed by the Ministry of 

Education (see Table 4-3). An illustration of this 

is the large number of one room, single-teacher 

schools for students of varying grade levels. 

An inadequate supply of educational materials such 

as textbooks, desks, writing utensils, paper, 

teaching aids, etc., hinders the teaching process. 

Many of the rural schools visited by the researcher 

were observed to lack educational materials. 

Several teachers pointed out that the acquisition of 

these materials was the teacher's own responsibil

ity. This is no small task when considering the 

distance and isolation of most of the rural 

communities in relation to the industrial urban 

centers of Tegucigalpa and San Perdo Sula, where the 
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Table 4-3. Complete and incomplete urban and rural schools, 
1973-1978. 

Complete Schools Incomplete Schools 
(1-6 grades) (less than 6 grades) 

Year Urban Rural Total % Urban Rural Total % 

1973 484 1,103 1, 587 37 .38 26 2, 633 2, 659 62. 62 

1974 512 1,188 1, 700 51 .03 19 2,191 2, 210 49. 97 

1975 522 1,352 1, 874 40 . 73 23 2, 705 2, 728 59. 27 

1976 535 1, 477 2, 012 42 . 83 19 2, 667 2, 686 57. 17 

1977 548 1,605 2,153 45 .01 — 2, 625 2, 625 54. 99 

1978 561 1, 743 2, 304 45 .29 2, 784 2. 784 54. 71 

Source: DIGEPRE, 1981. 
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materials are produced and stored. Moreover, the 

financial responsibility of any new educational 

material procurement rested with each teacher as 

well. 

4. An inadequate national network of teacher training 

reduces the effectiveness of primary school 

education in so much as there are a number of 

primary school teachers who have no completed formal 

teacher training (see Table 4-4). A program of 

inservice teacher training is offered by the 

Ministry of Education during school vacation months 

and is administered to those teachers who have no 

prior formal training. A number of locations 

throughout the country serve as inservice training 

centers, but each teacher is required to cover 

his/her own expenses due to limited ministry funds. 

5. There is not nationwide school mean program to meet 

the nutritional needs of school children despite 

high incidences of malnutrition among rural and 

marginal urban children. A voiced concern among a 

number of the rural teachers was that many of the 

students came to school very hungry and for that 

reason were unable to pay attention in class. 

The scarcity of educational financial resources is 

exacerbated by their poor utilization. Honduran educational 
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Table 4-4. Primary school trained and untrained teachers, 
1975-1980. 

Year Number of Trained Untrained Percentage 

1975 13, 045 10,614 2, 431 19 

1976 13, 649 11,045 2, 604 19 

1977 13,920 10,970 2,950 21 

1978 14,040 10,942 3, 098 22 

1979 15,757 11,639 4,118 26 

1980 16,488 12,543 3, 945 24 

Source: DIGEPRE, 1981 
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analysts have pointed out that a disproportionate part of 

the national education budget is directed toward personnel 

salaries as well as construction and maintenance of public 

school installations, when more money needs to be spend on 

qualitative improvements such as teacher training and 

curriculum reform (DIGEPRE, 1981, p. 21). 

These problems in the allocation of funds are 

further complicated by alleged mismanagement of public 

educational funds by Ministry of Education officials. These 

charges indicate that what little the national government is 

able to spend in this area undergoes further depletion. For 

example, in June 1983 the Honduran press was replete with 

charges of corruption by ministry personnel. The 

corruption-related charges had been exposed by the Honduran 

press at the time of the researcher's visit to Honduras. 

One charge involved the misuse of millions of lempiras of 

public education funds and a second involved the 

disappearance of hundreds of tons of public primary 

school-destined vitamin-fortified milk donated by the 

European economic community. In each case, top Ministry of 

Education officials were implicated (Central American Weekly 

Report, June 17, 1983). 

Altogether, the financial difficulties that affect 

Honduran public primary schools constitute a significant 

obstacle to overcome in improving the system. Recent events 
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have further prejudices the possibility of resolving this 

problem. A rising foreign debt, due in part to the relative 

weakness of Honduran exports and a volatile domestic 

economy, has forced the government to borrow heavily from 

international lending institutions such as the International 

Monetary Fund (IMF). As a result of the government's 

inability to service its debt, the IMF has conditioned 

further loans by imposing emergency economic austerity 

measures. These measures have included significant cuts in 

social spending in areas such as health and education 

(Mesoamerica, September 1983). 

A fourth problem affecting educational development 

in Honduras concerns a static rural infrastructure and the 

historic inability of Honduran political leadership to 

effectively carry out agrarian reform. At present, 

two-thirds of the population lives in the rural mountainous 

interior of Honduras (Augelli and West, 1976, p. 432). The 

most widespread human activity in this region is the 

cultivation of foodstuffs by peasant farmers. The rural 

settlement pattern of Honduras is highly dispersed as most 

of the subsistence farmers and their families live in small 

hamlets with individual dwellings scattered about the 

mountains terrain, a pattern generally suited to hillside 

cultivation . 
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Because of the predominantly mountainous terrain, 

much of the land is unsuitable for cultivation, yet 67 

percent of the economically active population in Honduras 

depends upon this land for their livelihood (Durham, 1979, 

pp. 107-110). The poverty of Honduras is reflected in these 

rural people whose primitive farming technology, small 

landholdings, low crop yields on poor soils and physical 

isolation from ready markets have created serious social and 

economic problems. 

Traditionally the largest tracts of arable land in 

Honduras have belonged to private agribusiness such as 

Honduran cattle ranchers and North American fruit companies. 

In the mid 1970s two North American companies, Standard 

Fruit and United Fruit, controlled the single largest tracts 

of land in Honduras (Slutzky and Alonso, 1982, p. 120). 

As a result of significant population increases 

during the 1950s the pressure for land became more intense. 

In response to an increasingly explosive situation in the 

countryside, the Honduran government passed its first 

agrarian reform law in 1962. The law sought to redistrib

ute thousands of acres of land to landless families by 

expropriating the idle property of the large landowners. 

Although the 1962 agrarian reform law had some 

impact, it met few of its goals. The law drew consider

able opposition from the fruit companies and cattle ranchers 



74 

who maintained extensive holdings. The National Agrarian 

Institute (INA), which was created in 1961 to oversee the 

new colonization projects and given authority over the 

reform process, was limited by a lack of funds and the 

relative sympathy of many of its directors for the large 

landowners (Volk, 1981, pp. 9-10). 

In 1975 a new agrarian reform law was written with 

the advice of specialists from the University of Wisconsin. 

The law placed limits on the size of most land (except those 

dedicated to export crops) and promised to distribute within 

a five-year period 1.5 million acres to 120,000 peasant 

families. 

Just as the 1962 law had failed to make much 

headway, the 1975 law met considerable opposition from the 

large landonwers. Once again, the relative unwillingness of 

INA and the Honduran government to confront these 

landholders resulted in failure to achieve the law's goals. 

By 1979 only 21 percent of the proposed 1.5 million acres of 

arable land had been distributed (Volk, 1981, pp. 19-21). 

To date the rural schools serving these populations 

have benefited little from national modernization and 

development efforts. The high incidence of illiteracy, 

incomplete schools and untrained teachers reflects this 

condition. 
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The centralization of the Ministry of Education and 

the subsistence lifestyle of the rural people have combined 

to restrict the ability of local schools in their ability to 

raise funds and materials to support locally conceived 

projects. This factor has limited independence in decision 

making on the part of local school staff and community 

leaders, and has discouraged community participation. 

Although a number of present educational reform efforts are 

focused on improving conditions in this area, little has 

been published by the ministry as to the success or failure 

rate of the current rural reforms. 

The fifth and perhaps most volatile of the problems 

is political interference in education. One aspect of the 

problem involves a lack of continuity in the administration 

of educational programs due to frequent governmental 

changes. Secondly, educational decisions and policies are 

often based on political motivations. Finally, a third 

aspect is embodied in the ongoing struggle between the 

Honduran government and the 25,000 member professional 

school teachers union, C0LPR0SUMAH (Colegio Profesional de 

Superacion Magisterial), which is considered the most 

militant, anti-government organization in the country. 

Honduras has experienced a tumultuous political 

history. In the 163 years since achieving independence from 

Spain in 1821, Honduras has undergone 140 governmental 
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changes. The most recent change occurred with the 1981 

civilian presidential election. During these same years 

since 1821, only two constitutionally elected chiefs of 

state completed their terms of office, and the nation 

operated under 16 different constitutions, the latest of 

which went into effect in June 1963 (Torres, 1979, p. 1). 

The effect of such political instability upon education has 

been staggering. Every political change has been 

accompanied by corresponding bureaucratic, administrative 

and policy changes at all levels of the state government. 

The Ministry of Education represents no exceptions. 

Consequently, attempts by educators throughout the 

educational system to maintain a semblance of continuity in 

educational policies, planning and reform have regularly 

experienced failures (interview with professional school 

teacher union leader Arnaldo Padilla, August 3, 1983). 

Sweeping personnel changes within the Ministry of 

Education generally accompany a change of government. Key 

personnel within the varying departments of the ministry 

whose familiarity and experience with a particular 

administration's policies and objectives may have proven 

beneficial have been replaced by less experienced persons 

whose appointments often reflect political patronage. The 

appointment of the present Ministry of Education, Alma Rodas 

de Fiallos, was viewed by many as a political reward in 
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return for campaign contributions made to the current 

president of Honduras (Padilla interview, August 3, 1983). 

The minister had no prior educational administrative 

experience. 

Basic educational decisions and policies on 

political motivations has served to blunt efforts toward 

establishing broad-based and integrated educational reforms. 

For instance, a recently initiated government-sponsored 

literacy campaign has targeted a half million persons over 

three years at a cost of 11 million lempiras (1 lempira = 

0.50 U.S. dollars) in eight border departments of Honduras. 

The principal goal of the campaign, as stated by the 

minister, is "the defense of democracy and sovereignty," to 

be achieved by "reaffirming the national identity, exalting 

patriotic symbols and rescuing the national patrimony." 

Rodas de Fiallos went on to explain that "many bad Hondurans 

who are international agents of communism take advantage of 

ignorance," and that "the campaign is being undertaken not 

only because of the high illiteracy rate but for 

geopolitical reasons" (Central American Weekly Report, July 

8, 1983). Likewise, the national government has focused 

primarily school reform efforts in the rural border areas 

for similar reasons. By politicizing such educational 

actions, the government tends to ignore other equally 
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important regions of the country while subordinating perhaps 

more genuine educational goals. 

The most explosive and potentially damaging aspect 

of political interference in education relates to the 

struggle between the national government and the 25,000 

member professional school teachers union, C0LPR0SUMAH. 

C0LPR0SUMAH came into being in 1963 as a fraternity of 

professional teachers dedicated to confronting educational 

problems with grassroot Honduran solutions. Although since 

its inception C0LPR0SUMAH has been considered by many to be 

subversive, antigovernment and communist, through the years 

it has grown in popularity among primary school teachers to 

a present-day membership which incorporates 70 percent of 

the primary school teachers in the country. Two of the 

union's guiding principles have challenged long-time 

Ministry of Education practices: (1) no foreign interven

tion in educational development; (2) a rational organization 

of ministry personnel based on professional experience 

rather than political clout (Ley Organica del C0LPR0SUMAH, 

Decreto Numero 214, 1983). 

During two decades of direct confrontation with the 

national government and the ministry, C0LPR0SUMAH had had an 

impact upon educational practices and development in 

Honduras. Union officials have claimed credit for 

initiating legislation that provides minimal social security 
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and pension benefits for the teachers. They have succeeded 

in checking certain primary school program devised by 

foreign educational consultants, and they have at times been 

able to pressure the Ministry of Education to dismiss 

politically appointed as well as corrupt education 

officials. However, these successes have fallen short of 

many of the sweeping grassroot changes proposed by the union 

(Padilla interview, August 3, 1983). 

During the course of its ongoing struggle with the 

government, COLPROSUMAH has mobilized many strikes and 

demonstrations. These encounters have not been without 

serious repercussions: in addition to losing considerable 

class time, repression of teachers by national security 

forces has grown while the national government and teachers 

union have become more alienated from one another. For 

example, during August and September of 1982 the union went 

on strike, demanding cost of living wage increases. In 

response, the national congress passed an emergency decree 

giving the executive extraordinary powers over the teachers 

in a "time of instability." As a result, the military was 

called in to quell the demonstrations by arresting hundreds 

of teachers, some of whom have never been heard from again. 

The union was muscled into backing down (Perez, Alcaravan, 

No. 18, 1983). 
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Far from giving up their struggle, however, 

COLPROSUMAH vowed to continue its push for institutional 

changes and democratic representation in all national 

education decisions. This challenge was dealt a serious 

blow in March 1983 when the national government declared the 

25,000 member union illegal, and recognized a newly formed 

rump group, which is more in line with state authority 

(Padilla interview, August 3, 1983). 

Conclusion 

Various problems have contributed to the static 

nature of Honduran public primary school education. The 

five problems delineated in this chapter have paralleled the 

general socioeconomic development of Honduras. The first 

problem concerns the inability of state institutions to 

formulate a truly indigenous product responsive to the needs 

of a significant cross-section of Honduran society. 

Honduras has traditionally relied upon foreign assistance to 

develop and administer its public education programs and 

continues to do so. 

The second problem relates directly to the first and 

involves the application of a North American-styled 

curriculum to public primary school students throughout the 

country. The inappropriateness of such a model can be 

attributed to the fact that it is designed to prepare 

students for secondary and higher education when in 
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actuality very few students even reach the sixth grade. A 

recent student achievement survey conducted among sixth 

grade students revealed consistently low scores and raised 

further doubts among educational analysts as to the 

effectiveness of the Honduran primary school curriculum. 

The third problem pertains to insufficient financial 

resources as well as to the misuse of financial resources. 

The ailing Honduran economy has failed to generate 

significant funds for public education and what little is 

spent in this area is directed to quantitative rather than 

qualitative areas of public education. The disclosure of 

ministry corruption in the handling of educational funds 

demonstrates how the lack of sufficient funding can be 

further exacerbated. Current IMF-imposed economic austerity 

measures which include social spending cuts have only served 

to worsen the financial problem. 

The fourth problem relates to a static rural 

infrastructure and the historic inability of Honduran 

political leadership to improve rural conditions through 

proposed agrarian reform laws. Despite two recent attempts 

at improving rural socioeconomic conditions through massive 

land redistribution, the Honduran government has largely 

failed. Likewise, present attempts at rural educational 

reform do not appear to have had any significant impact on 

the majority of the rural population. 
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A fifth problem concerns political interference in 

education. A turbulent political history has meant a lack 

of continuity in national educational development, as 

evidenced by frequent administrative and personnel changes 

while educational policies and developmental efforts 

motivated by political considerations have favored one 

population over another, thus neglecting an integrated 

national effort.- Finally, a struggle between the popular 

professional teachers union and the national government has 

obstructed the possibility of a consensual educational 

effort and hindered the possibility of a truly democratic 

participation in national educational decisions and 

policies. 



CHAPTER 5 

ALTERNATIVE SOLUTIONS 

Time is not on Honduras' side as demographic pres

sures, unemployment, illiteracy, and economy in desperate 

straits and political instability urgently call for sweeping 

domestic reforms. In recent testimony before the U.S. House 

of Representatives Subcommittee on Inter-American Affairs, 

Professor Richard D. Millett from the School of Social 

Sciences of Southern Illinois University presented the 

following analysis of Honduran instability. 

Honduras is a poor, weak, and severely underdevel
oped nation. Only Haiti has a lower per-capita 
income. The literacy is the lowest for any 
Spanish-speaking nation in the hemisphere and the 
infant mortality rate is the highest in Central 
America. . . . The country is currently in the 
midst of a severe economic depression and a steady 
rise of unemployment, and is likely to remain in 
that position for at least the next few years. . . . 
A policy designed to promote domestic development, 
encourage administrative reforms, support civilian 
government respect for human rights and, above all, 
encourage a policy of moderation and accommodation 
in regional affairs will still afford Hondurans a 
good opportunity to escape the violence engulfing 
its neighbors. Failure to pursue such policies, 
however,could insure that we will soon face a 
Honduran crisis similar to the earlier Nicaraguan, 
and current El Salvador and Guatemala situation 
(Honduras Update. October 1982). 

The role of primary education in promoting domestic 

development cannot be too strongly underscored. The final 
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chapter of this study will examine some alternative ideas to 

present patterns of Honduran public primary school 

educational development and reform given its static nature, 

as elaborated in Chapter 4. One of the major contentions of 

this study is that the static nature of public primary 

education is both a result and reinforcer of the static 

nature of Honduran society. Thus, given the precarious 

socioeconomic conditions and the growing regional turmoil 

which threatens Honduras, comprehensive change is needed to 

insure that education no longer parallels and reinforces the 

static nature of society. In essence an alternative form of 

education may serve as a dynamic institution which acts in 

the interests of all sectors of society and works toward 

incorporating these sectors into the socioeconomic and 

political mainstream. 

A number of Latin American educational analysts have 

studied the educational problems common to Latin American 

countries and have offered a variety of alternative 

solutions. Several of these have potential applicability to 

the Honduran educational system. Among those analysts who 

offer alternative to traditional, formally organized 

educational systems in Latin America are Ivan Illich (1969, 

1976, 1977), Paul Freire (1971; Collins, 1977), and Thomas 

J. LaBelle (1975a, 1975b). The common conceptual thread 
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among all three is their perceived need to alter the static 

nature of education in Latin America. 

Illich is noted for his assertion that compulsory 

universal schooling is beyond the means of developing 

countries and that since education is recognized as the only 

legitimate avenue for participation in society, schools are 

destined to provide privileges for a few at the cost of the 

majority. Schools foster the development of an educational 

hierarchy by dividing the society into those who obtain 

credentials and those who do not. These credentials, 

according to Illich, are a poor reflection of an 

individual's ability to function in a particular capacity; 

rather, they serve to denote his/her membership among 

society's elite. 

Illich envisions educational alternatives which 

constitute an inversion of the institutional structures 

which presently govern formal education. He advocates the 

creation of new institutions which function like libraries 

and matching services and which provide individuals the 

opportunity to give shape to things according to their own 

taste and to put them to use in caring for and about others. 

In other words, learners would be afforded access to the 

tools and encounters which they need to learn to fit their 

own choices. 
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While Illich focuses his attention on education at a 

global level, Freire focuses attention on the direct rela

tionship between educators or change agents and students. 

Freire directs much of his criticism to those attitudes and 

methods of traditional education which reduce teaching to an 

activity of depositing bits of information and skills into 

presumably empty and passive student minds. Referring to 

this condition as "banking" education—analogous to the 

actions of a banker who deposits bits of money into empty 

hands—Freire contends instead that humans are reflective 

subjects who are curious and critical, seeking casual 

relationships in their perception of the world. Traditional 

education only serves to submerge the creative consciousness 

of students. 

Freire thus advocates "conscientization," or 

consciousness-raising in education, to make students more 

aware of their reality. By introducing materials which 

force students to reflect upon and criticize their reality, 

Freire's followers urge students to opt for changing their 

situation in accord with humanistic principles. 

The modus operandi of Freire's alternative to 

traditional education or banking education involves a 

group-oriented dialogue between students and a group 

coordinator. The dialogue is generally adapted to the 

reality of the individual through the use of photographs or 
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drawings which portray his/her environment. Freire also 

applies the process of literacy training in which indivi

duals confronted with a pictorial representation of their 

reality would learn to read and write the words which they 

themselves use to portray that reality. Despite the fact 

that Freire has directed much of his consciousness-raising 

philosophy toward marginal rural adults, on can assume that 

such methods of instruction could also be applied in varying 

forms to young learners. 

LaBelle also advocates a break from the traditional 

modes of education in Latin America, but he suggests a more 

compromising alternative. LaBelle feels that concentrating 

on promoting self-reliance as a motivation for action will 

most likely result in failure. LaBelle contends that such 

efforts are rather difficult to achieve, given the 

capitalistic orientation of nearly all of the Latin American 

economics, and consequently the application of approaches at 

the micro level which attempt to alter the entire fabric of 

society are likely to have little impact until concomitant 

changes take place at the national, if not the international 

level. LaBelle argues that anticapitalist and anticonsump-

tion biases cannot succeed because they are outside the 

mainstream of Latin American sociopolitical climates. he 

thus favors the approach of improving the quality of life of 
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students and their communities within a given capitalistic 

f ramewor k. 

LaBelle bases his suggestions for alternative 

education on what he terms "nonformal" education strategies. 

Nonformal education involves a somewhat holistic approach to 

development in that it emphasizes the cognitive, affective, 

physical or material enhancement of the participants as they 

pursue their normal occupational and social roles within 

society. Although the organization of nonformal programs is 

typically initiated by individuals or groups outside of the 

community, the concerns which bring the participants 

together and their personal characteristics are varied. An 

example of a nonformal educational program would be the 

nuclear school and rural pilot school programs in Honduras. 

Although the alternative solutions of Illich, Freire 

and LaBelle constitute starting points for developing 

programs that could possibly overcome the obstacles imposed 

by the static nature of formal education in Honduras. When 

considering the feasibility of applying a particular 

alternative to the public primary school programs in 

Honduras, policymakers must take into consideration the 

reality in which they must operate, while not losing sight 

of the far-reaching and long-term benefits that a more 

radical approach may engender. 
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Within the domain of Honduran primary school 

education, very little has been documented regarding 

nonformal attempts at improving the situation. Although a 

number of current programs are underway in this area, there 

is little evidence of significant impact at the national 

level and it is too early to confirm the impact these 

programs are having on their targeted populations. 

Furthermore, these programs do not reflect an integrated 

national effort, and consequently their failure or success 

would be difficult to assess in terms of national 

implications. This is not to say that such programs are 

meaningless. On the microlevel, the impact of new and 

innovative programs could prove substantial. What remains 

to be seen is how quickly and effectively such programs can 

deal with the urgently mounting socioeconomic and political 

problems that threaten the stability of Honduras and the 

region. 

There have been well-documented studies concerning 

the assessed impact of adult nonformal education, 

particularly in the rural areas of Honduras. One such study 

spanned ten years of rural Radio Schools in Honduras 

(Jamison and McAnany, 1978, pp. 79-83). The study, which 

monitored the effectiveness of the Radio Schools in 

promoting literacy and sociopolitical awareness among rural 

campesinos from 1961-1970 was based on three research 
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questions: (1) whether the Radio Schools had been effective 

in achieving immediate objectives in promoting skills in 

literacy, health, and agriculture, and in raising the 

consciousness and organizational capacity of its audiences; 

(2) whether these goals if accomplished were relevant to the 

campesino; and (3) what in the Radio School strategy 

contributed most to rural development in rural Honduras. 

Upon completion of the study, the author drew the 

following conclusions: (1) structural change is more 

important to promote adult education than is adult education 

for promoting structural change; (2) to be relevant and 

successful, adult education must be closely integrated with 

resource delivery and other, rural development efforts; and 

(3) consciousness-raising is only effective with solidly 

based campesino organizations that experience increased 

economic productivity. 

In another study conducted by Maidana (Rama, 1980, 

pp. 177-190), the role of nonformal education in rural areas 

of Honduras was assessed within the context of agrarian 

reform. What Maidana concluded was that the successful 

implementation of a nonformal education program designed to 

provide rural campesinos with skills in agricultural 

production and marketing depended upon the presence of 

agrarian reform. Hence, one can draw certain parallels 
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between the two studies and the potential for success, given 

favorable structural conditions. 

Nearly two decades ago Marshall Wolfe, then Acting 

Chief for the Division of Social affairs of the Economic 

Commission for Latin America, underscored the importance of 

having political leadership that is sensitive to the needs 

of a rural population as well as a rural population having a 

cohesive political base in order that rural primary 

education be dynamic (Lyons, 1965, pp. 73-75). Wolfe noted: 

rural primary education cannot realistically 
concentrate on preparing the children to become more 
productive small cultivators in a static rural 
society. It should prepare them for an active life, 
whether in a rural or an urban setting. In most 
parts of Latin America this goal seems to be within 
reach if there is a sufficiently strong and coherent 
demand for such type of education. This would imply 
the emergence of political leadership responsive to 
rural wants and anxious to secure rural support, on 
the one hand, and a certain degree of political and 
economic organization of the rural people them
selves, on the other. 

The static nature of Honduras rural society as we11 

as political leadership that is unresponsive to rural needs 

has made a dynamic approach to rural primary school 

education in Honduras very difficult. 

An objective study of the Cuban and Nicaraguan 

models of public education could provide a useful assessment 

of nonformal education programs as well as considerations 

for the dynamic potential of alternative forms of education, 

in each case a populist form of education was initiated 
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following sociopolitical revolutions. Although many 

analysts would contend that public education in each country 

serves primarily to indoctrinate and mobilize students 

toward political ends, one cannot ignore the significant 

gains achieved in literacy, health, and the general standard 

of living among the rural and urban poor. 

The Cuban education model has been evolving since 

1959 and provides a much more mature model to examine than 

that of Nicaragua which was initiated in 1979. Nonetheless, 

both countries were able to claim unparalleled successes in 

literacy immediately following their revolutions. The 

mobilization of hundreds of thousands of citizens to teach 

in rural areas of their countries is a feat that no other 

Latin American country has been able to emulate. 

Educational analyst Jonathan Kozol (1978) conducted 

a study of Cuban public education during 1976 and 1977 and 

noted the tremendous importance accorded to education 

throughout the country. Kozol (p. 126) pointed out that 

from the time children are 45 days old they begin to receive 

special attention in day care programs. At six a child 

enters first grade. Every child goes to primary school up 

to completion of the sixth grade and to lower-level 

secondary school up to completion of the ninth grade. At 

that point the pupil has the right to three additional years 

which constitute pre-university preparation and following 
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that can choose a university education or any one of a 

variety of vocational options. 

Although the Cuban model of education appears to 

emulate the North American model of formal education in 

terms of schooling years, in certain aspects it is 

nonformal. The primary and secondary school curriculum 

involves daily practical work sessions in areas such as 

agricultural development. Kozol noted that almost all of 

the public primary and secondary schools were able to 

provide their own supply of food through work on school 

farms. It is through such practical experience sessions 

that Cuba has in a sense "deschooled" the idea of formal 

education. 

The very low dropout rate of students provides 

further corroboration of the success of Cuban education. 

The rate of those who attend school, and remain there 

between the ages of six and sixteen is 92.2 percent (Kozol, 

1978, p. 128), compared to only 24 percent who reach the 

sixth grade in Honduras. 

It is somewhat early to measure the successes and 

failure of the Sandinista model of public education in 

Nicaragua, but it is important to study its progress 

following the 1979 revolution. Juan B. Arrien, the 

Nicaraguan educational planning and development director, 

outlined some of the national educational goals in a 1981 
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seminar concerning educational development problems in 

Central America (Proyecto Red, UNESCO, 1980, pp. 166-190). 

In his statement, he underscored the importance of 

implementing educational changes within the context of 

social change and spoke of a dynamic process of education 

which incorporates the representative participation of all 

sectors of society within the decision-making process, 

planning stages,- and administration of public education. 

Furthermore, he noted that Nicaraguan education will present 

an alternative to most Latin American countries through the 

promotion of alternative education which combines practical 

work experience with education. 

Conclusion 

Given the urgent nature of the Honduras 

socioeconomic situation and the potential role that public 

primary school education can play in resolving the growing 

crisis, the researcher offers some final recommendations. 

The key to success is overcoming the static nature of 

Honduran education. 

An important step toward ending this condition in 

public primary school education would be a comprehensive and 

evaluative analysis of all Honduran experimental programs 

and reforms currently in practice. It was pointed out in 

Chapter 3 that the present laws and policies governing 

public education were set forth in the 1965 constitution, 
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including the designation of a significant number of schools 

as experimental schools. The primary purpose of these 

schools was stated as promoting development in rural and 

border areas. During the course of the researcher's 

investigation, no evaluative study was found to have rated 

the performance of these schools on a national scale. 

Rather than continue such programs on an experimental basis 

over an indefinite period of time, policymakers should 

promote a unified educational program in which progress can 

be measured on a continuous basis. 

Second, rather than follow the lead of foreign 

agencies in implementing new educational programs, Honduran 

educators should dictate the direction of development, 

perhaps more often than not, Honduran perceptions and 

recommendations are left out of the planning and execution 

stages of educational programs. A recent example is the 

$26.9 million rural primary education project funded by the 

United States Agency for International Development (see 

Chapter 3) that began in 1980. In an October 1983 analysis 

of the project, it was pointed out that for the most part 

the project was a failure. Three of the reasons cited for 

the failure were: (1) lack of coordination with other 

ministry of Education and Honduran government entities, 

(2) Ministry of Education and community support for this 

commitment was nonexistent, and (3) the Ministry of 
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Education has neither the capacity nor the resources to 

implement a nationwide rural primary school maintenance plan 

during the length of the project (USAID, Human Resources 

Department Memorandum, October 4, 1983). If Honduran 

educators and high-level officials had contributed more to 

the direction and execution of the project, millions of 

dollars might have been spent more wisely. 

Third, the Ministry of Education needs to rework the 

traditional public primary school curriculum (see 

Chapter 3), which borrows ideas from the North American 

model of six grades. if only 24 out of every 100 students 

complete the six-year sequence while the rest are doomed to 

failure, then why not overhaul the six-year division and 

implement a plan of studies which effectively incorporates 

the majority of students. The plan of studies could include 

nontraditional philosophies and practices advocated by Ivan 

Illich, Paulo Freire and Thomas LaBelle. 

Fourth, given the scant financial resources 

available for education, a more cost-effective educational 

budget is needed so that more money could be spent on 

qualitative improvements such as teacher training and 

curriculum reform. To prevent further instances of 

high-level corruption involving educational funds, close 

monitoring of these funds by an impartial party is needed. 
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Fifth, the ministry should realistically consider 

the probability of success for rural educational programs 

and reform in the absence of agrarian land reform. It would 

be an important step for Honduran educational analysts to 

objectively examine the societal impact of the Cuban and 

Nicaraguan models of public education. In doing so, 

analysts may come up with important clues as to what 

educational practices within the context of social 

structural change may prove beneficial to overcome a static 

rural infrastructure. 

Finally, in striving for an integrated, consensual 

educational reform, educational policy decisions should 

incorporate the recommendations of all interested parties. 

By ignoring the demands of a viable sector in education such 

as the professional teachers union (COLPROSUMAH), the 

potential for progress is thwarted. Open constructive 

dialogue is needed before future decisions can be put into 

practice. 

In conclusion, it appears that few peaceful and 

gradual solutions can be applied to effectively deal with 

the static situation. The role of the nontraditional 

education and concomitant social change may be one of them. 

Time is not on Honduras' side, however, as swift, immediate 

and comprehensive action is needed to ward off impending 

disaster. 
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