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In 2000, UNESCO ranked Colombia’s rural schools as superior to its urban schools and determined that Colombia offered the second-best rural education in Latin America, an accomplishment for which Vicky is largely responsible.

In 1975, Vicky designed and spread a revolutionary model for basic education in Colombia called Escuela Nueva -New School-. It has been a proven educational innovation embodying essential ingredients of people related components of sustainable social development. Escuela Nueva was designed to provide complete primary basic education and improve the quality and effectiveness of Colombia’s schools; it integrates curricular, community, administrative and teacher training strategies in a systemic way. 

Background

Having finished her graduate Sociology and Education studies at Stanford University, Vicky returned to Colombia in the mid-1970´s and designed the Escuela Nueva approach to address two core areas needed for human advancement. First, education as fundamental for development and second, rural areas as needy to receive a more equitable distribution of resources allocated to the education sector. Addressing these challenges requires large-scale systemic change and this is precisely what she has set out to do. Vicky has been able to develop, expand and sustain this innovative educational methodology with extraordinary results. 

This alternative approach to primary and early education reshaped the role of teachers, administrators, students and the community. Escuela Nueva initially focused on universally neglected rural schools where the typical situation is a lone teacher responsible for a classroom of children between 6 and 14 years of age; high rates of grade repetition and student dropout, low teacher morale and isolation from community life have been salient characteristics of rural primary schools in the region. Escuela Nueva set out to address all these nested factors simultaneously, rather than ineffectively tackling each in isolation. 

Having become Colombia´s national education policy in the mid eighties, the approach was incorporated by 20,000 of Colombia’s 34,000 rural schools; since then, it has been adapted to urban schools, post-primary grades and now to displaced populations. Escuela Nueva has inspired educational reforms worldwide and more than 35 countries from the LAC Region, Asia and Africa have visited Colombia to learn from this experience. Many publications have referred to Escuela Nueva as highly innovative and demonstrably successful both in improved access and quality, as well as in stimulating democratic behavior and equity. 

In 2000, UNESCO not only ranked Colombia’s rural schools as superior to its urban schools, but determined that Colombia offered the second-best rural education in Latin America (after Cuba), an accomplishment for which Vicky is largely responsible. 

The Problem

Many sectors of Colombian society lack access to quality education and the public education system has been unable to adapt the educational institutions to respond to the individual needs of diverse populations.

In rural areas, prior to the introduction of Escuela Nueva, very few children had access to a complete primary education. Rural children received their education in multi-grade schools –a low population density strategy of single classrooms with one or two teachers in charge of approximately 40 students between grades one and five.- However, the teaching methods used were the same as those of single grade classrooms: authoritarian teaching without individualized attention by grade level. Much of the curricula, as well as the schools themselves, did not take into account the reality of rural lives. For example, the schools’ schedules did not align with harvest periods, even though most students had to leave school to work in the field with their families; as a result, many were forced to repeat the grade when they returned. Moreover, high teacher turnover in rural schools made it difficult for children to get a consistent quality education and monotony and authoritarian teaching methods, combined with this lack of flexibility, made dropping out of school an easy, if not probable, choice.  

Although rural multi-grade schools represent 70% of Colombia’s schools, the reality of their inadequacies was invisible to educational planners. There was no public policy to address their specific needs and introducing innovations in the Ministry of Education, was and continues to be, challenging due to frequent changes in Ministers and bureaucratic tension. Vicky’s experience has shown that even when a program like Escuela Nueva becomes public policy, changes in political appointees can quickly debilitate it, unless there is some other force reassuring its place.

With the displacement of more than two million people since 1985 as a result of Colombia’s armed conflict, the country faces a new challenge in education. As armed groups reach rural and urban marginal areas, whole communities flee to the cities, leaving their history, families, schools and education behind. Upon their arrival to new, different settings, they face an educational system that does not have the capacity to attend them. Although there are Government agencies and organizations that provide housing, food, and clothing, there is no school system, state welfare program or NGO that addresses their educational needs. Some studies indicate that in cities like Bogotá, which have very high reception rates of displaced populations, up to 70% of school-aged children are not enrolled in the educational system. Children and youth living these desolate conditions are often recruited by illegal armed groups and involved in drug trade and delinquency. The solution and decision of incorporating these children into an educational system is imperative as the right to quality education must be an inalienable right of every child.  

The New Idea

Vicky is now moving forward with the Escuela Nueva innovation, building on its 30 year successful experience in rural and urban marginal settings. As Executive Director of Fundación Escuela Nueva Volvamos a la Gente (Escuela Nueva Back to the People Foundation), she is leading the adaptation of the Model to meet this important and growing educational need: Colombia’s increasing number of displaced out of school children. She is taking the most applicable materials from the Escuela Nueva´s repertoire and compiling them into an easy-to-use, practical kit for informal educators to use with displaced children affected by this phenomenon.  

The Strategy

Building on concepts such as the Unitary School and the Montessori School, Vicky introduced an innovative approach to Colombia´s education when she designed Escuela Nueva in as a pilot project in 150 schools. 

Escuela Nueva is rooted in a child centered approach, including active, participatory learning; a new role for the teacher as a facilitator of cooperative learning, and interactive self-teaching texts and guides. It also introduced new elements into the curricula that are more applicable to the students’ daily lives and families, such as mapping the area where they live and learning about the agricultural calendar.  Moreover, the learning and teaching materials – a mix between a textbook and a workbook – direct students to share what they learn in school with their families and communities.  Students’ and teachers’ materials are designed to be complementary, which makes it possible for students to follow the curricula even when teachers change.  The New School also offers students the possibility of advancing at their own rate so that frequent absences in harvest periods do not force them to repeat grades unnecessarily.  Evaluations and studies of Escuela Nueva have demonstrated that students educated in the methodology have closer relationships with their parents and communities.  

One of the reasons why Escuela Nueva has been successful and sustainable is based on it being a bottom up innovation that began with teachers, modifying their role and teaching methods through special training. In addition to new interactive, self-guided texts and teachers’ guides, Escuela Nueva includes hands-on training and what Vicky calls “microcenters,” (teacher centers) where they come together to share their experiences and impressions and where they are trained in how to use the educational materials, how to manage a library, etc. 

In order to truly make Escuela Nueva as part of a community, the schools partner with both families and the social sector to participate in school activities, incorporate the local culture and play an active role in the learning process of children. For example, the Escuela Nueva has emerged as particularly strong in Colombia’s coffee-producing regions due to partnerships between the schools and the National Coffee Grower’s Federation, which has taken a great interest in supporting the education of the region’s future coffee producers.  

As the significant positive changes in teachers, students, and communities were becoming increasingly clear, the Ministry of Education received a World Bank credit to expand the model to all of Colombia’s rural schools. Soon after, Vicky was named Vice Minister of Education, and, in that position, she strengthened the model and expanded it to 20,000 schools, 35,000 teachers, and 1,500,000 students. Vicky has also spread the model to 18,000 students in urban marginal schools through Escuela Nueva Back to the People Foundation, created by the Escuela Nueva authors to promote the Model and further explore strategies that ensure quality, efficiency and sustainability of basic education

Recognizing a newly pressing need in Colombian education, Vicky is now turning her attention and strategy toward Colombia’s new, most vulnerable population —displaced people.  She is choosing the most appropriate of Escuela Nueva´s materials and developing a kit that will be used to teach displaced children basic life skills, primarily related to health, environment, culture, conflict resolution and sex education, as well as essential reading, writing, and math skills.  

As a way to ensure the sustainability of this adaptation, since frequent teacher turn over and transfers impact quality loss and fade innovations, the project is incorporating new actors to this process; community youth agents that act as tutors. Their inclusion as active community educators also prevents them form being recruited by illegal groups, as it gives them the opportunity to work, be respected and get involved productively with their communities. They participate as positive role models, have the possibility to contribute to their community and own life projects and provide potential for dissemination of their roles at the national level.
Each tutor is responsible for 10-15 children, organized in a multigrade learning circle. 

Even though these circles operate in community settings or regular classrooms, they are formally registered to the system. The Learning Circles are flexible and offer personalized attention, dialogue, social interaction and affection that would otherwise not be provided in the large, frontal, teacher-centered approach. 

The project is seeking for grants and partners in other sectors, including businesses, NGO´s and grassroot organizations to impact more children and ensure the future growth and survival of this exemplary quality education methodology.

The Person

Vicky’s mother was a life-long educator who founded teacher-training colleges in Colombia. Vicky, too, has always been drawn to the field of education and to creating more direct links between education and society. As a child, she felt the contrast of the rural schools with the private school she attended: infrastructure, learning environment, learning materials, teacher’s attitudes.

Upon the culmination of her graduate studies in Sociology of Education and Comparative Education, she began to work on improving children’s opportunities, their learning process and environment, to enhance their self esteem and develop their full human potential. She dedicated her career to public service. In addition, as a former teacher of Sociology of Education, she felt that a concept of transformative education and renewed participatory methods could contribute to the improvement of equity, democracy and peace in society.

During her tenure as Colombia's Vice-Minister of Education in the eighties, she was able ensure that Escuela Nueva became a national educational policy. It was from that position that she was able to get external evaluators to demonstrate EN's impact on children's improved math and language skills, as well as in higher self-esteem and civic behavior. 

In the 1990s, Colombia and other countries in Latin America decentralized the educational sector and this process consumed all their energy.  Rural education was abandoned as a priority by subsequent administrations. Training time for teachers was reduced, traditional training methods were reinforced, thousands of teachers were transferred and un-trained replacements recruited. Despite these setbacks, Escuela Nueva schools continued to show better educational outcomes in those Latin American countries where it continued to survive.

Aware that education innovations fade and disappear as a result of political changes, when in government she decided to involve civil society to maintain the innovation and also continue to create new strategies to support EN's sustainability; reason shy she pursued an alliance with the Coffee Growers Federation, among others. This proved to be critical in EN's continued expansion and sustainability. When she left the Ministry in the mid eighties she created Fundación Escuela Nueva Volvamos a la Gente (Escuela Nueva Back to the People Foundation) in order to continue promoting the Model and adapting it to new populations. It was not only her life project but a collective life project of many teachers. Another strategy for mainstreaming the Escuela Nueva approach was through her appointment as Regional Advisor for Education of the Americas for UNICEF.  Using this platform, she promoted the Model throughout the continent, in partnership with the World Bank and other international organizations. New curriculum guidelines accompanying materials and experiential training strategies have been generated and disseminated widely, and others are emulating the Escuela Nueva approach.

In the mid nineties, when Escuela Nueva was falling behind in Colombia and receiving criticism because of mismanagement on behalf of a new bureaucracy but flourishing successfully in other countries and inspiring international educational reforms, she felt tested to jump back into the Colombia scenario and continue to struggle for this innovation. She renounced to her position in United Nations and assumed the Direction of the Escuela Nueva Foundation to initiate a process of mobilizing society and political will to put it back in the political arena of education. 

As a consequence of this process, it is back in the national and regional educational scenario; the First International Congress on Escuelas Nuevas held in 2003 and organized by the Foundation demonstrated a renewed political will not only in Colombia but in the 14 countries that participated.

The national and international recognitions she has received in the last 4 years have also contributed to give visibility to Escuela Nueva and gain support from national and international organizations; Outstanding Social Entrepreneur recognized by the Schwab Foundation and as an Ashoka Senior Fellow, for her exemplary entrepreneurship and dedication.
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