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Executive Summary
In the Third Summit of the Americas, the Organization of American States received the mandate to become the technical Secretariat of the Summit process. In addition, it was asked to ensure that the Ministries of the different sectors establish pertinent strategies that would lead to the fulfillment of the Summit objectives. The Unit for Social Development and Education, as part of the General Secretariat of the O.A.S., is an administrative unit that is in charge of the subjects related to social policy. It creates and supports political forums like the Meetings of Ministers of Education, Labor and Social Development, as well as forums organized around the fight against poverty. It is also charged with the responsibility of developing and sustaining technical spaces for horizontal cooperation using the best experiences of the region. Since last year the Unit has integrated an inter-sectoral vision that places the fight against poverty in the center of its priorities. 

At the last Meeting of Ministers of Education held in Punta del Este, Uruguay, in September of 2001, the Ministers decided to continue efforts in horizontal cooperation. Moreover, they asked the Unit to become the technical and operative secretariat of the process so as to manage the interchange of their most “consolidated” programs. It is within this framework that CONARED was established.

CONARED is a unique, educational advisory network instrument that seeks to promote and support horizontal cooperation in the Americas by connecting national, consolidated educational programs with other interested ministries of education.  Not only do the programs shared through the CONARED system reflect national priorities, they also are based in the lines of action established at a hemispheric level through the Summit of the Americas Process. In addition to the ministries themselves CONARED also seeks to enrich the process by involving multiple non-governmental organizations and researchers.

CONARED seeks to: (1) Identify consolidated programs that both respond to the educational needs of impoverished and marginalized groups in the lower secondary setting and demonstrate political will from Ministries of Education to support the exchange of the experience into another countries context. (2) Organizationally systematize and evaluate the programs both internally (locally, regionally and nationally) and externally (in relation to the hemispheric challenges delineated at the Third Summit of the Americas). (3) Facilitate the “critical transference” of a consolidated experience from its original context to another while ensuring that the most relevant aspects of the said experience receive priority. (4) Create an advisory network and coordination center to disseminate and support the different stages of the horizontal cooperation process, and deepen knowledge of educational issues maintaining connections to an ever-expanding network of NGOs, grassroots organizations and governmental entities. (5) Support the implementation of the “lessons learned” in the form of a pilot project that responds to the characteristics of the recipient country.
OVERVIEW

The Cost of Missed Opportunities 

As many countries work to solve their most pressing problems, too often the programs they develop and the experiences they learn in the process are not shared with other countries having similar needs. Hence, the knowledge generated from these experiences is trapped within national borders and the possibility for collaboration is lost. This fact negatively impacts countries in three inter-related ways. First, countries are too often  “reinventing the wheel” instead of informing their actions with the many exemplary programs and initiatives already functioning throughout the hemisphere. Second, uninformed decisions resulting in ill-planned programs are costly. Besides the obvious social costs, lone ministries working under restrictive budgets face economic and political costs as well. And lastly, even those countries that have developed exemplary programs can still improve.  By not sharing their successful experiences countries miss the opportunity to reconstruct and reflect upon the program’s evolution and moreover, on the ways in which the program itself can grow and improve. After seeing countless missed opportunities the OAS is now working to support and strengthen cooperation between the countries and sub-regions of the Americas through a mechanism based in the countries own competencies and needs.

Background

Improving Cooperation in Education in the Americas 

Education is one of the sectors best suited to reap the benefits of a horizontal cooperation mechanism. A hemispheric priority since the 1998 Summit of the Americas in Santiago de Chile, education is unquestionably one of the main pillars of social development. 

The Ministers of Education of the Americas and Caribbean have asked the Unit for Social Development and Education (UDSE) of the General Secretariat of the OAS, along with the help of the World Bank and other International Organizations, to create a mechanism that supports horizontal cooperation in education throughout the hemisphere. In response to the mandate, the UDSE designed and began the initial phases of a project that systematically analyzes and shares exemplary experiences throughout the hemisphere in the priority area of equity with quality at the lower secondary level. At their meeting in Punta del Este, Paraguay the Ministers of Education declared their support of the UDSE’s Consolidated Programs Project and instructed the Unit to continue developing initiatives and partnerships to ensure its success.   

PLAN OF ACTION

To respond to the mandate of the Ministers of Education, the Unit for Social Development and Education has formulated the following objectives for the establishment of Conocimiento A Red (CONARED), the OAS’ on-line, country-based, education advisory service and network
1. Identify consolidated programs that: a) respond to the educational needs of impoverished and marginalized groups in the lower secondary setting and b) demonstrate political will from Ministries of Education to support the exchange of the experience into another countries context.

Through a series of sub-regional meetings, consultations with OAS Member States and in-depth analyses by UDSE specialists the OAS has identified seventeen consolidated programs. These programs (see Appendix X.) were presented at the Second Meeting of Ministers of Education in Punta del Este, Uruguay and met the following criteria: 

· The program is still in operation.

· It has been in operation for more than 5 years and surpassed one  governmental period.
· It utilizes didactic materials to support the learning processes.
· It has created inclusive strategies that integrate various educational actors.
· It has been evaluated both externally and internally.
· Whenever possible, it incorporates the use of new technologies.
· That the ministry of education is capable of offering technical assistance to other countries.

In addition the experiences included in the Portfolio of Exemplary Programs should be:

· Effective - 
· Have managed to achieve (at least in part) the planned objectives and provide an answer to the original problems they were seeking to address.

· To scale - 
· Have achieved broad coverage at the district, provincial, state, or national level (depending on the country) and can demonstrate efficiency, contextual adaptability, and potential for expansion.

· Tested  - With more than 5 years in operation (have managed to stay in operation beyond one government’s term of office) and organizationally systematized and evaluated (or in the process of being systematized and evaluated)

· Well-integrated - 
· Integrates: 1) Diverse educational dimensions; 2) Diverse actors and types of institutions; 3) Diverse sectors of society; 4) Diverse lines of action agreed upon within the framework of the Summits.

2. Organizationally systematize and evaluate the programs both internally (locally, regionally and nationally) and externally (in relation to the hemispheric challenges delineated at the Third Summit of the Americas).

3. Facilitate the “critical transference” of a consolidated experience from its original context to another while ensuring that the most relevant aspects of the said experience receive priority.

4. Create an advisory network and advisory service to: 1) disseminate and support the different stages of the horizontal cooperation process, 2) deepen knowledge of educational issues and consolidated programs among an ever-expanding network of NGOs, grassroots organizations and governmental entities, 3) “virtually” support the critical transference of one consolidated program from offering country to receiving country

5. Support the implementation of the “lessons learned” in the form of a pilot project that responds to the characteristics of the recipient country.

THE ADVANTAGES OF HORIZONTAL COOPERATION

1. Cost-effectiveness.  Horizontal cooperation efforts offer countries a cost-effective alternative to the expensive planning and design process. Instead of “reinventing the wheel” countries have access to research, materials and evaluations to help them as they develop their own strategy.
2. Dual benefits. Unlike the traditional supplier-client relationship that forms the basis for the majority of educational assistance projects, with horizontal cooperation, all participating countries can be simultaneously the “sharer” and the “shared with.” In this way, by altering the structure, countries that often find themselves on the receiving end will have something to offer as well. (See Appendix B)

3. Responds to actual needs. Instead of external experts prescribing a “cure” and desperate countries accepting whatever “solution” they are offered, horizontal cooperation allows countries to express their actual needs and priorities. 

4. Multi-faceted approach.  In gathering information on the various Exemplary Programs, we have attempted to go beyond the traditional descriptors such as coverage and objectives and included aspects of the program’s history, its evolution over time and the challenges it has faced along the way.  In this manner, not only do countries soliciting assistance receive a better understanding of the lessons learned, but the institution coordinating the exemplary program is also able to reflect on the process of its own evolution and by so doing incorporate the useful technique of self-assessment into its institutional functioning.

5. Political will. In non-horizontal coordination efforts between countries a common problem is the disconnect between what is planned and what actually gets implemented. Despite claims that cite poor planning alone, many international educational policy experts agree that a main reason for this disconnect is a lack of political will. Therefore, when we designed the mechanism we asked the countries themselves to submit what they consider to be their exemplary program. Upon receiving their proposals we then proceeded to gather and analyze the relevant evaluations, studies, and literature to make certain that it met the pre-established criteria. In fact, it has been this particular type of bottom-up approach that has helped to ensure their full participation.

The Consolidated Programs

Five countries will be taking part as “offering countries” in the first phase of the initiative. They are divided into three thematic areas according to their program: 

1) Expanding access

· Colombia’s -- Rural Post Primary (Posprimaria Rural) program targets children between the ages of 11 and 17 having completed the 5th grade in rural schools.  It is a basic secondary education program (grades 6 to 9) designed to expand coverage with quality and contextual relevance.

· Mexico’s – Distance Education for Adults (SEA) program uses ICT-based, distance education practices to offer adults access to secondary education certification. SEA is an option for people aged 18 and over who have not attended or did not complete secondary school and, for reasons to do with work or age are unable to attend school on a daily basis.
2) Social participation and management

· El Salvador’s -- EDUCO seeks to improve access to educational services in rural zones while simultaneously promoting active participation from the community. It operates within the educational system at the preschool and basic education levels, applying specific teaching methodology targeting over-age, dropout, and absentee students as well as schools with small student populations.  The program provides training sessions for parents and technical follow-up training for school directors and teachers.

· Mexico’s Secondary School Management Program is a program offered jointly by Mexico and Argentina. The main purpose is to support administrative staff and teachers in management skills, adjusting to the new structural changes in the educational system and focusing on a school based approach.
3) New Information Technologies 

· Chile’s ENLACES’ objective is to introduce information and communications technology into the educational system so as to provide real support for student learning within the framework of the Chilean curriculum. ENLACES is designed to train teachers in the use of the technology; develop a national University network (RATE) to provide technical assistance; provide information technology resources (network-integrated computer rooms) and teaching resources (software and Internet resources); and encourage the development of cooperative projects and the use of technology in the classroom.  

· Costa Rica’s Information Technology Education (Informatica Educativa)Its mission is to impact positively on the quality of the public education system by providing First and Second Cycle General Basic Education students with access to information technology and services. The program fosters learning environments that are advantageous for children and educators.

The Process

The methodology for implementing the initiative can be divided into six distinct stages. The stages can be described in the following manner:

Stage 1. Initial Systematic Organization of all Submitted Exemplary Programs
Once a program meets the criteria designed by the coordinating team of the USDE (in conjunction with specialists and experts in the field) the research team begins to organize the experience, compile all relevant evaluations and include the program in the Permanent Portfolio of Exemplary Programs. The systematically organized programs are published in the Advisory Network’s Website.

Stage 2. Combining Supply and Demand 

After the Portfolio has been presented, the Ministries of Education use the website to rank the programs according to their interest in receiving horizontal cooperation. The most requested programs are then selected in the three areas.

Stage 3.  Contract of Understanding and Systematization
The country whose program was selected agrees to share their consolidated program via a ten-day course sharing the relevant materials with the representatives from the participating “visitor” countries. During this course participants will learn about the program at the local regional and national level. Participants will also be supported by a co-coordinator from the Unit for Social Development and Education and and a one-year period of observation, evaluation and systematic organization of their program by one international specialist and one internal specialist. The specialists will not only be evaluating the program for transferability but also will be working as consultants with the program administration and staff to support their own improvement process.

Stage 4.   Specialists Begin Systematic Assessment

The local specialists begin an on-site, participatory evaluation of the experience. Throughout the process they will be in contact with the UDSE Coordinating Team via the website for logistical and technical support.

Stage 5.  On-site Mid-assessment Seminar and Pilot Design
After six months, the countries interested in receiving collaboration will send the relevant ministerial representative (pasantia) to the host country for two weeks. The OAS will cover the cost of transportation both to and from the host country through its cooperation scholarship funds. Prior to the seminar participants will use the Advisory Network to prepare. Preliminary information and discussions about the program and seminar will be available on the website.

· Week 1 -
Pasantías will observe the program in situ at the local, state, regional, and national levels. Pasantías will participate in workshops and seminars with the UDSE coordinating team, technical experts from the host country and an advisory team made-up of specialists from other countries in the Hemisphere where a similar program exists. 

· Week 2 -
Upon determining the feasibility of a transference, the visiting pasantias will develop, along with the program’s technical staff, a pilot project to take back to their home country and implement. Those feasibility studies will be analyzed by the UDSE and Advisory Board to determine which countries shall be supported with seed funding.
 

Stage 6.
Launching, Monitoring and Technical Support
As the country proceeds in implementing a modified and contextually relevant pilot of the transferred strategy, the UDSE Project Development Team will provide technical support via the website and periodic visits. International and national specialists will monitor the transference process and systematically organize the experience.

Stage 7.
Pilot Evaluation 

At the end of its first year in operation, the specialists monitoring the process will conduct a participatory evaluation of the project and release their findings via a Pilot Experience Portfolio that will be made available on the website.

Stage 8.
Lessons Learned Seminar

The major lessons learned will be shared and reflected upon at regional dissemination seminars and also at pertinent conferences.

Partners

Besides the Ministries of Education from the Americas and Caribbean, other potential partners were identified and invited to an Inter-Agency meeting on the 6th and 7th of August 2001 at the OAS General Secretariat. Those in attendance expressed a strong interest in building partnerships with the UDSE around the Exemplary Programs Project. They were: the United Nations Population Fund (UNFPA), UNESCO-OREALC, OEI, Andres Bello, ECLAC, UNICEF, the Development Grant Facility of the World Bank and the Inter-American Development Bank. Other interested institutions are Harvard University, the Technical University of Monterrey and the David R. Rockefeller Center for Latin American Studies. Since the time of the meeting numerous 

Although partnerships with the above institutions will take various forms, the financial means for launching these cooperative efforts will require the combined participation of all parties involved. The UDSE has prepared a detailed budget and suggests that the financial responsibility for launching the pilot programs be divided according to Figure 1.

Timelines and Benchmarks
The table below gives a more detailed overview of the Plan of Operation.
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Figure1. Division of Funding
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