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Latin America occupies a peculiar niche in the world of higher edu
cation. Statistical indicators underline the region's relative isolation and 
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backwardness in higher education and science. A recently compiled Atlas 
of Student Mobility1 shows no Latin American country among the twenty
one major destinations in the world, while all the countries of the re
gion combined contribute fewer students to the world flow than South 
Korea. In the recent ranking of five hundred "world class" universi
ties- arguably a contentious exercise- only two Latin American insti
tutions (Universidad Nacional Aut6noma de Mexico [UNAM] in Mexico 
and Universidade de Sao Paulo [USP] in Brazil) have any chance at all, 
way back in the second hundredth ranking.2 Science indicators are even 
more dramatic: Dutch or Swedish scientists have more publications in 
the Science Citation Index than all the Latin American and Caribbean 
scientists together.3 

This picture stands in sharp contrast with the dramatic expansion of 
both basic and higher education systems, rapidly growing enrollment 
rates at all levels, multiplication and diversification of tertiary institu
tions, and the increased percentage of the labor force with higher quali
fications. Only five decades ago there was just a handful of public 
universities in each country, mostly located in the major cities and serv
ing perhaps half a million students in the region. The institutional land
scape is so diverse today that it defies easy description and in each 
country extends over the entire national space, attending roughly ten 
million students.4 Although other world regions have also seen compa
rable expansion, the jump in enrollment rates has been more dramatic 
in Latin America than elsewhere. 

The contrast calls our attention to the variable outcomes of transfor
mation processes that have taken place all over the world during the 
last few decades, both as a consequence of similar demands upon higher 
education and of the adoption of ideas and organizational forms. Even 
before globalization became the catch-all concept to subsume changes 
in higher education, the international transfer of experiences and mod
els has occurred continuously and in many different ways. The Latin 
American university throughout the last century has been the battle
ground for experiments and reforms often inspired and promoted by 
France, Germany, Great Britain, and increasingly the United States. Both 

1. Todd M. Davis, Atlas of Student Mobility (New York: Institute of International Edu
cation, 2003). 

2. Institute of Higher Education, Shanghai Jiao Tong University, " Academic Ranking 
of World Universities-2004," http:/ /ed.sjtu.edu.cn/rank/2004/2004Main.htm (ac
cessed November 16, 2005). 

3. Claudio de Moura Castro, Science and Technology: An IDB Strategy (Washington, 
D.C.: Inter-American Development Bank, 2001). 

4. Carmen Garcia Guadilla, Situaci6n y principales dintimicas de transformaci6n de Ia 
educaci6n superior en America Latina (Caracas: Fundayacucho, 1997). 
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university-based and military-government inspired reformers in Ar
gentina, Brazil, and Chile, the latter following in the steps of the others 
in 1966, 1968, and 1973 after the clamping down on student and faculty 
protests, looked at particular elements of the American or European 
models for inspiration. Beginning in the 1980s, ministries of finance 
often prevailed in inspiring higher education transformations designed 
to shift the burden of finance from public to private. This change in
creased institutional differentiation and consumer choice, a move that 
was in line with a broader economic policy, but the ministers were not 
opposed to copying what they saw as new and better models tried else
where. Both bottom-up, democratically inspired university reform 
movements, and top-down higher education policies inaugurated un
der authoritarian regimes, did not fail to have a vision of higher educa
tion largely inspired or at least tuned to prevalent utopias. 

The field of higher education policy debates, in Latin America per
haps as elsewhere, seems to be fertile ground for zero-sum games. For 
some time the false dilemma of basic versus higher education was at 
the center of the international debate. Public versus private investment 
is the source of a continuing tension, even if most specialists agree the 
region needs more of both. The issue of "models" confronts the ideal of 
the research, teaching, and service institution (dominated in fact by the 
schools for training in the liberal professions) to the "tertiary" institu
tions focused on training for the less prestigious professions and the 
workforce, including teaching. Most would agree in principle that we 
need many different kinds of institutions as well as better articulation 
between them. The tension in the policy field leads to conflict when it 
comes to the governance of public sector institutions, with governments' 
generalized intentions to regulate and steer through selective funding 
confronting institutions intent on claiming complete autonomy and in
ternal accountability. 

The books under review, with a variety of foci and styles, are largely 
based on original research and illuminate different aspects of the sys
temic transformation taking place in the region, its sources of inspira
tion, and the main actors involved. In a rather arbitrary way, I will 
comment first on experiences led by governments or by the universi
ties, moving then to the contentious issue of the role of international 
agencies, finally focusing briefly on the main actors within higher edu
cation, students and faculty, mainly to point out their relatively silenced 
roles in these transformations. 

GOVERNMENTS TAKE THE LEAD, BUT THEN INSTITUTIONS GAIN AUTONOMY 

"Reform is most expeditious when procedures exist that rapidly 
translate expert decisions into policy outcomes. In Latin America, 
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authoritarian regimes put such procedures in place."5 Although the au
thor refers to reforms in family law that actually expanded women's 
rights in spite of military rulers' conservative values, a similar argu
ment could be made regarding another highly contentious issue, edu
cation in general, higher education in particular. As Eunice Durham 
indicates in her carefully worded analysis of higher education policies 
in Brazil, included in the volume edited by Brock and Schwartzman, 
after the defeat of the student movement in 1968 and in a context of 
intense political repression, the military government introduced reforms 
to Brazilian higher education that past student movements had de
manded and academic circles backed. The reforms were also very much 
influenced by the American model. They included the replacement of 
catedras by departments; the creation of basic institutes covering broad 
areas of knowledge; the development of a credit system; and the foun
dation of a differentiated, research-oriented, graduate education sys
tem. Yet, it was a top-down reform movement with a set of often implicit 
alliances between the academic elite-in particular in the hard sciences
modernizers within the military, and business sectors. The goal of the 
reform was cut short, however, because it left intact the dominance of 
the professional schools. 

The reforms introduced by the military regime in Brazil, as well as 
their limitations, have continued to shape the higher education system. 
Durham argues, for instance, that the amazing growth in the private 
sector since the 1970s occurred largely through the proliferation oflow
cost courses with lower academic standards in less-prestigious profes
sions-the response to a massive demand in the face of the public 
sector's inability or unwillingness to create new kinds of courses and 
higher education institutions other than the universities. Maria Helena 
Magalhaes Castro, in another chapter, provides a most useful follow
up to Durham through an analysis of the reforms needed in Brazil. A 
key dimension of the new regulatory environment is quality assurance
an area where Brazil has shown considerable innovation in the region. 
In the 1970s, through CAPES (Coorden~ao de Aperfei~oamento de 
Pessoal de Nivel Superior), regular quality assurance through peer re
view was systematically introduced into graduate education. In 1996, 
Brazil introduced a test that all students graduating from specific pro
grams were required to take-the so-called Provao. The published re
sults, grouped by institution on a five-point scale according to its 
distribution in each field, provide the public with information on the 
quality of higher education courses, help the students and their families 

5. Mala Htun, Sex and the State: Abortion, Divorce, and the Family under LAtin American 
Dictatorships and Democracies (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003), 79. 
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select courses, and provide the Ministry of Education with information 
to be used in the accreditation and reaccreditation of higher education 
institutions. Each year, over 400,000 students graduating in 26 different 
fields in 6,500 course programs offered by public and private universi
ties took the exam, until the government decided to end this innova
tion.6 However, the system, according to Castro, was expensive and 
limited since it only measured final outcomes rather than the value 
added by education to students with different backgrounds. Students 
at more selective public institutions, for instance, would do better than 
those at less selective, often private, institutions, but not necessarily as 
a consequence of what they learned in the specific course under scru
tiny. Institutions should be using the results to identify problems and 
introduce reforms. Furthermore, results from the Proviio should be 
complemented with the assessment of other dimensions, such as inno
vation, efficiency, and social relevance of courses. 

In the 1960s, a differentiated and strong system for graduate training 
became a key objective for reform-oriented academic elites in Latin 
America as a means to build a modern academic profession based upon 
disciplinary, specialized training, and full-time involvement in teaching 
and research. A rather idealized version of the American graduate school 
was dearly the model-although it was creatively mixed with French
inspired, local versions of national centers for scientific research created 
at the same time to fund laboratories, research programs, and research 
careers. The boldest reform that the military government launched in the 
1970s took place when universities became a privileged partner in the 
development of science and technology by increasing funding for gradu
ate training and for basic and applied research. Today, almost 100,000 
students are enrolled in accredited master's and PhD programs in Brazil, 
most of which are oriented towards training university professors and 
researchers in all academic fields, and almost half of them supported by 
fellowships with public funding. Graduate education, the pride of Bra
zilian universities, faces a number of challenges, which Elizabeth 
Balbachevsky discusses in her article. Perhaps the most troublesome, and 
by no means unique, challenge is the combination of extended time spent 
completing a degree and low completion rates. Although Balbachevsky 
provides no estimate in her chapter, costs per master's or doctoral stu
dent must be huge and born largely through public funding. Further
more, although programs are supposed to train academics, data show 
that most MAs, and a high percentage of PhDs, are employed by govern
ment and businesses outside of academia. An area definitely remote from 

6. Simon Schwartzman, "The National Assessment of Courses in Brazil," http:/ I 
www.unc.edu/ppaq/Brazil_designed.html (accessed January 2006). 
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public debate, graduate education is likely to become a contentious issue 
in discussions over the allocation of federal funds for education and sci
ence in Brazil. 

Following Brazil's top-down reforms of the late 1960s and early 1970s 
were the much more radical and authoritarian reforms the Pinochet 
regime carried out in Chile in the early 1980s. As in Brazil, the reforms 
were preceded by a period of intensive debate and student mobiliza
tion that had taken place before the 1973 military coup. The pre-1973 
drive for reform was characterized by student demonstrations, strikes, 
occupation of buildings and popular assemblies and brought about sig
nificant transformation, with a focus on rapid expansion in student 
enrollments. University governance was changed to include elections 
for authorities previously appointed by government and for student 
representation in governance bodies. Like Brazil and Argentina, the 
Chilean reform included some characteristics of the American model, 
such as the replacement of chairs by disciplinary departments, an em
phasis on research, and the trend towards differentiation between un
dergraduate and graduate education. The 1973 coup brought a rapid 
end to this experiment in reforms. A few years later, the Pinochet re
gime established a constitutional framework, and more importantly, 
an economic model, to inspire the kind of higher education system it 
wanted in order to absorb the contained demand, promote private in
vestment in education, and expand the educated workforce the envi
sioned economy would require. But unlike authoritarian Brazil, which 
was ambivalent about the roles of state and market in education, Chile 
under Pinochet had an explicit design for a market-driven policy re
form attractive to private investors. 

The book by Bernasconi and Rojas is a detailed, systematic descrip
tion and analysis of the policies formulated and implemented first by 
the Pinochet regime and then later, to a large extent, by the democrati
cally elected Chilean governments that followed. The book presents a 
comprehensive view of policy design and legal framework within the 
social and economic context of Chile; traces the impact of reforms upon 
system design, institutional differentiation, and governance; and shows 
major trends in student enrollments and student composition, gradua
tion rates, and the upgrading and differentiation of the academic pro
fession. Brief reviews of system regulation through quality assurance 
and accreditation, of the intricacies of current funding schemes, and of 
the research function within the higher education system, complete this 
tightly packed most valuable overview of reforms in Chile. 

In 1980, Chile adopted a new constitution. In the educational arena, 
the major break with past constitutional history was to discard the state's 
traditional, nineteenth-century role of provider (the so-called estado docente) 
and replace it with the idea of a subsidiary state, which was responsible 



234 Latin American Research Review 

for the overall framework regulating the actions of free agents in the sys
tem and for establishing some intermediary bodies to oversee their be
havior according to the law. The new constitution was immediately 
followed by a series of decrees establishing a tri-partite system (universi
ties, professional institutes, private technical training centers) with a dif
ferentiated set of functions and patterns of governance, as well as 
establishing institutional funding for a restricted set of older universities, 
both public and Catholic (and private). Almost ten years later, one day 
before transferring power to the newly elected democratic government, 
the regime approved an overall legal framework for the entire education 
system. This legal framework still governs education in Chile. 

Bernasconi and Rojas follow this process in detail and with full con
trol over the available information. In comparison to the rest of there
gion, and reflective perhaps of institutional stability across regime 
changes, Chile has managed to create a reasonably well-developed 
higher education data system that the authors use extensively. The au
thors are also careful to explain legal and policy frameworks, although 
they do not explore how and why these frameworks came into being. 
Most fascinating is the authors' ability to follow continuities and 
discontinuities across regime change. In particular, they show how the 
democratic government, frustrated in its attempt to introduce whole
sale reforms through the democratic process, ended up accepting insti
tutional design inherited from the authoritarian government, working 
on the margins to make it more equitable and to improve performance 
and assure quality. In this process, the government has respected in
stitutional autonomy, stronger and more established among the set of 
traditional universities that receive public support, hoping for self
regulation but frustrating many who might have envisioned a much 
more interventionist state. 

Bernasconi and Rojas conclude that" el curso de la educaci6n superior 
esta en manos de las universidades, no del gobierno. El gobierno no 
establece las direcciones estrategicas del sistema: elias resultan de las 
decisiones agregadas de las instituciones. Les ha costado a las instituciones, 
en especial a las universidades tradicionales, acostumbrarse a esta actitud 
del gobierno. Ello no deja de ser parad6jico, por cuanto equivale a que las 
universidades, aut6nomas por ley y tradid6n, renieguen de esa auto
nomia, para esperar en cambio las instrucciones del gobierno" (178). A 
recent analysis indicates that the Universidad Cat6lica is using its increased 
autonomy to lessen dependence on sharply reduced government subsi
dies while introducing changes long claimed by the reform movement.7 

Thus, new private revenues are used to hire a full-time professoriate 

7. Burton R. Clark, Sustaining Change in Universities: Continuities in Case Studies and 
Concepts (United Kingdom: Open University Press, 2004). 
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involved in research, to strengthen graduate education, and to improve 
student performance. At the same time, as Bernasconi and Rojas show in 
detail, the quality assurance framework developed to regulate the pri
vate institutions has largely failed to contain the growth of low-quality, 
often fly-by-night suppliers, or their many ways of gaining increased 
autonomy to expand where the market allows, with little consideration 
of mission or ethics. Only recently (1999) has the government succeeded 
in development program accreditation bodies that, although operating 
on a strictly voluntary basis, have the promise of bringing greater trans
parency into the system and eventually orienting consumers away from 
low-quality institutions. This is not an isolated initiative: reforms used by 
the national examination system for admissions and student aid, although 
currently restricted to students in traditional universities, indicate a new 
government will become more proactive in mending a complex system 
of differentiated institutions that now serves around one-third of the young 
adults in Chile. 

There is another piece of the Chilean puzzle that seems unique both 
in terms of continuity and direction of the effort: the intersection be
tween science and university policy. Since the early 1980s, Fondo 
Nacional de Desarrollo Cientifico y Tecnol6gico (FONDECYT), the na
tional funding agency for science and technology, has become the main 
support for university research in Chile. Much of the competitive fund
ing has gone to three traditional universities, although in recent years 
others have joined in the effort. A transparent, peer-review-based sys
tem has tended to favor the hard sciences and an elite group of highly 
productive scientists. Graduate training in Chile still has limited ca
pacity in comparison to other Latin American countries, but has grown 
rapidly since the late 1990s. Still, the relative size of research and gradu
ate training capacity is small, clearly out of proportion with the needs 
of the educational system and the broader economy. 

In Brazil, the return to democratic governance in the 1980s opened 
up the question about the the leading public universities' capacity to 
innovate and respond to the changing needs of society. Brazil, and in 
particular Sao Paulo, was exceptional in the strength of an academic 
elite, powerful both within academia and in key research funding agen
cies, and legitimate vis-a-vis political power. Would this elite lead a 
process of change, attempting to cope with a rapidly shifting environ
ment, building upon the top-down reforms introduced in the previous 
decades and from which they were the direct beneficiaries, even when 
they staunchly opposed the military government? Or, as is usually the 
case with academic oligarchies, would it fight to maintain power and 
privilege and ignore the need for change? The chapters in the book 
edited by Brock and Schwartzman suggest a negative answer to this 
question. Universities have largely been reactive to reforms, which 
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often originate within central governments' broader attempts to reform 
the public sector within a neoliberal policy framework. Unlike the 
authoritarian regimes that preceded them, democratically elected gov
ernments-although showing a varying degree of commitment to demo
cratic rules- have usually lacked the power and authority to implement 
the broad educational reforms, both in basic and higher education, which 
they proclaimed as essential for the nation to become competitive in 
the knowledge-based global economy. 

In Mexico, the slow process of democratization and decentralization 
of recent years has allowed public institutions considerably greater room 
for maneuver. Graduate education, as elsewhere in the region, has been a 
privileged area of experimentation given its relatively small size, the ubiq
uitous relationship with governmental agencies, and the consistent growth 
in student demands. In this context, the study reported by Rollin Kent 
Serna and his colleagues provides most valuable insights into the opera
tion of institutional agents under shifting political conditions. 

Organizational change in research and graduate education units is 
the topic of the book. Although restricted in scope-it deals only with 
social science programs in Mexico--the volume presents the results of 
an in-depth study of five institutions, a unique example in the empirical 
examination of higher education institutions in the region. The prob
lems addressed by Kent and his colleagues are the weak institution
alization of the scientific disciplines and the tension between academic 
research and professional training in the Mexican university. The research 
approach, in the tradition of organizational analysis developed by Bur
ton Clark, lends itself to the use of case studies. Five social science re
search institutions, four of them in public universities and the fifth an 
independent, publicly funded research institution, are examined through 
an organizational lens. The studies, however, provide a wealth of quasi
ethnographic material on the contemporary political scene of higher 
education in Mexico. 

Kent et al. show that the university-based research institutes, although 
deeply rooted in the academic politics of the large-scale public univer
sity, survive through their relative independence from teaching (includ
ing in some cases from graduate education!) and the professional 
schools. Science and technology policy, rather than university policy, 
has played a key role in the institutionalization of research in public 
universities, but has created no incentives to integrate them in the edu
cational enterprise. The coordination of research and graduate training 
emerges as an option left to the internal dynamics of each organization. 

Kent and his colleagues provide a wealth of insights and valuable 
information about changes in higher education governance during re
cent decades in Mexico. Each of the five case studies is introduced by a 
short but carefully written institutional history that opens a window to 
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the intriguing scene of Mexican university politics. The sharp ideologi
cal swing from the dominance of a Marxist rhetoric and strong s tudent 
involvement in governance during the 1970s and 1980s to the increas
ingly influential reward system established in the 1990s through na
tional reform policies-couched in terms of research incentives, merit 
pay, and differentiation of functions-cuts across the case studies. Yet 
each institution was shaped by strong leaders who often navigated 
through ideologically turbulent times as well as highly diverse local 
contexts. The few pages devoted to this topic certainly help whet the 
appetite for more. 

In his impassioned book, largely based on a Stanford doctoral dis
sertation, Imanol Ordorika analyzes changes in twentieth-century gov
ernance and politics at UNAM. UNAM is perhaps the archetypical Latin 
American public university: located at the intellectual heart of a cen
tralized authoritarian political system, its history is closely intertwined 
with the emergence and consolidation of the modern state in Mexico. 
Until the recent expansion of the system, UNAM was a hegemonic in
stitution, the model for all other national universities and the dominant 
force in national university politics. As Ordorika's well-documented 
study clearly shows, powerful leaders equally at home in the field of 
national power struggles and the contentious arena of university life 
led this complex, gigantic institution. They include Justo Sierra, who 
shaped UNAM as a modern institution by the end of the Porfiriato, 
and Jose Vasconcelos, the first rector under the revolutionary govern
ment; Pablo Gonzalez Casanova and Guillermo Sober6n, the contrast
ing leaders responsible for the institution after the Tlaltelolco massacre; 
and more importantly Ignacio Chavez, the architect of the modern re
search institution during the days of the Mexican "miracle." Perhaps 
Mexico is unique, in the region and elsewhere, in the extent to which 
the university leadership of the dominant institution was occupied by 
outstanding intellectuals who also were key actors in the national po
litical scene. 

Ordorika's outstanding contribution is to show how this strong and 
highly personalized governance system mixes with the operation of a 
governing board (junta de gobierno), whose membership often reflects 
the long-lasting influence of some of these men, in dealing with the 
pressures coming from outside (i.e., government) as well as from in
side (i.e., faculty or student movements). The more detailed analysis is 
focused on three distinctive periods: the consolidation of the Partido 
Revolucionario Institucional's (PRI) hegemony from the 1940s to the 
1960s, when university leadership allied with government in a magnifi
cent expansion of UNAM as well as in suppressing any demands for 
expanded political participation; the crisis around the Tlaltelolco events 
of 1968, when political mobilization and a radicalized charismatic rector 
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took the lead in confronting government in campus politics; and the 
conservative restoration that followed. Within each of these periods, 
the leading factions built around strong leaders (i.e., chavistas) find a 
base in institutional segments (i.e., the school of medicine) and/or po
litical-academic orientations (i.e., cientificos). 

The book's main thrust is to show how national politics has always 
been at the center of UNAM, thus debunking the persistent myth of uni
versity autonomy. Yet, as the author himself recognizes, autonomy is a 
relative concept-you may gain some or lose some, or have more or less 
autonomy than others-and as such he finds considerable variation in 
the degree to which UNAM has been largely in opposition to govern
ment power (whether on the right-wing opposition, as in the 1930s, or 
the left-wing, as in the 1970s) or aligned with it. Interestingly enough, 
throughout this long period, at least in Ordorika's analysis, university 
politics and higher education policy at UNAM have largely been domes
tic affairs, apparently free from important international influences. 

THE SHIFTING ROLES OF EXTERNAL AGENCIES, FROM THE 1960s TO THE NEW 

MILLENIUM 

The contentious role of external agencies-banks, in particular the 
World Bank and the Inter-American Development Bank; bilateral gov
ernment agencies, such as the U.S. Agency for International Develop
ment (USAID); private American foundations; intergovernmental 
organizations, in particular the United Nations Educational, Scientific 
and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) and more recently Organisation 
for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD)-is frequently 
mentioned in the literature. However, there is precious little research 
on how they operate and with what results. Much attention has fo
cused on policy proposals that originated in banks or intergovernmen
tal organizations, but we know less about actual interventions through 
loans, technical assistance, or participation in reviews of systems and 
institutions, and the outcomes of these interventions.8 

The "golden age" of external assistance for higher education in Latin 
America, however, occurred when the World Bank's presence, currently 

8. See, for instance, Roberto Rodriguez-Gomez and Armando Alcantara, "Multilat
eral Agencies and Higher Education Reform in Latin America," Journal of Education Policy, 
16, no. 6 (2001): 507- 25; Claudio de Moura Castro, "The World Bank Policies: Damned if 
You Do, Damned if You Don't," Comparative Education, 38, no. 4 (November 2002): 387-
99; Carlos A. Torres and Daniel Schugurensky, "The Political Economy of Higher Edu
cation in the Era of Neoliberal Globalization: Latin America in Comparative Perspec
tive," Higher Education, 43, no. 4 Uune 2002): 429-55. 
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seen as the prime mover of the so-called neoliberal agenda, was scarcely 
felt. The Inter-American Development Bank (IADB), USAID, and pri
vate American foundations such as Ford and Rockefeller, were the main 
external donors between the 1960s and early 1980s, the period Daniel 
Levy chose for his study of the role of university assistance in the Ameri
cas. To Export Progress, however, is a study of both exporters and im
porters of "progress," a reform movement that, as far as higher education 
is concerned, had its clear inspiration in the U.S. system as shaped in 
the post-World War II period by the unbeatable combination of gener
ous public support and a high degree of institutional autonomy and 
functional differentiation. This system, already admired by many Eu
ropeans earlier in the century, gained world dominance for its capacity 
to combine elite and mass segments, as well as to house advanced basic 
and applied research. 

Levy argues that admiration for the U.S. model, although not as un
critical as the often quoted report prepared for the Alliance for Progress/ 
prevailed among exporters (IADB, USAID, LASPAU, the foundations) 
as much as among importers, largely elite academics and selected uni
versity administra tors rather than government officials. First, the U.S. 
model, in contrast with the typical Latin American version of the cen
tralized and uniform system, was seen as a landscape of autonomous 
institutions, public and private, selective and open, with varying 
strengths and missions, competing for resources. It offered both diver
sity and scale, while Latin American systems were based on homoge
neous, elite institutions. Second, unlike the dominant Latin American 
public university, often described as a federation of powerful profes
sional schools scattered in an urban environment, the U.S. model of
fered strong executive functions concentrated in the presidency of a 
largely residential campus tuned to the needs of students, departments 
instead of chairs, and a first cycle devoted to general education rather 
than long first cycles of professional schools. Third, and perhaps most 
important, the proposed model argued for a central role for the full
time, professional academic devoted to teaching and research, to re
place the "taxi professor," a liberal professional or government 
functionary who, for little pay but enhanced status, devoted minimal 
time to teaching. 

Levy provides substantial data and careful analysis of interventions 
along these three dimensions of reform, negotiated through grants and 
loans to selected institutions in a wide range of substantive areas and 
with varying intensity in most countries of the region. "Modern" fields, 
including the natural and social sciences, agronomy, education, and 

9. Rudolph Atcon, The Latin American UniversihJ (Bogota: ECO, 1966). 
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technology, were much favored over "traditional" fields such as law, 
medicine, and the humanities. Although goals for system change were 
ambitious, projects chosen for donor support did not aim at replacing 
main institutions, or even creating new ones, nor at changing system 
structures and practices through a frontal attack. Rather, they moved 
by carefully selecting programs and institutions in promising contexts, 
arguing that success stories would diffuse and inspire. Donors were 
not confrontational and avoided sticky issues in the areas of finance or 
governance. They pushed for diversification, but initially worked largely 
with those national universities that were open to change. Contrary to 
stereotypes, national universities were often receptive and included 
strong, reform-minded centers. Thus, UNAM in Mexico, Universidad 
de Buenos Aires in Argentina, Universidad de Chile, Universidad Cen
tral in Venezuela, and San Marcos in Peru, among others, were initial 
foci of attention. The push towards institutional alternatives came about 
only after frustrating experiences with the national universities, often 
with regret. Student politics, increasingly joined by the activism of pro
fessors and unions, helped erode university leadership that was favor
able to donor-supported reforms and caused the retreat. 

The philanthropic vision and funding for system change, institution 
building and changes in academic work during the golden years 
(roughly defined as between the 1960s and early 1980s) are covered by 
the core chapters in the book. In case after case, Levy shows how phil
anthropic high ambition was challenged by reality, at times as outright 
political opposition, but more often as passive resistance to innovations 
by the many who were left out or who had good reasons to fear that 
innovations would erode their fragile positions within the system. Do
nors did not have difficulties in identifying and choosing partners in 
their quest for progress, but they could not, and would not, strengthen 
their partners' political positions within government or the universi
ties. Obviously, innovations had a chance only when change agents were 
powerful enough, or enjoyed sufficient autonomy, to carry out projects 
as planned. 

Levy's analysis relies heavily on a theory about philanthropic be
havior that he calls the ideal type of philanthropic change and on 
detailed information about the grants and loans these agencies made 
in Latin America. This narrow focus is a source of both strength and 
of weakness in the book. On the one hand, Levy's adherence to a plan 
enables him to reach precise, even if mixed, conclusions about how 
this particular set of agencies acted and with what results. He finds a 
good fit between ideals and practice. Also, he finds that reality proved 
to be elusive and changing in unplanned directions. On the other hand, 
the book offers a number of insights about higher education and poli
tics during this exciting period that Levy refrains from following or 
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exploiting beyond the defined focus. Hopefully those insights may 
inspire further research in this fertile period of higher education in
novations. 

In the 1990s, external assistance to higher education worldwide be
came largely domina ted by the World Bank, although recently UNESCO 
and OECD have added different voices, but very limited resources, to 
the field. In Latin America one should add the Inter-American Devel
opment Bank, already active in the past (and included in Levy's book 
as a main actor), but with renewed energy. A major new aim for all of 
them is to develop in-house capacity for research and publication. Al
though working with local experts, their privileged relationship with 
governments and the relative weakness of independent, empirical re
search on higher education in Latin America have enabled such agen
cies to dominate the agenda for public policy debate through the 
production of key documents and reports. 

The World Bank's country study, Tertiary Education in Colombia: Pav
ing the Way for Reform, is a good example. The 200-page report includes 
dozens of figures and tables illustrating analytic models and present
ing data on all relevant parts of the puzzle. The first section is devoted 
to an overview of the current situation of tertiary education, including 
basic information about students and enrollment trends, academics, 
institutions (here called "providers"), governance and quality assur
ance, disciplines and programs, science and technology. The second 
section deals with the economics of higher education: external efficiency, 
public and private funding, and student aid. The third and final section 
brings a diagnosis of the system's ills and recommends strategies to 
cope with them. Appendices, taking up almost two thirds of the vol
ume, include the working papers prepared to substantiate most of the 
views presented in the core sections of the volume. While the core was 
prepared by the Bank specialists, the seven studies included in the an
nexes were prepared by outside consultants, a majority of them well 
known Latin American experts in the field. 

The scholarly oriented reader may be advised to focus on the appen
dices. Each of them is a summary of a longer document but retains a 
strong analytic flavor with many scholarly references. All tend to be 
quite critical of the Colombian higher education system. For instance, 
Jose Joaquin Brunner finds that the system's economic-political frame
work largely explains underperformance. Brunner takes issue with the 
three organizing principles underlying its operation, namely, a verti
cally disjointed system divided between public and private sectors with 
limited links; a public sector without incentives or with perverse incen
tives to grow and improve quality and equity; and a highly fragmented 
private sector with low quality whose worst suppliers are not 
eliminated in the market. Highly critical of public policy, he finds that 
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"institutions are forced to operate within a social space that is charac
terized by anomy, without any clear and stable norms, without account
ability and without any consequence coming either from the 
Government or the market" (75). While the responsibility for change 
and innovation is therefore shifted to the institutions, Brunner doubts 
whether higher education institutions, with their own traditions, inter
ests, and governance systems, can reform themselves and/ or the sys
tem. In consequence, it falls to government to create an appropriate 
framework and to generate an appropriate mix of incentives for insti
tutions to behave by selecting a group of instruments to modify modes 
of coordination and funding that do not work. Marta Laverde's chap
ter devoted to an analysis of higher education governance-the set of 
government departments and agencies that guide and regulate the sys
tem-clearly confirms the difficult task ahead. Laverde finds an over
all lack of clarity in the role of agencies, with duplicated responsibilities 
and mixed messages. The institutional map looks like a puzzle to even 
an expert observer, with three levels of government and a variety of 
semi-autonomous regulating agencies involved in caring for a complex 
and disarticulated institutional system. Additional chapters on quality 
assurance, the funding of higher education, and the organization of 
student aid are also carefully documented and analytically sound. 

The World Bank is often accused of using a cookie-cutter, one-size-fits
all approach to higher education policy. Only recently has the Bank laid 
out in detail its vision of what needs to be changed and its rationality for 
a lending policy in higher education worldwide.10 But is there a single 
vision of the systems to be reformed? Are there formulas to be applied 
universally? A Bank vision of what is wrong with higher education has 
been found by two Norwegian scholars, amazed at how dysfunctional 
their own system would look under this lens: "too much state involve
ment, too little cost sharing, too much student welfare, too much gover
nance by the academic community, too close alliances with the state, too 
much public (as opposed to private) involvement in tertiary education 
governance, too little societal (i.e., private) control of institutions of higher 
learning, too little institutional diversification, a wrong focus on disci
plines, etc." 11 To what extent does this vision come through in the study 
of higher education in Colombia? Although some elements are there, one 
finds a much more nuanced diagnosis of what has gone wrong in Colom
bia. The main message, in fact, is the need to reform governance, starting 

10. Constructing Knowledge Societies: New Challenges for Tertiary Education (Washington, 
D.C.: The World Bank, 2002). 

11. Tor Halvorsen and Tom Skauge, "Constructing Knowledge Societies? The World 
Bank and the New Lending Policy for Tertiary Education," journal of Higher Educatio11 i11 
Africa, 2, no. 3 (2004): 140. 
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from the top level and then moving into the semi-autonomous agencies 
and to the institutional level. There is no blind defense of more private 
investment, but rather a critical description of how poorly the market 
works. Colombia has a highly diversified institutional system, the report 
says. What it obviously lacks is reliable, global mechanisms for coordina
tion and articulation. And so on and so forth. 

Perhaps the most blatant omission in this Bank report is the absence 
of contextual political and economic considerations that could be gath
ered immediately from other Bank reports. It is as if the Bank itself would 
need to achieve better articulation and coordination between its differ
ent departments. Prepared during 2001, the study ignored the steep 
decline in the rate of growth and grea ter volatility of Colombia's 
economy during the 1990s, marked by the rapid deterioration of eco
nomic welfare and increasing unemployment. Public spending kept 
growing during the decade until the crisis of 1998-2000, confronting 
the country with a fiscal crisis that was relatively new for Colombia. A 
decline in productivity may lie behind this reversal, thus suggesting 
that more and better investment in education would make sense, but 
authors have suggested a more clear relationship between the implo
sion of productivity and the rise in crime with the expansion in drug
trafficking activities.12 The absence of these considerations certainly 
weakens the overall argument of the Bank's future vision for higher 
education, yet it does not challenge the quality of the diagnosis about 
what is wrong in the way the system operates. 

CHANGES IN STUDENT COMPOSITION AND IN THE ACADEMlC PROFESSION 

Growth in tertiary education enrollment has continued unabated 
throughout the region. Almost one out of four persons aged 20-24 is cur
rently enrolled in some form of postsecondary education. Yet, little is 
known about who these students are-their demographics and plans, 
what they learn and do, how many actually obtain a degree, or how long 
it takes them to do so. Information is scattered and highly unreliable. 
Few countries in the region have in place an effective information system 
with national coverage. In the absence of better sources, analysts have 
turned to explore the use of a household survey now regularly conducted 
in most countries. Thus, the World Bank report on Colombia draws ex
tensively on survey data to look at student information by gender and 
income. Argentina experimented with the use of an education module 
within the periodic household survey conducted in 1998. The book 

12. Mauricio Chdenas, "Economic Growth in Colombia: A Reversal of 'Fortune'?" 
Working paper, Center for International Development, Harvard University. 
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edited by Anibal Jozami and Sanchez Martinez reports on the results of 
this survey. Although coverage is limited to the urban population (about 
64 percent of the total), so is the majority of postsecondary students. 

The picture emerging from this source might at times surprise read
ers who are part of academia but do not systematically look at higher 
education as a sector. First, about one-third of the population age 18-24 
is enrolled in postsecondary education in all urban areas, not just in the 
major cities. Migration is no longer needed, or justified, in order to pur
sue an advanced degree. Second, almost 30 percent of those enrolled in 
postsecondary studies are 25 or older, with older students more heavily 
concentrated in "tertiary" institutions, the postsecondary alternatives 
to the university. Third, a majority of students are now women, in par
ticular in tertiary institutions, although with uneven representation in 
the science and technology fields. Fourth, most Argentine students work 
part-time and/ or depend on family income, since few if any receive 
student support. Only in professional schools, such as medicine and 
dentistry, do students tend to be full-time. Finally, as expected, income 
differentials persist in spite of the growth in enrollment. Twenty-six 
percent among the lowest income quartile, for instance, completed the 
secondary educational cycle, but almost half continues beyond that level. 

The emerging landscape is of a rapidly changing student body, but 
within the parameters of the Latin American country that first experi
mented with massive access on the basis of what in practice is an open
admission system for most of the public sector. In this context, high 
levels of attrition and low graduation rates are a normal source of con
cern. Another source of concern is the unusually long time-to-degree in 
Argentina, in the absence of financial or administrative incentives in 
the public universities. These patterns are also reflected in the age corn
position of the student body and the high proportion that studies part
time while already in the labor market. Although most mature systems 
have recently developed policies to expand the enrollment of nontradi
tional, older-age students, through special access programs of higher 
or further education, the Argentine system incorporates this demand 
within the normal operation of the system, with no special attention to 
the different needs of nontraditional students. 

Comparative studies of the professoriate in recent years, in particu
lar the pioneering survey of the academic profession conducted in four
teen middle- and high-income countries, 13 throw light on a key aspect 
of the emerging mass systems of higher education at the center of most 
reform plans: the education of educators. A recent edited volume by 

13. Philip G. Altbach, ed., The International Academic Profession: Portraits of Fourteen 
Countries (Princeton, NJ: The Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement of Teaching, 
1996). 
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Philip Altbach, The Decline of the Guru, includes three excellent chapters 
on Mexico, Argentina, and Brazil, two of them (Mexico and Brazil) by 
the same authors included in the Carnegie comparative survey. 

Manuel Gil Anton finds one source of continuity vis-a-vis the aca
demic profession in Mexico: the obsession with the never-fulfilled need 
for training at the doctoral level. The vision of a modern university in 
1910, when Justo Sierra (who had in mind the University of California 
at Berkeley as a model) founded UNAM to merge pre-existing and new 
schools, was largely based on building a full-time, highly qualified teach
ing staff with doctoral degrees. Tn 1910, the quick solution was to pro
duce a list of up to one-fourth of the total number of professors with 
several years of experience and a proven commitment to teaching and 
award them doctoral degrees, together with all directors of the schools. 
In 1997, the Mexican government launched a new program to improve 
the quality of teaching staff, only 5 percent of whom had doctoral de
grees. The new program, PROMEP (Programa para el Mejorarniento 
del Profesorado), is intended to raise the percentage of full-time posi
tions from 30 to 70, with up to 25 percent of the instructors having doc
torates. The major obstacle, of course, is that a rapidly expanding system 
with a huge demand for new professors has resulted, as Gil Anton in
dicates, "in a process characterized by speed, hasty recruitment, abrupt 
changes of direction, and an endless succession of models" (30). 

While the chapter on Mexico focuses on failed policies, it also offers 
a vivid picture of the actual differentiation of the professoriate. Income 
differentiation, under a system of evaluations and rewards for research, 
has become firmly established. Additiona l sources of income are also 
linked to different incentives (i.e., for permanence on the job, for ad
vanced degrees, for productivity, and the like). Carlos Marquis, in his 
chapter on Argentina, and Balbachevsky and Quinteiro, writing on Bra
zil, find similar systems of faculty incentives pushing towards greater 
differentiation and lack of transparency, in spite of the prevailing view 
of an equal pay schedule within the public system. 

In all cases, the most rapidly changing aspect of the workplace for 
the professoriate has been the growing opportunities in the private 
higher education sector. This sector has expanded, competing at times 
with the public universities to a ttract qualified professors. In part, this 
reflects government policy focusing attention on faculty's academic 
credentials for accreditation purposes. In Brazil, for instance, at least 
one-third of the faculty must have a master's or doctoral degree for a 
private. higher education institution to be accredited as a university, 
thus stimulating the demand for graduate studies. Unfortunately, with 
the partial exception of the chapters on Mexico and Brazil, unionization 
and political mobilization of the professoriate receives scant attention 
in this volume. 
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There has been just too little attention paid to the transformation of 
the student body and of the professoriate as well as to the political roles 
these actors have been playing in the region's higher education policy. 
It may well be the case that students and professors, unlike the usual 
description of their active role in the reforms of the 1950s and 1960s, 
have been mostly reactive in recent decades, ceding space to govern
ments and politicians in the role of university administrators. Why, how, 
and with what effects this is happening, if in fact it happens, are the 
kind of questions that need to be addressed. 
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