FACTSHEET:

Venezuela’s education revolution
Prior to the election of the radical government of socialist President Hugo Chavez in 1998, Venezuela was a country blighted by poverty and inequality. For the majority of Venezuelans even basic education was difficult to obtain and was usually inadequate, with at least ten per cent of the population being illiterate, while university was a luxury reserved for the rich. Realising that Venezuela could only be transformed by drawing upon the creativity and ingenuity of the masses of Venezuelan people, Chavez’s government made education one of the key pillars of the revolution. 
In 1999 the Chavez government embarked on a process to re-write the existing constitution that would elucidate a vision of an independent, just and equitable Venezuela. Thousands of Venezuelans took part in meetings and consultations to help shape the new Constitution of the Bolivarian Republic of Venezuela. One of the fundamental parts of the new constitution was that it enshrined the right to all levels of education for every Venezuelan. However the gap between dreams and means was large.
A NEW SYSTEM
The Chavez government was hamstrung due to lack of funds. However in 2003 Chavez’s pro-socialist government regained control of the country’s massive oil industry and began ploughing billions into social programs (or missions). Spending on education increased from 3.6 per cent of national income prior to 1998 to 7.4 per cent by September 2007, a number that is comparable to most developed countries. A range of new education missions were rolled out that covered basic literacy all the way to higher education. 
Utilising the Cuban-designed Yo Si Puedo program (“I Can Do It”) and with the help 12,000 of Cuban volunteer teachers, the national literacy program Mission Robinson, successfully taught more than 1 million illiterate Venezuelans to read and write between July 2003 and December 2005 eliminating illiteracy according to UNESCO. As a result of its success an international version, Mission Robinson International, was created that has so far been implemented in Bolivia and Nicaragua.

EXPANDED AND FREE HIGHER EDUCATION

Similarly, as a part of Mission Sucre in 2003 the numbers of Venezuelans entering higher education increased dramatically. For example between 1998 and 2003 only 37,000 enrolled in higher education, while in 2003 alone that number rose dramatically to 90,000. As of 2006 there were 350,000 new students in university-level education programs. 
Part of the success of Mission Sucre is the ongoing process of “municipalisation” of universities, of taking education to the people rather than expecting aspiring students to travel to distant provinces and states. Today ten universities are being constructed with plans for another 28 completely new universities as well as a program for upgrading an additional 29 universities.

Overall the numbers of students in the country has increased massively. In 1996-97 there were around 5.8 million students while ten years later that number was 11.8 million
When you include those involved in the educational missions, more than 50 percent of the population is studying. The number of teachers has also significantly increased in the country. During the 1999-2000 school year there was an average of 62 students per teacher, today there are 28 students per teacher.

SOCIALIST CURRICULUM

Just as important as the quantitative increase in funding for education and subsequent increased opportunities for access to education is the Chavez government’s conception of the type of education that is needed to further the gains of Venezuela’s revolution. Rather than recreate the rote-method of teaching typical of the Venezuelan education system prior to 1998 that only aimed to produce obedient, conformist workers unable to think creatively for themselves, the new Bolivarian model is aimed at giving Venezuelans the tools to liberate themselves. 
As Chavez has explained the Bolivarian model will seek to discard the "colonial, Eurocentric, ideological education" that is based on capitalist values and seeks to "promote consumerism and contempt for others." Rather the Bolivarian education model is based on four pillars: creativity, participation and coexistence, learning to value, and learning to reflect.  

The National Institute of Socialist Education and Training (INCES) was formerly the National Institute of Education and Training (INCE).

Zaida Carrillo, INCES’ Executive Director, says, “in the former INCE, training was limited to one specific sector, and it only met the needs of the private sector”
She continued “Formerly, it was limited to one sector, which was the privileged one. Nowadays, training is more widespread. We changed from a conductivist model, where I teach you what to do, to a constructivist model, where you learn while you work”.
BOLIVARIAN SCHOOLS
The Bolivarian school is the new the public school system developed under the Chavez government in recent years that includes all-day schooling and three meals per day. A total of 4,746 public schools had been integrated into the Bolivarian school system by 2006 and a total of 1,020 more were incorporated for the 2007-2008 school year to make a total of 5,766 Bolivarian schools across the country. Chavez said that all public schools would be incorporated into the Bolivarian system by 2010.

There are around 1,000 Early Childhood Education Centers, with the necessary tools in order to guarantee a high quality education during the first years of students that utilises the Simoncitos program. 

FREE FOOD FOR STUDENTS

The strategies developed by the Education Ministry includes several modalities: the School Food Plan (PAE Spanish acronym), which makes part of the improvement policies of the school services and offer daily food to students around the country. 

This program experienced a substantial increase in 2007, since it benefited over four million students. The idea is to keep on growing and reach five million students who benefit from PAE’s food service.
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