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NAME OF THE INNOVATION:
Centres for Excellence in Teacher Training (CETT) Project, El Salvador

IDENTIFICATION DATA
	Thematic area of the innovation: 
	Teaching and learning

	Words which describe the innovation:
	Reading and writing using a communicative approach, rural education, relevance

	Location and country:
	Chalatenango, El Salvador

	Responsible contact person:

	Ernesto López

ernesto@fepade.org.sv

	Institutions developing the innovation: 
	USAID-CETT Project

	Institutions collaborating with financing:
	USAID

	Scope of the Innovation:
	Regional

	Development Time:
	2003-2004

	Direct beneficiary population: 
	Teachers, directors, education advisors from the Ministry of Education, students

	Modality and Educational Level:
	First cycle of basic education

	Ages of the students: 
	7-14 years


DESCRIPTION OF THE INNOVATION
1. What is the innovation?
The Centres for Excellence in Teacher Training (CETT) Project is an initiative financed by USAID and has a regional character, that is, it involves several countries in Central America – Guatemala, Honduras, El Salvador, Mexico - and the Dominican Republic. 

The objectives of the project are mainly to improve the levels of the teaching and learning of reading and writing in boys and girls of first, second and third grade basic education in rural education centres, by in-service training of male and female teachers and of technical personnel, with the support of the centres’ administration. 

The El Salvador experience, described below, has as one of its goals to demonstrate that children in deeply rural schools, when introduced to the development of language skills (reading, written expression, etc.) with a communicative approach, are capable of learning a lot, with greater enjoyment and understanding, creativity and critical ability, compared to when they used traditional methods.   

The El Salvador CETT project does not intend for the teachers to adopt one tool, one technique, one routine, or one method.  The intention is to work together to change their teaching approach and classroom manner, so that they may understand the process of developing language in its widest sense and so that in future they may be able to go beyond the materials and practices recommended by the project.  

2. Social and educational context
Educational reform in El Salvador dates from the mid-90s.  In its manifesto it was declared an ongoing effort, that is, a “Reform in Progress.”  Four comprehensive areas of work  were identified: coverage, quality, values and modernization of the system.  For almost a whole decade, efforts and achievements have been noticeable in the area of access to education , but not in the other areas, in particular that of quality.
Regarding achievements in terms of access, there is evidence of a noteworthy increase in school enrollment in the country.  There are more educational centres and more teachers with contracts, as well as a more appropriate beginning to primary education (7 years old in first grade). For 1995 the net enrollment ratio was 82.5% and in 2002 it went up to 87.5%.  However, the children do not succeed in learning the basic skills of the language, they do not understand what they read and they are incapable of producing a text, that is, they are unable to write.  This is a national phenomenon but it is more pronounced in the rural areas and in some departments in particular. 

When children do not learn, they are judged and stigmatized by parents and teachers.  Moreover, many of them are initiated into labour activity at an early age as a “help to the family”.  Entrance into the work force is yet another of the many arguments to repeat the grade or drop out without having completed primary school nor achieved any basic learning. 

Table 1.  Repeat Rates for Years 1999-2000-2001 and 2002

	Grades
	Repeat  rates

	
	1999
	2000
	2001
	2002

	First 
	13
	15
	16
	The rate reported for cycle I and II is 

7.2%

Source: MINED, Annual Registration Report



	Second
	5
	6
	6
	

	Third 
	3
	4
	5
	

	Fourth 
	3
	4
	4
	

	Fifth 
	2
	3
	3
	

	Sixth 
	2
	3
	3
	


Prepared from MINED, Statistical yearbooks of registration for various years

Graph 1.  Dropout rates for various years (1999-2000-2001)
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The results of the achievement tests administered by the Ministry of Education also showed weak performance in language and mathematics; the inferior performance of rural schools and the need to attend to this problem.  The programme coordination therefore decided to concentrate its efforts on the northern department of Chalatenango.
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3. Where does the innovation come from and why?
Basically, the initiative was born from these reasons: 

· Official policies are interested in improving the quality of education.

· The poor results obtained in the national achievement tests in Language and Mathematics, especially in the rural areas.

· Constant criticism of the education system by the productive sectors, academics and family members regarding the little knowledge that children and youth have of reading, writing and comprehension.

· The need to try and reduce school failure by generating new processes for learning reading and writing and by creating a more relevant learning process. 

· The decision of the government of the United States to provide financial support for this effort.

4. Rationale: theoretical framework, general and specific objectives

Writing is a system independent from oral language although they are related.  It is not simply a graphic form of representation, as it involves the development of different strategies from those required by spoken language.
The teaching of reading should grant children access to the knowledge of letters and how to combine them, but this and the ability to trace should not be confused with reading and writing.  Reading is not only translating letters into oral language, but also making meaning from what is said by processes of comprehension.  Neither is writing just copying or taking dictation, but also communicating intentions in written form.  Nevertheless, to read you have to decode and to write you have to know how to make the letters (Graton y Prat, 1991).

During the reading process itself, children learn to decode; decoding is not an end in itself, but rather a means to gain understanding of the text.  As a result, children should learn to decode by reading meaningful, relevant texts.  This way of looking at literacy is a part of the interactive model of the reading process (Solé, 1990). Students learn to decode while reading. Weis (1980) maintains that decoding and the search for meaning are always present in the reader; the decoding is driven by the search for meaning.

In the same way, you have to trace letters to write, but this is not an end in itself; it is subordinate to the little writers’ desire to communicate.  It is essential to establish to the children why we write and why we read.  When they are asked to read aloud in order to be evaluated, not to share information with their companions, the school is teaching them something that will be useless outside.  Reading aloud for a grade instead of to share information, is a skill that has no social function whatever.

Bettelheim and Zelan (1990) state that one important difference between children who learn to read alone at home and those who learn only at school, is that the former learn from texts that fascinate them, while the latter learn from books whose content has no meaning.  Most of the literacy texts are an “insult to the child’s intelligence.”  Lack of concentration on what is being read or bad pronunciation may be due to the fact that they understand too well the absurdity of the words.  The author emphasizes that “the reading material takes the child for a fool as evidenced, for example, by its extremely limited vocabulary. 

Children may have the desire and longing to read and interpret the message, but reading books according to syllables does not satisfy this desire.  Moreover, mechanical repetition robs the words of their meaning and lessen the possibility of creating a mental image from what is written.  In this way the written language becomes an activity that only has meaning within the school environment, since these practices do not encourage comprehension nor the writing of texts. 

It is possible to argue that many children have learned to read and write in school from those literacy books.  One should therefore investigate what is the difference between those who learn and those who do not. Also why, as mentioned above in the introduction, there are 7 million Latin American children who do not achieve the objectives of reading and writing in the course of  the school year (UNESCO, op. cit).

Children who learn with this type of teaching are those who have had opportunities outside of school to relate to written texts in an intelligent manner.  Authentic contact with reading situations is what has allowed them to learn, in spite of the school reading book and not because of it (Lerner y Palacios, 1996). 

5. How will the innovation be carried out?
The CETT project determined the department of the country, its profile, and the number of schools to be involved.  In order to make this decisión, it was necessary to review the data concerning the distribution of poverty in the country.  This led to the selection of Chalatenango. Within Chalatenango they decided that the schools should possess certain attributes in order to participate: 

1. Be really rural (very rural).

2. Have no other projects going on. 

3. Have a population considered to be in conditions of poverty and extreme poverty. 

4. The director as well as the teaching personnel, and in some cases the families, must agree to the participation.
The CETT was located initially in 105 schools and, along with some work on sensitization and information, embarked on an initial data-gathering exercise involving interviews of teachers and directors, classroom observations and the administration of a short reading and comprehension test to the children.  This is considered the baseline of the project. 

At the same time the CETT training team was set up.  This comprised teachers with experience in basic education and especially in the teaching of reading and writing in the first grade.  This team was instructed in the theoretical framework of the project and in the communicative approach which has come to define the CETT.

Subsequently, at the end of 2003 and the beginning of 2004 there was a series of training activities for the teachers, the delivery of work guides for the Project and a sizeable number of teacher exchange events.  At the same time, study circles and permanent technical assistance from the CETT training team were set up in the field.  The technical assistance is considered as an accompaniment and consultancy for the teachers so that they may successfully confront the different situations that may appear. 

The teaching material, technical assistance, CETT materials and work guides, teacher exchanges, are all activities that encourage the teachers to adopt a communicative approach in their classes.

It is recommended that the classes become real workshops of communication, constant reading and writing, that the children’s output be evaluated in a positive way and as part of developing an appropriation of the system of writing.  The production of a relevant text is foreseen, one that is interesting and tied to the vital frame of reference of the child. 

The children who enter the project through their schools or teachers are invited from the first day of class to recognize that they are readers and that they can already write, though not in the conventional sense, that is, not yet like adults; nevertheless, they are already communicating.  This is the real emphasis of the CETT:  communication first, then the formal and instrumental aspects of the language. 

6. Scale of the innovation

The project is presently working with 82 educational centres, 105 teachers, 40 directors and more than 1,900 children. 
	Teacher successes
	Child successes

	- They have exchanged the mechanical concept of reading and writing for a communicative approach with a social function.

- They have proved that there are other methodologies and approaches for the teaching and learning of reading and writing.

- They have discovered that the process of teaching to read and write is not reduced to the decoding and copying of letters, but involves understanding, inventing, creating, analyzing and making meaning on the part of the boy or girl with regard to what he or she is reading or writing.

- They have learned to put into practice all the elements of the system of writing, for example: relation of the letter to the sound, direction of the writing, intonation, spaces between words, punctuation, upper case, lower case, syllables, among other things.
 - They have accepted the need to change their classroom practices.

- They have expressed the need to learn more.

- They have realized that they should be more inquisitive regarding the intellectual development of boys and girls.

- They have made the most of the prior knowledge of the boys and girls.
	-Enthusiasm for reading, they like to show visitors that they know how to read and write important things:  their names, that of their companions, the names of their mother and father, among other things.

-Interest in attending language class.  Some ask their teacher: “When are we going to read and write? “Today let’s read stories, let’s sing.”

 -Working in a socializad manner, that is, in groups.

-Favourable disposition and confidence towards reading.

-Pleasure in writing, reading, telling stories, making rhymes, poetry, songs.

-Better communication with adults, through stories, tales, songs from the community and others.




In spite of the good results observed, 9 educational centres have dropped out of the programme.  Nevertheless, the enthusiasm of a large number of the teachers is noteworthy, as well as the spirit they pass on to the others.  At the moment evaluations and publications relating to the project have not yet been carried out, only one in the magazine, ABsé, published in El Salvador by FEPADE. 
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