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ARE CUBA’S EDUCATIONAL STATISTICS RELIABLE?

Benigno E. Aguirre and Roberto J. Vichot

One of the consequences of the recent collapse of the
Soviet Union and the Communist bloc has been a re-
newed appreciation of the lack of correspondence be-
tween the ideology and the practice of socialist revo-
lutionary states. Not surprisingly, this lack of
correspondence between the two is nowadays the
most serious challenge to the legitimacy of the Cu-
ban state: the central promises of the ideology of the
revolution on which the legitimacy of the revolution-
ary state ultimately rests, the tremendous collective
effort of the Cuban people on their prosecution and
behalf, and side by side to it the grim reality of wide-
spread inequality, corruption, and impoverishment
in the island, aggravated, after years of public admin-
istrative mismanagement, by the international isola-
tion of the regime. 

This context makes an assessment of the reliability of
Cuban educational statistics particularly worthwhile.
Marxist societies like Cuba consider ideas weapons in
the class struggle, stress the function which education
has in facilitating the political indoctrination of the
population, and value universal education as a way of
bringing about social equality (Hollander 1982).
Thus, it is appropriate to examine now, in the twi-
light of this failed experiment, the reliability of Cu-
ban educational statistics. To what extent are they af-
fected by the generalized tendency of these social
systems to exaggerate accomplishments and make
untenable claims?

The question is not gratuitous, for there have been
widespread and persistent concerns among social sci-
entists about the reliability and validity of Cuban sta-
tistics. Carmelo Mesa-Lago (1969; 1979) was the

first to explore these issues for economic statistics.
Demographic statistics have been manipulated by the
government. Lisandro Pérez (1984) shows how Cu-
ban 1970 Census data on race and education was
suppressed by the government for political reasons.
Norman Luxenburg (1984) using health statistics,
exploited the often-found exaggerations about the
achievements of the communist government result-
ing from the inattention and underestimation of the
remarkable progress of pre-1959 Cuban society. Giv-
en these uncertainties, we made internal and external
reliability checks on Cuba’s educational statistics.

METHODS
The primary source of statistical information used in
this report are the educational statistics published by
the United Nations and by the Cuban government.
UNESCO information on Cuba’s post-1958 increas-
es in student enrollments, the average number of stu-
dents per teachers, and the proportion of students re-
peating their grades are good measures of educational
changes available for most countries in the world.
The Cuban government has tried to increase the
number of students, teachers and graduates. These
indices have been used repeatedly by Mr. Fidel Cas-
tro and other leading members of the government to
document the successes of the Cuban revolution and
the continued relevance of socialist ideology (Castro
1990b).

External reliability criteria used in this analysis come
from UNESCO reports. Its yearbooks are the most
complete, up-to-date source of educational statistics
on Cuba. Moreover, UNESCO statistics are collect-
ed from official sources in Cuba and throughout the
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world using uniform definitions, operationalizations,
and procedures. Unlike the problems that arose from
comparisons of socialist and capitalist economic indi-
ces, UNESCO publishes comparable international
educational indices appropriate for this analysis.

We did not have access to the procedures used in
Cuba to collect educational statistics and lacked the
resources to evaluate the accuracy of the educational
statistics of the countries in the UNESCO reports.
Nor were there sufficient number of reports by inde-
pendent observers which would provide external va-
lidity checks to country-level statistics. Thus, we
could not determine the relative accuracy of Cuba’s
statistics vis-a-vis specific countries. Instead, our
comparisons are less exact. They are based on Cuba’s
relative ordinal positions in the distribution of mea-
sures of educational achievement by continent (Afri-
ca, America, Asia, Europe, Oceania) (see below). Cu-
ba’s relative position in these distributions of
national scores provides a criterion of internal consis-
tency to evaluate the reliability of the Cuban data: we
expect that most European countries would score
higher than Cuba in various dimensions of formal
education while Cuba would score higher than most
of the countries in the other continents.

For reasons of limitations in time and resources, the
analysis is restricted to information available from ev-
ery country included in the UNESCO Statistical
Yearbook. This information is used to calculate stu-
dents-per-teacher ratios for the years 1980-1984, in-
clusive, and percent repeaters in each of the grades of
the first and second levels of education for the years
1980, 1983, and 1984. The number of countries
with values less than or equal the Cuban values in
these distributions are reported in the form of pro-
portions in the figures; years are represented by chro-
nologically-consecutive columns; countries are
grouped by continent.

To conduct internal reliability checks we used infor-
mation on indicators of Cuban formal education
published in the Cuban mass media, particularly Mr.
Castro’s speeches. We also used first-hand published
and unpublished accounts such as the educational ex-
periences of some of the authors’ acquaintances, an
in-depth interview of a defecting journalist from Cu-

ba’s Prensa Latina who specialized in educational
matters, other documentary qualitative information
on educational practices, and mass campaigns that
occur in Cuba. 

The internal reliability checks compare 1969-1988
UNESCO educational information on Cuba with
information presented in Cuban official accounts of
the educational system published in Granma, Bohe-
mia, and Juventud Rebelde during 1968-1992 and in
radio, television, and other mass media sources col-
lected by the Foreign Broadcast Information Service
(FBIS), U.S. Joint Publications Research Service
(JPRS) and the U.S. Information Agency’s Quarterly
Situation Report on Cuba.

We stress that the analysis presented in this essay
does not ascertain the validity of Cuban educational
statistics. It does not answer the question of whether
there have been improvements in the quality of for-
mal education. Such an analysis would require very
different information and arguments from the ones
presented here (e.g. Carnoy 1981; Badía 1993).

RESULTS

Pre-primary education begins for Cuban children
when they are 5 years old. Education for 6 to 11
year-olds is mandatory. The first six grades, corre-
sponding to ages 6 through 11, inclusive, make up
the first level of formal education. Before 1977 first
level education encompassed seven years of school-
ing. The second level of education is composed of six
grades divided into two three-years stages. It corre-
sponds to ages 12 through 17, inclusive. Third level
education corresponds to college, university and
technical training (Leiner 1981 and Epstein 1988).

Table 1 presents UNESCO educational information
on Cuba’s number of teachers, students, and stu-
dents-per-teacher ratios (STR) for all levels of educa-
tion for the years 1969-1988, inclusive. Table 2 in-
cludes Cuba’s percent of grade repeaters by level of
education and grade for the years 1975, 1980, 1983,
1984, 1985, 1987 and 1988. These are the most re-
cent years for which these statistics are available.

Internal reliability checks show that UNESCO’s sta-
tistics in Table 1 are comparable to educational sta-
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tistics published elsewhere in Cuba. To wit: Granma
(JPRS #76724, 20 September 1980) gives student
enrollment figures in thousands similar to the figures
in Table 1 for the 1975-76 and 1979-80 school
years, respectively. It shows, for pre-school, 126.6
and 122.6; for primary, 1795.8 and 1550.3; for in-
termediate, 604 and 1150.3; for advanced, 84 and
200.2; for a total of 3244.4 and 3452.9 for the two
years. Likewise, Gil Green (1983:96), writing in the
early 1980s, reports a students-per-teacher ratio of 13
for the first and second levels combined. Marvin
Leiner (p. 42) reports that “at the start of the 1980-
81 school year, Fidel Castro announced that Cuba
had close to 213,000 teachers and professors,” with
90,000 in the primary schools, 80,000 in the second-
ary schools, 5,000 in special education, about 24,000
in adult education and nearly 11,000 in university
centers. Bohemia (JPRS #82231, 15 November
1982) places the number of students at the beginning
of the 1982-83 school year at 3,393,800 (1,355,500
in primary schools; 1,152,000 in intermediate

grades; 270,000 in technical and trade schools, and
93,000 in pedagogy and education). L. Margulis and
T.H. Kunz (1984, p. 638) place total university en-
rollment in 1983-84 at about 200,000 students.

There are very few published reports by independent
observers which could be used to provide external re-
liability checks. Lois Mickey (1977) visited a primary
school in the Alamar area of Havana. She reported a
student enrollment of 969 and a teaching staff of 38,
for a student-per-teacher ratio of 25.5. This ratio for
this school is a little bit higher than the first level na-
tional average ratios of 22 and 19 shown in Table 1
for 1976 and 1978, respectively, the two years for
which information is available nearest to 1977. Nev-
ertheless, while UNESCO does not provide informa-
tion on the variance in the distribution of education-
al scores which would allow us to estimate the
relative statistical significance of the deviation of this
school’s score from the national mean, it does not

seem to depart much from the national average.

Table 1. Number of Teachers, Students, and Students per Teacher Ratios By Year and Level 
of Education: Cuba

Pre-Primary First Level

Year
Number of
Teachers

Number of
Students

Students per
Teacher

Number of
Teachers

Number of
Students

Students per
Teacher

1969 3846 130538 34 52008 1427607 27
1970 4037 134258 33 56555 1530376 27
1971 3979 127960 32 57110 1631187 29
1972 — — — — — —
1973 4015 118491 30 71906 1778724 25
1974 — — — — — —
1975 4358 126565 29 77472 1795752 23
1976 4775 151294 32 80845 1747738 22
1977 — — — — — —
1978 5143 134848 26 86738 1626386 19
1979 4796 122637 26 86519 1550323 18
1980 5047 123741 25 84041 1468538 17
1981 5248 123302 23 83113 1409765 17
1982 5258 118072 22 83358 1363078 16
1983 4898 107660 22 82424 1282989 16
1984 4931 109061 22 79610 1174453 15
1985 4847 108881 22 77111 1077213 14
1988 7076 143705 20 73216 899936 12

Sources: UNESCO Statistical Yearbook 1986 Tables 3.3, 3.4., 3.7, 3.11; 1991 Tables 3.3, 3.4. 3.7, 3.11; U.N. Demographic Year-
book 1972, p. 791; U.N. Demographic Yearbook 1973, p. 764; U.N. Demographic Yearbook 1974, p. 825; U.N. Demographic Year-
book 1975, p. 848; U.N. Demographic Yearbook 1976, p. 842; U.N. Demographic Yearbook 1977, p. 896; U.N. Demographic
Yearbook 1978, p. 909; U.N. Demographic Yearbook 1981, pp. 326, 338, 357, 383; U.N. Demographic Yearbook 1983/84, pp. 341,
351, 366, 388.
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a. Excludes Third Level

b. Excludes Second Level

c. Excludes Second and Third Levels

Table 1 shows the growth in the numbers of students
and teachers during 1969-1988. It documents the
enormous efforts of the revolutionary state in making
good its promise of educating the nation (similar re-
sults obtain when the percentages of age cohorts at-
tending schools are examined). Important differences
have occurred since 1959 in the student enrollment
patterns at each level of education. The number of
students in pre-primary and first level education de-
clined during most of the years under study. The de-
cline reflects the combined effects of cohort aging
and the well-known declines in Cuban fertility since
the mid 1960s to the present. There were 130,538
pre-primary students in 1969 and 108,881 in 1985;
in the first level the corresponding enrollment figures
were 1,427,607 in 1969 and 899,936 in 1988. Dur-
ing this time, enrollment shifted dramatically to the
second and third levels of education.

Table 1 also presents Cuba’s students-per-teacher ra-
tios (STR). Independent confirmation for some of
these students-per-teacher ratios and numbers is
available (see coverage in Granma September 5,

1980; Bohemia September 3, 15; November, 1982;
Leiner 1982, p. 42; Green 1983, p. 96; Margulis and
Kunz 1984, p. 638). The shifts in student enroll-
ments already alluded to occur in the presence of
near-monotonic declines in the students per teacher
ratios at every level of education. The near-uniform
declines in these ratios suggests a high level of bu-
reaucratic resources and responsiveness, for manpow-
er and other resources had to be reallocated to match
uneven increases during these years in student enroll-
ments in different grades. Nevertheless, we can not
observe temporary increases in the second and third
levels ratios, particularly around the years of inflec-
tion of the shift in students enrollment. Similarly,
there are no increases in the ratios during the late sev-
enties and eighties at the pre-primary and first levels
of education.

At almost every level of education the students per
teacher ratios have declined significantly during
1969-88. For pre-primary education the ratios de-
creased from 34 to 20; for primary education they
declined for 27 to 12; the ratios for second level edu-

Table 1. Number of Teachers, Students, and Students per Teacher Ratios By Year and Level 
of Education: Cuba (continued)

Second Level Third Level Overall

Year
Number of
Teachers

Number of
Students

Students per
Teacher

Number of
Teachers

Number of
Students

Students per
Teacher

Students per
Teacher Ratio

1969 19732 266651 14 — — — 24a

1970 21781 235241 11 — — — 23a

1971 22614 259160 11 — — — 24a

1972 — — — — — — —
1973 29260 352946 12 — 55435 — 21a

1974 — — — 5725 68051 12 —
1975 42306 554365 13 5380 82688 15 20
1976 56347 715807 13 6263 — — 19a

1977 — — — — — — —
1978 — 936088 — 10139 133014 13 19b

1979 — 1009441 — — 146240 — 18c

1980 80665 1046884 13 10680 151733 14 15
1981 86578 1056763 12 12068 165496 14 15
1982 88199 1017556 12 12200 173404 14 14
1983 89826 1024113 11 15894 192958 12 13
1984 93704 1031365 11 17717 212155 12 13
1985 100673 1156555 11 19552 235224 12 13
1988 108078 1127035 10 24499 242366 10 11
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cation dropped from 14 to 10. The total national ra-
tio of 13 for the 1983-85 school years is quite low in
terms of Cuban historical patterns. However, even
this very low ratio is surpassed by the statistics an-
nounced at the beginning of the 1987-88 school
year; close to three million students and 270,000
teachers, for a ratio of 11 (see coverage in Granma,
September 13, 1987). It is clear from the secular
trends in these national statistics, however, that the
1969 and 1970 third level ratios of 7 and 6 (excluded
from Table 1) are incorrect. They are also unsupport-
ed by international comparisons (see below).

The successes of Cuban education in lowering stu-
dents per teacher ratios become even more impressive
when compared to analogous statistics from other
countries (Castro 1990b). The annual positions of
Cuba in the pre-primary educational level distribu-
tions of this ratio are shown in Figure 1 (as men-
tioned earlier in this and subsequent figures, the
heights of the columns represent the proportions of
countries in each of the five continents with values
lower than or equal to the Cuban values, for every
year for which information is available). Cuba’s posi-
tion in the world improved. In 1980, 62 percent of
the 87 countries for which there was information had
lower students per teacher ratios at the pre-primary
educational level of education. By 1984 only 38 per-
cent of the 49 countries with available information
surpassed Cuba in this index. Moreover, there are
important differences by continent. Most European
countries had lower ratios than Cuba and Cuba fared
well when compared to other American countries.
These results do not challenge the reliability of the
Cuban data.

Figure 1 also shows the international comparative
positions of Cuba in the first-level educational level
distributions of students per teacher ratios. Cuba’s
accomplishments in this level are obvious, reflected
in proportions varying from .10 to .15 during 1980-
84. Very few countries in Africa, America, and Asia
match Cuba’s low students per teacher ratios. As ex-
pected, Cuba’s positions drop when compared with
European countries, ranging from .38 to .30.

Similar results obtain for the second level (general)
education distributions of students per teacher ratios.

As shown in Figure 1, Cuba’s worldwide position in
this level improved during 1980-84 from .28 to .17.
Except for European countries, very few African,
American, Asian, and Oceanian countries could
match or surpass Cuba’s ratios. Even compared with
Europe, Cuba’s position improved from .62 to .43.

To summarize the results so far, the Cuban students-
per-teacher ratios in the pre-primary, first, and sec-
ond levels of education do not make us question the
reliability of Cuban education statistics.

Cuba’s achievement in higher education is less no-
ticeable. Eighty one percent of the 90 countries for
which information was available equaled or surpassed
Cuba’s ratio of 14 (third educational level) in 1980.
By 1984 this ranking had improved somewhat, for
only 64 percent of the countries in the world had
equal or lower ratios than Cuba’s 12. Nevertheless, it
is still the case that most of the countries in the five
continents equal or surpass Cuba’s students-per-
teacher ratios. These findings discredit Cuba’s re-
ported ratios of 7 and 6 for 1969 and 1970 previous-
ly discussed.

As an aside, despite the unreliability of the ratios for
these two years, previous scholars have given cre-
dence to them. Thus, Samuel Bowles (1971) using
Central Planning Board statistics, presents the fol-
lowing students per teacher ratios for the 1968-69
school year: primary school 29.8; total secondary
school (general) 16.5; university education 7.9. He
fails to explain the extraordinarily low 7.9 ratio. In-
stead, he contrasts these 1968-69 ratios to the ratios
for 1958-59 and concludes that “the number of
teachers relative to students has increased substantial-
ly at the primary level and not declined significantly
at any level except in teacher training.”

The drop in class size after 1958 occurred as the edu-
cational system employed as elementary and second-
ary school teachers, particularly during its first 25
years, individuals who had no teaching training (Cas-
tro 1992b). Early on the government began a teach-
ers’ aide movement to help solve the shortage of in-
structors, specially at the university level, caused by
the exodus of professional staff. These teaching aides
were university students who had the approval of
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their teachers and the Federation of University Stu-
dents (FEU) as well as appropriate knowledge of
Marxism-Leninism, physics, and mathematics. They
worked with professors, prepared laboratory classes,
and helped with grading and lower level teaching.
Acknowledging such practices, G. Jiménez (1982, p.
4) writes that thousands of students with a 10th
grade education also taught classes.

The low STRs shown in this paper are statistical out-
comes affected by Cuba’s Ministry of Education.
The Ministry often counts people twice, first as stu-
dents and then as teachers. We do not know the ex-
tent of this practice, although it has been less com-
mon since the mid 1980s. Student-teachers were a
very important resource to the state in its drive to
make good its promise of universal education.

A drawback to this policy is that, as is typical of other
Latin American educational systems, from the very
beginning of the revolution to the present one of the
most often-mentioned educational problems in Cuba
has been the lack of sufficient numbers of well-

trained teachers. For example, Paulston (1971a, p.
452; see also Paulston 1971b; 1972) mentioned the
lack of training of teachers: “nearly one-half of the
47,690 primary teachers in 1968 were ’maestros pop-
ulares’ with minimal training.” Thirteen years later
this chronic problem is illustrated in an article in Ju-
ventud Rebelde (June 9, 1981) about the problems of
beginning teachers. The interviewees were experi-
enced teachers. One respondent said that the Union
of Communist Youth (UJC) needed to involve itself
more deeply with beginning teachers to help them
improve their methodological skills. Another respon-
dent complained that several young teachers showed
no interest in methodological training and that their
lack of aptitude showed that they did not want to be
teachers. The respondents opined that young teach-
ers lacked sufficient time at their assigned Technical
Teacher Guidance Program. They were hurried
through their training. The respondent expressed
their concern about the lack of textbooks, other nec-
essary books, chalk, blackboards, and chemical re-
agents.
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Officials at the highest level of the Cuban govern-
ment, like Mr. Belarmino Castilla Mas, former Min-
ister of Education during the 1960s, repeatedly
voiced concern over the poor professional prepara-
tion of teachers as well as a host of other problems:
too many young and inexperienced teachers, an inad-
equate supply of professionally trained teachers in
part due to the insufficient number and quality of in
service training programs for nonprofessional and
nongraduate teachers, slow pace in the construction
and adaptations of buildings for schools, lack of fur-
niture, instruction material, textbook, school sup-
plies, and laboratory and workshop equipment, in-
sufficient care of educational equipment and
property, shortcomings in the organization and con-
trol by the Ministry of Education and its provincial
offices, deficiencies in study plans and programs, lack
of close school and community relations, student ab-
senteeism, especially for youngsters 13 to 16 years
old, low academic performance of students, and size-
able numbers of students repeating courses. Years lat-
er, as revealed by Mr. José Ramón Fernández, Minis-
ter of Education during most of the decade of the
1980s, many of these problems continued to plague
the educational institutions (see discussion of these
problems in Havana Domestic Service in Spanish
February 1980, p. 87; and Granma, July 5, 1981, pp.
14-17; April 3, 1981, p. 31; April 24, 1988).

Another indication of the low educational level of
some categories of teachers in Cuba is that during the
1978-79 school year 42,000 primary school teachers
graduated from “practicing teachers” programs of-
fered to persons with very few years of formal educa-
tion. That year 25,700 teachers graduated from more
advanced training programs in pedagogical schools,
although until then entrance requirements to these
programs had been less than a ninth grade of educa-
tion (Granma September 5, 1980).

The report to the Fifth National Congress of Educa-
tion and Science Teachers (Bohemia September 10,
1982; Trabajadores June 24, 1981: 38), based on ex-
tensive nationwide meetings of science teachers, also
assigned primary importance to the need to raise the
quality of education and pedagogical skills of teachers
and professors through conferences, seminars, work-

shops; the need to increase the level of teachers’ activ-
ism; the need to emphasize scientific research in
higher education; and the need to discover the reason
of low promotion rates and rejection of many stu-
dents in the basic sciences (mathematics, physics,
chemistry). Reflecting on these underlying difficul-
ties Maurice R. Berube (1985) writes, partly based on
interviews he obtained from officials of Cuba’s Min-
istry of Education, that the need to improve teacher
quality and the scarcity of school supplies were two
paramount problems of Cuban education in the early
1980s.

In sum, Cuba’s success in lowering student per teach-
er ratios at the pre-university levels is in part the re-
sult of deliberate, officially-designed transformations
of the educational system which for many years al-
lowed students and others without technical or ad-
vanced educational degrees to teach, the accounting
procedure used by the Ministry of Education and
more generally, the redefinition of the profession of
teacher at the pre-university levels. These patterns are
important to understand events during the last three
decades. They are being superseded rapidly. Greater
educational standards for pre-university teachers are
being put in place. Mr. Castro (1992b), in a recent
address to the Teachers Conference 30 May, an-
nounced the stiffening of teaching credentials for pri-
mary school teachers. And as we have shown, it
should be underscored that in international compar-
ative terms the same successes in lowering students
per teacher ratios have not occurred at the third level
of formal education. Relatively higher teaching stan-
dards have been kept at this level.

Available statistics on the percent of students repeat-
ing their grades also provides us the opportunity to
look at the reliability of Cuban educational statistics.
Maurice R. Berube sets the historical context for the
interpretation of the figures in Table 2 when he
writes, based on his extensive research of Cuban edu-
cation, that in the “sixties half of the primary school
children were grade repeaters and in the intermediate
schools only 13 percent of the students graduated.”
Other scholars also mentioned these problems.
Rolland G. Paulston (1971a) wrote that “the internal
efficiency of primary schooling is low, i.e., only some
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40 percent who begin grade one complete grade six.”
G. Read wrote in the late sixties that “between the
first and sixth grades, there are 621,500 school chil-
dren who have fallen behind one or more grades in
school. From the seventh to the tenth grades, the
number is 76,506; in the eleventh, twelfth, and thir-
teenth grades the number is 4,646...some 300,000
children and youngsters within the 6-16 age bracket
are now outside the school system.”

In light of this situation in which many students re-
peated grades or dropped from school, the low per-
cents of students repeating their grades less than a de-
cade later is in some cases striking. Incredibly, at least
since 1980 there are no first grade repeaters in Cuba.
In 1975 20 percent of the 305,278 first graders were
repeating the grade. However, only five years later
there were no repeaters among the 205,595 first
graders throughout the island. This pattern contin-
ued during the 1980s.

Figure 2 presents, for the years 1980, 1983, and
1984, the proportions of countries with percents of
grade repeaters in the first grade (first level) lower
than or equal to Cuba. In 1983 there was only one
country in Europe presumably like Cuba, with no re-

peaters in the first grade and there were no European
countries with this score in 1980 and 1984. Cuba’s
reported absence of grade repeaters in the first grade
was almost unrivaled in the other continents as well.

In our opinion, these results can only obtain if the
Cuban statistics are mistaken or, as it is most likely, if
a national educational policy prohibits repeating the
first grade irrespective of the students’ readiness to
advance to the second grade. Relatedly, this pattern is
not reflected in most of the other grades, where Cuba
occupies more modest positions in the distributions
of countries. There has not been a continued nation-
wide mass mobilization that would make these
claims even remotely plausible.

In contrast to the first grade (first level), Cuba’s rank-
ing during 1980, 1983, and 1984 among the coun-
tries of the world in the percent of repeaters in the
second grade (first level) are much more modest. Fig-
ure 2 shows that almost all countries in Europe had
equal or lower scores, and this is generally true also of
the countries in the other continents, except for Afri-
can countries. Cuba’s international position in the
third grade (first level) distributions is both advanta-
geous and credible. As shown in Figure 2 most Afri-

Table 2. Number and Percent of Repeaters by Year, Level of Education, and Grade: Cuba

1975 1980 1983 1984 1985 1987 1988
First Level
Grades

Percent
Repeaters

Percent
Repeaters

Percent
Repeaters

Percent
Repeaters

Percent
Repeaters

Percent
Repeaters

Percent
Repeaters

1 20 0 0 0 0 0 0
2 10 14 15 14 12 12 13
3 6 2 3 3 2 6 3
4 6 8 6 4 3 13 9
5 3 5 3 2 2 9 3
6 2 3 2 1 1 6 2
Total Repeaters 8.12 5.7 4.9 4.1 3.2 7.7 5.2

145897 83747 62767 48301 34573 73074 46447

Second Level 
Grades

Percent
Repeaters

Percent
Repeaters

Percent
Repeaters

Percent
Repeaters

Percent
Repeaters

Percent
Repeaters

Percent
Repeaters

1 3 7 4 3 4 8 5
2 2 4 3 2 3 5 4
3 1 3 2 2 2 3 2
4 3 3 2 3 3 2 4
5 2 2 1 1 1 1 1
6 2 1 0 0 0 0 0
Total Repeaters 1.74 3.53 2.0 1.7 3.1 4.5 3.3

9627 36944 20218 17200 22125 35078 25433

Source: UNESCO Statistical Yearbook 1986, Tables 3.6, 3.9; 1990 Tables 3.6, 3.9; 1991 Tables 3.6, 3.9.
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can, American, and Asian countries have higher per-
cents of repeaters in the third grade than Cuba, while
most European countries surpass Cuba in this index.

While lack of space prevents the detailed presenta-
tion of the international statistical comparisons for
the fourth, fifth, and sixth grades of the first level of
education, the pattern appears reliable. In each of
these grades Cuba’s position improved during 1980-
84 both in comparison with the world and with most
continents. Similarly, the comparative analysis of
grades one through four in level 2 indicates a respect-
able and believable level of achievement. For exam-
ple, in 1984 only 34 percent of the countries of the
world had values lower than or equal to Cuba’s three
percent repeaters in the first grade (second level).
There were important variations by continent, so
that, as predicted, Cuba fared much worse when
compared to European countries and much better
when compared to Asian and African countries. This
general pattern of findings hold for grades two, three
and four of the second level of education.

By way of contrast, the findings shown in Table 2 for
grades 5 and 6 of level 2 (the eleventh and twelve
grade in Cuba) do not conform with existing knowl-
edge of Cuban education. The claim that there has
not been grade repeaters in the twelve grade since
1983 is not credible. These claims are unsupported
by what is known about Cuba’s formal educational
system and by international comparisons. In terms of
internal criterion, it is reasonable to expect a positive
correlation between the percent of student dropouts
and the percent of students repeating the grade. In-
deed, there is evidence that most of the dropout
problem in Cuba occurs in these two grades. For in-
stance, during the 1980-81 school year 21 percent of
youngsters 13 to 16 years of age nationwide were not
attending school. Berube (1985; see also Sendón-Or-
eiro 1983) estimates that 97 percent of eligible ele-
mentary school students attend school, 93 percent
graduate, and that the dropout problem occurs in the
intermediate school years. He estimates that 27 per-
cent of students sixteen years old drop out of school.
Our point is that the opposite patterns would have to
occur to justify UNESCO’s reported proportions of
grade repeaters in these grades. 

The relative position of Cuba in the distributions of
country values also do not support the reliability of
these Cuban statistics. As shown, Cuba’s relative po-
sition in the eleventh grade (fifth level, Figure 3) is
unbelievably low. In 1984 only 15 percent of the
countries of the world and none of the countries
from Europe and Oceania equaled or surpassed Cu-
ba’s value in this index (one percent). By way of con-
trast, greater percents of the countries from Africa,
America, and Asia equaled or surpassed the Cuban
value. These patterns are contrary to what could be
reasonably expected and put into question the reli-
ability of the Cuban figures.

An even more extreme case occurs in the 12th grade
(Sixth level, Figure 3). There are no European and
Oceanian countries with values equal to Cuba’s zero
percent of repeaters. We do not believe the accuracy
of these statistics, for they cannot be accounted for
despite the efforts by Cuban educators to provide al-
ternative educational programs in technical and vo-
cational fields for grade repeaters (so that they would
not be counted as repeaters).

The very low proportions of grade repeaters in Cuba
is in large part the result of the ideologically-generat-
ed social pressures on teachers to promote students at
the pre-university levels. Reminiscent of the grade in-
flationary practices in the United States, grade pro-
motion at these levels is an important goal of the Cu-
ban educational system. The criterion is used to
gauge the success of teachers and administrators; pre-
sumably good teachers have very high percentages of
promoted students in their classes. Teachers’ ability
to promote their students affects their career advanc-
es, prestige and standing in the teaching profession.
According to Cuba’s former Minister of Education
Mr. Fernández (Havana Domestic Service in Spanish
February 1980, p. 87), the promotion of students is a
“fundamental indicator” of teaching efficiency. Mr.
Fernández stressed “top promotion with top quali-
ty,” in itself an admirable goal. However, given the
vulnerability of Cuban citizens to the claims of the
state and its mass organizations and organs of social
control (Aguirre, 1984), the goal translates as pres-
sure on teachers to advance their careers by having
impressive promotion rates in their classes. Aggregat-
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ed nationwide, this pressure is in part responsible for
the low percent of grade repeaters.

Marvin Leiner (1981) underscores the importance of
student promotion, both on the quarterly and finals
exams, for school administrators. Teachers who fail
unusually high percent of their students must justify
their grading decisions to the director of their school.
Their grading decisions, and the students impacted
by them, are the focus of investigation by the direc-
tor, other teachers in the school, and student mem-
bers of the FEEM in the school. Students contesting
their failing grades can request from the school direc-
tor to retake the exams. Such exams exclude the
teachers involved in failing the students and may cir-
cumvent their decisions to fail the students entirely.

The emphasis on grade promotion reflects an interest
on the part of educational policy planners in late
“bloomers.” It is a policy which embodies the opti-
mistic view of human nature in classical Marxism,
values cooperativeness and mutual help among stu-
dents, and deemphasizes competition (Allen 1974, p.
52). It is also a principle of educational organization
very open to abuse, especially in the absence of inde-
pendent teachers’ professional associations in Cuba
which would protect teachers from social pressures to
promote students. It becomes easier to measure the
percentage of students promoted out of their grades
than the quality of their intellect, and in a system
which is so highly centralized and bureaucratized,
numbers and statistical “proofs” carry the day.

The absence of teachers’ professional associations is
paired with the predominance of the state bureaucra-
cy and its central planning. In Cuba public education
is the only system of formal education available. The
national state is the only employer. Workers in the
institution of education are grouped by the Cuban
state into a syndicate. Their syndicate is not a mecha-
nism of interest politics but is instead part of the so-
cialist state. It has direct representation in and direc-
tion from the Central Committee (CC) of the Cuban
Communist Party (CCP), as part of its Education,
Science, Culture, and Sports directorate.

Educational workers’ initiatives to change education-
al practices must first receive recognition and approv-

al from school directors. Typically, at the pre-univer-
sity level the director very often must make these
decisions with the input and agreement of the CCP
member of the staff assigned to represent the CCP in
the school and the school’ student leaders who are
members of the Federation of Middle Level Stu-
dents. Workers’ initiatives that pass this first screen-
ing, are then referred to the municipal office of the
Ministry of Education, which also must approve the
initiative or change it to conform to established poli-
cy. If the initiative successfully passes this second
screening it is then referred to the Ministry of Educa-
tion for evaluation. In turn, if it passes this third
screening, it is referred by the Ministry to the CC for
evaluation and possible approval. Alternatively, the
Ministry can advise its Municipal office to present
the initiatives to its municipal representatives to the
next national congress of educational workers. If the
initiative secures the agreement of the municipal rep-
resentatives to the congress, it is then discussed in the
congress and evaluated at the national level. In turn,
if the initiative becomes part of the final set of rec-
ommendations of the congress, it is then evaluated
by the CC and may become official educational poli-
cy.

We give this involved explanation of institutional dy-
namics to show that the closeness of the political and
educational institutions of Cuban society and the
overwhelming predominance of the former means
that only a very narrow range of local- level initiatives
to change educational practices ever succeed in be-
coming policy. These successful claims must “fit” in
some fashion within the larger plans of the govern-
ment before they become policy. Some topics of im-
portance to the teaching profession, such as improve-
ments in teachers’ salary, work hours and conditions
of work are clearly outside the range of ’appropriate’
locally-generated topics of policy discussion. Instead,
they may be part of the national development plan
devised and executed by the state.

A recent episode illustrates the vulnerabilities of the
teaching profession as it tries to maximize both pro-
motion and merit (see coverage in Granma January
15, 22, 24, 31; February 1, 5, 26; and March 5, 11,
20, 1985). A 1985-1987 mass campaign to improve



Are Cuba’s Educational Statistics Reliable?

382

educational equality in Cuba generated political pres-
sure on teachers, dramatically decreased grade pro-
motion rates, and was eventually repudiated by the
government. In 1985, Mr. Fernández complained
about the work of school administrators and called
attention to the problem of educational quality and
the need to improve teaching methods, testing prac-
tices, self-study, and analytical thinking by teachers
(Granma February 1, 1985, p. 1). In a speech to a
Seminar of Higher Education, Mr. Fernández men-
tioned the need for improvements in disciplinary and
educational methods and teachers’ skills (Granma
June 8, 1985). He emphasized “quality teaching,”
and the value of learning how to teach rather than
meeting a numerical goal for the sake of a number,
i.e., promoting students to meet a quota (Granma
September 28, October 3, 8, 1985; Bohemia Octo-
ber, 1985). The campaign on teacher quality contin-
ued in 1986 (Richmond 1987). 

School administrators were urged to visit classes
more frequently to detect problems and evaluate
teachers (see Juventud Rebelde February 19, 25, 1986;
Granma February 24, 1986, p. 1). Teachers’ defi-
ciencies, such as insufficient knowledge of subject
matter, preparing simplified study material, reliance
on old notes rather than on newer texts, and low
standards for promoting students were discussed (Ju-
ventud Rebelde February 19, 25, 1986; Granma Feb-
ruary 24, 1986). In April the Ministry of Education
announced the creation of a central committee and a
special task force attached to the Central Institute for
Pedagogical Sciences. Its task was to look at the prob-
lem of quality in educational instruction and stan-
dards and at the appropriateness of school plans and
programs, all in an attempt to improve the skills of
teachers and reduce their bureaucratic burdens
(Granma April 12, 1986, p. 2).

A significant nationwide decline in the rates of grade
promotion followed. The decline in the number of
students promoted was most pronounced in urban
centers, and at the high school and pre-university lev-
els, as reflected in the following promotion percents
for the 1984-85 and 1985-86 school years, respec-
tively: primary 96.7 and 95.4; basic secondary 94.9
and 81.4; pre-university 93.3 and 83.1; technical-

professional 95.9 and 89.3; teachers’ schools 96.7
and 92.7; total, all levels 96.1 and 90.5 (Granma Au-
gust 4, 1986, pp. 1, 3) Some of the most important
drops in promotion rates at the basic secondary level
occurred in the cities of Havana (65.6 percent pro-
moted), Cienfuegos (77.8 percent), Santiago de
Cuba (80), and Villa Clara (80), and in the provinces
of Havana (70), Santiago de Cuba (71) and
Guantánamo (73).

On July 25 the Ministry of Education reacted to the
nationwide decline in grade promotion rates by an-
nouncing that it was holding month-long makeup
summer school sessions, to be followed by special ex-
ams during the last week in August (the special exams
have become routine; during the two-semester school
year there are two exams and a final exam, and if the
final exam is not passed the student must pass a
make-up exam to be promoted to the next grade)
(Granma March 30, April 6, 8, 1987) The special ex-
ams were an attempt to improve the grade promo-
tion rates. Mass, professional, party, party-affiliated
organizations, and parents, were mobilized to try to
ensure that the students who had not passed their
exam would attend the special summer school session
and study to successfully pass them. The results of
this nationwide remedial summer school and special
exam effort were not announced. There is only infor-
mation on one school, the Republica Argentina
Democrática Popular; 83 of its students had to take
the make-up exam in mathematics, 39 students took
it, and 19 passed it. The results in the other exams
were equally inauspicious (Radio Rebelde August 25,
1986, PM Broadcast). The decline in the rates of
grade promotion continued during the 1986-1987
school year. There is information for the City of Ha-
vana. During the first semester of the 1986-1987
school year 75 percent of the City of Havana’s
96,000 basic secondary students failed the first round
of testing, and 39 percent failed the make-up exams.
More than 35,000, or about a third of the total stu-
dent population of the city, had failed one or more
courses in the first semester. Of these failing students
15,860 were already repeating the same grade (Gran-
ma March 30, p. 3, April 6, 1987, p. 4).
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This episode was the first collective campaign for the
system-wide enforcement of quality standards in the
non-university grades. The effort was short-lived. As
part of the society-wide rectification campaign begun
in 1987 (Díaz-Briquets 1993), the government re-
verted to the universalist vision of education explicit
in its political ideology, denouncing the idea that
there was any connection between the toughness of
exams and the quality of education. While disclaim-
ing that the new changes were a manifestation of “fa-
cilismo” (easy methods), the government lowered,
for all educational levels excluding university courses,
the minimum passing scores in the exams from 70
(the passing score used since 1962) to 60. It also
eliminated the final exams in several academic sub-
jects (Granma June 8, 22, 1987).

It is instructive to observe the reactions of the teach-
ers. The 1986 Third Party Congress and 1987 Fifth
Congress of the Union of Communist Youth (UJC)
repeated the messages of the government’s mass cam-
paign about the poor quality of teaching (see Granma
December 1, 2, 1986; April 4, 6, 1987; Habana
Tele-Rebelde December 1, 1986). Teachers partici-
pating in the Sixth Congress of the National Syndi-
cate of Workers in Education, Science, and Sports
had a different interpretation of the origins of the cri-
sis. The national congress of teachers, held on No-
vember 21-22, 1986, convened 451 delegates. Dur-
ing the congress, some of the participants repudiated
the accusations that teachers were responsible for the
problems besieging the educational system. In a tell-
ing response, one of the delegates pointed to the offi-
cial pressures teachers had felt in years past. He
pointed out that,

the use of easy teaching devices became the reigning
method many years ago, and one of its most serious
manifestation was promotionism...At the beginning
educational policy was incorrectly understood. It was
believed that the quality of a teacher’s work was dem-
onstrated in the rate of promotion of his stu-
dents...(and) teachers were demanded to promote
more students each year. Teachers did not agree with
this and said that it was wrong, but they were not lis-
tened to...It was not the teachers who started the race
for promotionism (Granma November 22, 1986, pp.
1-2; see also Granma November 20, 24, 1986).

The educational practices documented so far evi-
dence the promotionist educational practices in Cu-
ba. The foregoing material also documents that these
practices had the unintended effect of lowering edu-
cational standards in the non university grades.

Perhaps as a way to minimize the negative effects of
the lowering of educational standards there has also
been a seemingly paradoxical emphasis on education-
al qualifications and letter grades. Meritocratic
achievement is, together with “ideologically-correct”
background, the paramount criterion used in Cuba
to select those who go on for advanced educational
training and who can hope to obtain high-quality ed-
ucation. In fact different educational tracks are used.
Marvin Leiner (1981, p. 212) documents the impor-
tance of test results for students, their teachers, and
their schools. Letter grades are very important for
students: “starting especially in grade 5.entrance to
the university is determined by scholastic average
(Leiner).” Much stress is placed on grades, and only
students with the best cumulative grade point aver-
age and the appropriate ideological attitude can hope
to receive and complete the rigorous university train-
ing (e.g., Mickey 1977; Carty 1978). Contrary to
what is the case in the lower educational levels, at the
highest levels of education grade promotionism is at
a minimum. High proportions of university students
do not complete their careers. For example, among
medical students the dropout rate is close to 50 per-
cent, and in the 1981-82 school year only 48 percent
of university students scheduled for completing their
university degrees in fact completed them (Carty
1978; Mujal-León 1988, p. 30).

To our knowledge, there has never been an explicit
integration of these meritocratic practices into the
political ideology of the Cuban state. This is unsur-
prising, for the traditional meritocratic individualis-
tic policies used in Cuba work against the very es-
sence of socialism. Bowles (1971, p. 498; see also
Kahl 1977) identified the implications of meritocrat-
ic practices in Cuba. He argued that the establish-
ment of secondary schools for the intellectual elite of
the country, begun in the late 1960s, represented the
recreation of social inequality in the school and a
“sense of hierarchy in the consciousness of the stu-
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dents.” Likewise, Paulston (1971a, p. 484) com-
mented that Cuban schools were highly centralized
and bureaucratized and pointed to the discrepancy
between socialist educational slogans and the pres-
ence of bourgeois behaviors in the Ministry of Edu-
cation and among teachers. He concluded that Cuba
had two choices: to “undergo a sweeping radicaliza-
tion of her educational system or move into a conser-
vative phase.”

The hoped-for radicalization did not take place.
Years later M. Pastor (1983; see also Carnoy 1981:
10; Richmond 1990), among others, visited elite
schools like the Lenin School in Havana, modeled af-
ter U.S.S.R. educational criteria and reputedly the
best secondary school in the country, and comment-
ed on the emphasis on testing and grading of stu-
dents. These schools epitomize the Soviet hierarchi-
cal model of bureaucratic organization that according
to Harris (1992) violates socialist principles of bu-
reaucratic organization. 

The de facto contradiction between merit and pro-
motion coexists with the centralization of Cuban ed-
ucation and the autonomy of the educational bu-
reaucracy from pressures from parents and students.
Paralleling the centralization of the economy and the
absence of independent organizations and individual
civil rights, the educational system is highly central-
ized in the Ministry of Education, which sets nation-
al educational policy (Berube 1985). Even though
parents and students provide a lot of support to
school administrators and teachers, they do not have
access to the decision-making process, nor can they
influence school policy. Parents who are members of
school councils cannot criticize the teachers or the in-
structions they give their children. Mr. Abel Prieto, a
high official of the Cuban Ministry of Education,
said it most succinctly: parents “cannot tell the teach-
er that he or she is not doing a good job because it is
assumed that the parent knows less about it than the
teacher” (Martuza 1981, p. 266). Instead, they can
ask the educational inspectors of the Ministry of Ed-
ucation for an inspection of the classrooms.

The rights of the educational bureaucracy are stated
in law. The body of laws governing students and the
educational system is extensive (Granma March 14,

1980; Havana Domestic Service March 14, 1980)
and directed to make the institution of education im-
mune to outside pressures. Thus, for example, on
March 14, 1980, Cuba’s State Council approved a
law on student discipline which abolished the right
of students to appeal to courts in cases of disciplinary
violations. Henceforward, the treatment of disciplin-
ary cases became an entirely internal procedure (Ha-
vana Domestic Service March 14, 1980: 42).

People participate in the educational system within
the limits and by the rules imposed by the bureaucra-
cy. The government, primarily through its mass or-
ganizations, tries very hard to encourage adult con-
tinuing education and to train dropouts. Similarly, it
provides educational opportunities to military per-
sonnel and veterans, and spends considerable re-
sources in increasing the average educational level of
the population. In spite of these encouragements,
however, at least in two respects the educational in-
stitution is a closed system. The concern of parents
and the special interests of the local citizenry do not
affect tightly centralized educational planning, pro-
gram, and training. Meetings are held and parents
participate, but their involvement is in support of the
official vision of education. Moreover, advanced edu-
cational training continues to be restricted on the ba-
sis of letter grades, other indicators of achievement,
and the right ideological identity.

In summary, as is also true for other national educa-
tional systems, the very high rates of grade promo-
tion in Cuba are to an important albeit unmeasured
extent directly affected by the political climate in
which teachers teach, and by the fluctuating pres-
sures on teachers now to pass students, later to im-
prove quality and educational rigor. The inability to
maintain high quality standards throughout the edu-
cational system strengthens the traditional emphasis
on merit and the subsequent uneven application of
promotionism in the Cuban educational system. 

CONCLUSION
The foregoing analysis shows one general inconsis-
tency worth commenting upon. On the one hand,
our tests, limited as they are, nevertheless show that
most of the official statistics reported by UNESCO
about Cuba are reliable. They give no grounds to
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challenge the often-repeated claim that the Cuban
government has tried very hard to encourage the edu-
cation of the Cuban people. On the other, however,
some official statistics are plainly unreliable and in-
valid. We have identified these scores and shown the
reasons for our incredulity. The puzzle for us is why
such systematic errors become part of an otherwise
reliable statistical record. 

The unreliable statistics can not be explained by as-
suming that they are the results of accidents, coding
mishaps, or other data management problems. In-
stead, in our opinion they are the result of a general-
ized tendency to exaggerate real revolutionary

achievements to such an implausible extent that in
the long term results in the erroneous discredit by
outsiders of the entire government effort. This is the
paradoxical result of the presence of two distinct and
opposed principles of power: rationality and charis-
ma. The first builds the bureaucracy and the pro-
grams and practices which produce the achieve-
ments; the second, unbounded by principles of logic
and human limits, claims the most amazing feats as
its own and demand their ’proofs.’ Our prediction is
that this postulated commingling of rationality and
charisma will help social scientists understand the
workings of other social institutions in the island. 
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