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EDUCATION AND LABOR SKILLS IN SOCIALIST CUBA

Roberto Orro Fernández

The level of education and health services in Cuba
has been for years a reason of pride for its govern-
ment. Even prestigious personalities not precisely
friends of the Cuban regime have widely praised the
island’s achievements in these fields. The allegedly
first world level of Cuba in education and health is
one of the cornerstones of the official speech, and a
commonly used argument by the supporters of the
Cuban system abroad, who like to point out that the
lack of some freedom in the island is by far offset by
its social achievements.

Many works on the future of Cuba have mentioned a
highly qualified and educated population as one of
the resources the country can rely on during the fu-
ture transition towards a market economy. A dramat-
ically affected capital stock, and a low level of pro-
ductivity, could be compensated by high levels of
human capital, as happened in the reconstructions of
Germany and Japan, two countries whose physical
capital suffered greater damage than Cuba’s.

However, the poor performance of the younger Cu-
ban professionals who have emigrated to the United
States has raised questions about the real quality of
the island’s educational system. The truth should be
faced, and we have to accept that Cubans have not
shown the ability of other immigrants to successfully
perform in the United States. The behavior of Cuban
graduates has led to some negative opinions and
raised many misgivings, especially within the first
generation of immigrants, who underestimate the
true capacity of the Cuban professional and are
prone to see them as another failure of the current
political system.

The present article is intended to present an analysis
and reflection of educational and professional skills
in Cuba. The paper is based mostly on the author’s
own experiences as student, academic, and profes-
sional in Cuba as well as abroad. In the paper I try to
portray the current situation of Cuban professionals,
by briefly reviewing their education and training pro-
cess, from elementary school to their labor environ-
ment. As the reader will see, Cuban professionals
hold a good technical background, but they also have
flaws impossible to disregard.

It is noteworthy that the system herein described cor-
responds to the period 1968-1990. The current dis-
mal economic situation, unleashed by the collapse of
the socialist system, has reduced the resources as-
signed to education, and therefore adversely affected
its quality and effectiveness. Nonetheless, I believe
that the foundations of the system remain unaltered.
Moreover, the system this paper addresses corre-
sponds to the one under which most of the graduates
currently working in Cuba were raised. I hope that
this paper makes a contribution for a better under-
standing of the capabilities of persons now aged 30-
50 years, a generation with increasing participation
in leadership positions in the Cuban government,
and one that will be called to play a decisive role in
the upcoming transition.

The article is structured as follows. It first analyzes
the elementary and high school systems. Then it fo-
cuses on the undergraduate higher education system.
This is followed by some insights on the labor envi-
ronment of the Cuban professional. The paper closes
with our conclusions.
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ELEMENTARY AND HIGH SCHOOL 
EDUCATION
Since its very beginning, the new revolutionary gov-
ernment put education at the top of its priorities.
The significance given to education and health had a
political dimension: they both would be the distinc-
tive and new features of the Revolution. Success in
these fields would represent a symbol of justice and
social welfare in Cuba, and the cornerstone of the of-
ficial rhetoric, aimed, among other things, at encour-
aging a positive foreign opinion of the process.

Notwithstanding the political goals related to educa-
tion, it is a fact that the Cuban government has
achieved success in this field. Favorable economic re-
lations with the former Soviet Union indeed played a
key role in financing ambitious educational pro-
grams. We cannot rule out the fact, however, that the
revolutionary government inherited a country with
first world standards in education. The high profes-
sionalism and background of teachers raised and
trained before 1959 provided the new administration
with the human resources needed to launch ambi-
tious reforms. Nonetheless, it would be unfair to
deny the high quality and effectiveness of the Cuban
education system.

Let us start with elementary education. In my opin-
ion, the elementary education program can be la-
beled as excellent. Mathematics and Spanish courses
have been designed to make the student go through a
progressive level of complexity, which endows the
young student with a sound basis for further levels.
The Ministry of Education bolstered competitiveness
and excellence through a contest system, starting in
municipalities and ending with national contests, in
Mathematics and Spanish.

In the fourth grade, the student was initiated in sub-
jects such as History, Biology, and Geography. Of
course, the History curriculum was totally designed
according to the interests and rules set by the govern-
ment, but it should be noted that the teaching of
History anywhere always responds to certain official
goals. In every country, History lessons at the ele-
mentary education level are used to instill into chil-
dren love for national heroes. That is the reason why
these lessons in Cuba, Mexico, or even the United

States, entail a sort of “ harmless misrepresentation”
of the idolized heroes, by skipping or avoiding any
negative aspect of their lives. I should stress that in
spite of political biases, the Cuban curriculum did
not prevent the young student from having a first in-
teresting contact with the foremost developments of
the fatherland’s history.

Perhaps the Achilles’ heel in elementary education in
Cuba is the absence of foreign language instruction.
The sheer control of the state over education does
not make room for private institutions, where these
studies would likely be offered. In addition, impor-
tant complements in learning and mastering a for-
eign language, such as traveling abroad, access to ra-
dio, TV programs, and literature in English are out
of the reach of Cuban children. Some parents have
overcome this flaw by hiring private teachers, but it is
a luxury that relatively few families can afford.

Political interference has not inflicted great damage
to elementary education in Cuba. Although children
had no other option but to become members of the
organization of revolutionary pioneers, and were also
required to participate in political meetings, brain-
washing was not the distinctive feature of primary
education. The goals for this stage, like the creation
of a sound basis in basic disciplines and the physical
development of children through sports and other
activities, were achievable by any student.

Student competition and academic performance
were encouraged by the possibility of obtaining a
grant to study high school in one of the so-called vo-
cational institutes. These were boarding schools,
where the student could enroll from 7th to 12th grade.
Admission to vocational schools was based on
achievement during the last three years of elementary
education. The academic program of vocational
schools was the same as the other mid-level educa-
tional institutions and we have no evidence that their
teaching staff was better qualified. However, the
highly selective nature of the vocational schools,
mostly based on academic performance, created an
environment of excellence and competition, where
every student benefited from the skills and knowl-
edge of his classmates.
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The Lenin Vocational School pioneered this kind of
institutions. The Lenin school was officially inaugu-
rated in 1974 by Fidel and the former leader of the
Soviet communist party and government, Leonid
Brezhnev. Thereafter, vocational schools were open
in every province of Cuba.

Social lags cannot be wiped out by decrees. Most of
the Lenin students came from families well-posi-
tioned in the Cuban government. Their parents were
mostly members of the diplomatic and economic
elite. But we should keep in mind that the selection
process to be admitted to a vocational school was
based almost entirely on academic achievement. The
sons of government leaders who studied at the Lenin
school were good students, who had benefited from
the higher cultural and educational background of
their families. Students with high grades coming
from humbler families faced no admission barriers at
the Lenin school, provided their families sided with
the Revolution.

The content and quality of mid-level education in
Cuba over these years were insuperable. Mathematics
courses were extremely demanding, with increasing
complexity as the student moved forward to a higher
grade. Teaching of Differential and Integral Calculus
began at the 11th grade, and Probability Theory was
taught in the 12th grade. Vocational schools enriched
their academic programs with courses on program-
ming languages, such as Focal and Fortran.

The textbooks used for Mathematics, Physics, and
Chemistry were written in collaboration with advi-
sors from the former Soviet Union and the German
Democratic Republic. The scientific capabilities of
these countries is well known. From the educational
point of view, Cuba largely benefited from its links
with these countries. Soviet and German advisors
also cooperated with their Cuban colleagues in train-
ing students chosen to participate in international
contests and Mathematics Olympiads, where Cuban
students often performed well. It should be noted
that the curriculum in vocational schools were no
different from other institutions, but the elite envi-
ronment of the vocational schools generated positive
externalities and a highly competitive spirit, by far
superior to other institutions.

Regarding other subjects, their content could be la-
beled as excellent. For example, the Literature pro-
gram comprised classic works by Cervantes, Shakes-
peare, Stendhal, Balzac, Tolstoi, and Puhskin, among
others. The students were distributed the classics, ed-
ited in Cuban publishing houses, with the commit-
ment to return them as soon as the academic year
ended. The courses in Chemistry, Biology, and Ge-
ography were also exhilarating and demanding.

The teaching of English language started in seventh
grade, the first year of junior high school, and lasted
for six years. English classes put emphasis on gram-
mar, but did not pay much attention to listening
comprehension and conversation. The teaching of
English undoubtedly made a contribution to enrich
the background of Cuban students, but its scope was
pretty narrow. The social environment did not help
students to complement what they learned in classes.
In such environment it was barely possible to master
the foreign language and to be fluent in it.

The arrival at high school meant a turning point in
indoctrination. The official dogma was not signifi-
cant in years preceding high school, but starting in
the 10th grade, it dramatically changed. Lessons in
History provided the foundations for Marxist dog-
ma, and shaped the mind of the students in line with
the interests of the Cuban government. For instance,
the high school contemporary History course was ut-
terly designed upon the guidelines of the Soviet sys-
tem. The positive aspect of being introduced to the
foremost developments of world history was partially
offset by a sticky approach to history. Such a dog-
matic approach misled the students and did not pro-
vide a solid treatment of social and political issues.

Courses in Cuban History carried also a full load of
indoctrination. The Cuban History textbooks had as
their main goal portraying the socialist Revolution as
the unique and true emancipating chapter of Cuban
History. Before 1959, Cuba was nothing but a coun-
try enmeshed in corruption, prostitution, and pover-
ty, a quasi-colony of the United States. With singular
mastery, the courses in Cuban History embedded the
life and work of Cuban heroes into the socialist Rev-
olution. Historical personalities with no connection
whatsoever with communist ideology, even anti-
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Communists like Antonio Guiteras, were added to
the list of the Revolution´s precursors. Any blemishes
in the life of the heroes, their religious feelings, their
criticism towards communist ideas, and everything
that did not fit well into the official history, was sim-
ply erased or minimized as much as possible.

Besides favoring the manipulating interests of the
Cuban government, indoctrination has left its print
on the minds of a whole generation of Cubans, even
those who no longer side with the Revolution. The
rejection of anything not coming from Socialist
countries, and the drastic division of countries and
men into “good ones” and “bad ones,” closed the
doors to an objective comprehension of the world we
live in. The unflagging mockery of the United States,
instilled since childhood, is one of the reasons why
the younger Cuban immigrants have faced so many
hardships to adapt to living in this country. After
many years of listening to the same rhetoric, that
Capitalism is a synonym for anarchy, it is indeed
traumatic to face a society filled with disciplinary
rules unknown in Cuba. The Revolution has tried to
wipe out of its moral code all manners and customs
considered as bourgeois and fostered those that fit in
a proletarian country. The discipline of the boarding
schools did not encourage a behavior of discretion,
kindness, and sobriety. This is another factor affect-
ing people born and brought up in the Revolution.

As we already mentioned, the quality of high school
education in Cuba deserves to be praised. Nonethe-
less, the system had two significant flaws worthy of
comment. The first one, and seemingly the less im-
portant one, was the little emphasis the system gave
to time limits to complete a test. Generally, the stu-
dent had unlimited time to respond to and review a
test. Time limit was not a reason for a student to fail.
If someone failed a test, it was due to not knowing
the material or not taking time to read over the test,
but never because of lack of time. The Cuban educa-
tional system did not have among its goals training
students to work under a lot of pressure.

The other flaw mirrored the little importance that a
centralized economy assigns to quality. There was a
remarkable imbalance in the weights given to proce-
dures and results when teachers gave grades. This im-

balance widely favored procedure over results. The
rule set by the Ministry of Education, and followed
by teachers, established a penalty of one point out of
a hundred (the top grade achievable), for every
wrong result, provided the student had correctly
completed the procedure. Such imbalance discour-
aged interest in quality and end results. Some stu-
dents did not take the time to get the final answer to
a question, since they considered it was a waste of
time.

To sum up, elementary, junior high school, and high
school education in Cuba provided students with a
good background in basic sciences, Spanish language,
literature, and general culture. The negative effects of
political indoctrination, negligible until high school,
turned significant once the student arrived at high
school. The Cuban student came to post-secondary
education with a formidable stock of knowledge, but
also with some bad habits and flaws, which would
worsen to some extent while in higher education.

THE REVOLUTIONARY UNIVERSITY

The university is the final and most important chap-
ter in the life of a Cuban student. Post-graduate pro-
grams are not well consolidated yet. Although, the
offer of post-graduate courses has increased over the
last ten years, they are mainly geared to teachers and
other professionals working in research centers, and
they are usually studied abroad.

Unlike Europe and the United States, university in
Cuba is not the eve of Masters and Ph.D. programs.
University careers last at least five years and encom-
pass a wide range of subjects considered essential to
the future professional. The quality of these subjects
is remarkably high but it could vary depending on
how sensitive is the career to the influence of the offi-
cial rhetoric.

The university in Socialist Cuba is a space where the
virtues and flaws of the Cuban education system are
enhanced. On the positive side, we can find subjects
and courses with state of the art content, with tough
tests, highly demanding from the logical and analyti-
cal point of view. On the other hand, we find a polit-
ical environment, not willing to make concessions to
criticism and deviations from the government´s
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speech. Every student must unambiguously accept
and repeat the official dogma, otherwise his career
would be at stake.

The negative interference of politics into the univer-
sity life pushes students to spend time and energy in
achieving political merits. Students quickly learn the
lesson that they better devote time to political and
other activities organized by the inseparable duo par-
ty-government, than to upgrading professional skills
and learning a foreign language. It does not mean
that students are not interested in mastering another
language. Many students take foreign language les-
sons outside the university. We simply want to stress
that the weight given to learning a foreign language
would be greater if the social and political context
were different.

Technical and scientific careers are affected to a lesser
extent by government interference in education.
Notwithstanding that the Cuban government exag-
gerates the island’s scientific achievements, Cuba has
a great cadre of professionals in fields like Biology,
Medicine, Chemistry, Mathematics, and even engi-
neering. A solid proof of the excellence of these ca-
reers is the high percentage of students who drop out
during the first two years of their career.

Social Science careers portray a different picture.
Economics, and other related careers (Accounting,
Finance, and Commerce), whether studied at the
University of Havana or at any other institution, are
ideological trenches, dominated by spokesmen of the
Revolution’s ideology. This peculiarity, which un-
doubtedly undermines the quality of Economic stud-
ies in Cuba, could lead to hasty and superficial con-
clusions about the capacity of Cuban economists.
However, the problem has more than one dimension
and deserves a thorough analysis.

The Economics academic program, and the institu-
tions where this discipline is taught, have been sub-
ject to several revisions and reorganizations. Changes
were made at every political turn taken by the Revo-
lution. Even the official documents of the Cuban
Communist Party accept that in the late 1960s, Eco-
nomics and Accounting were both neglected. During
the honeymoon with the Soviet Union—the 1970s

and the early 1980s—Economic studies were noth-
ing but a copy of the programs taught in Soviet uni-
versities.

The Economics program in Cuba was divided into
quantitative and theoretical blocks. The latter did
not include any courses on Micro and Macroeco-
nomics, but was overfilled with subjects conforming
to Marxist-Leninist theory: Marxist Philosophy, Po-
litical Economy, and Scientific Communism. In ad-
dition, during the last two years, the program en-
compassed Socialist Planning and Finance. These
two subjects were so dogmatic, boring, and intellec-
tually poor, that students ended up questioning the
ideas that they were supposed to embrace.

However, Economics curriculum in Cuba had also
its positive side. The quantitative methods module
was excellent. It was comprised of 4 semesters of
Mathematical Analysis, two semesters of Statistics,
three semesters of Linear Programming and Models,
and one semester of Computer Language. During
the first two years, it provided the students with
sound basis on Accounting foundations. The pro-
gram also included six semesters of foreign language,
though Russian prevailed over English.

Like most careers in Cuba, the Economics student
was requested to write and defend a thesis in front of
a panel, as an obligatory requirement to obtain the
degree. The last semester was planned to fulfil this re-
quirement. Completing the thesis entailed a useful
and valuable exercise of research and writing, not ex-
isting, for instance, in bachelor programs in the
United States. The requirement of the thesis provid-
ed students with the opportunity to conduct research
and integrate different skills learned.

It is noteworthy that the School of Economics at the
University of Havana has been under an important
process of transformation since the beginning of the
1990s. This transformation is in line with the new
demands of the Cuban economy, where links to
western economies no longer play second fiddle. The
new program has ushered courses in Micro and Mac-
roeconomics, and dislodged some of the former ob-
solete subjects. At the same time, the already strong
module of quantitative methods is being upgraded.
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The School of Economics is still far from matching
the foremost centers of Economic studies in Latin
America, but no one can deny the advances under-
gone by this institution over the past years regarding
the content of the academic program as well as the
background of its staff.

LABOR ENVIRONMENT
Once the University period is completed, the young
graduate begins his work experience. Up to this mo-
ment, the labor links of the student are scarce, limit-
ed to brief stays in some institution. These stays are
called “professional training” and take place for
about one month every year over the career. Such
training does not entail any remuneration, since its
only purpose is to familiarize the student with his fu-
ture professional environment.

During the first two years as a worker, the young
professional should comply with social service re-
quirements, typically being sent to a hardship post. It
means that the student does not choose his job,
which is assigned by the government. This is not a
random process and the allocation of the graduate is
related to his academic performance and his political
record.

The Cuban economy features a remarkable disparity
between human and physical capital. Excess supply
of professionals exists in almost all sectors. Therefore,
it is not easy for the young Economics graduate to
find a job where he can creatively utilize his back-
ground and grow as a professional. Sometimes, the
graduate is given a management position in an enter-
prise within the production sector. It demands imag-
ination and resolve to face the many difficulties in-
herent to the productive sector in Cuba.
Nonetheless, the latter is rather the exception, not
the rule. The graduate often ends up carrying out
tasks unbecoming to people holding a university de-
gree.

Work in Cuba has a well-defined political dimen-
sion. Work provides the environment where people,
in addition to producing goods and services, involun-
tarily team up in a wide set of activities whereon the
political control exerted by the government material-
izes. When starting work life, the young professional

cannot avoid being sucked up by politics, a process
which traps him and might eventually turn him into
another member of the political machine.

A highly political working life, plus the lack of jobs
suited to professionals, imply a breakup in the natu-
ral process of skill upgrading inherent to profession-
als. Most valuable lessons and knowledge picked up
while at the university are sadly stored away, their
scarce utilization leading to stagnation. Talented pro-
fessionals, who under different circumstances would
strive to upgrade their background and specialize,
waste their time in political meetings, rallies, and
non-paid jobs. In addition, the little space left for
writing and discussion, if any, is bounded by official
censorship. The utter subordination to the govern-
ment speech and the dogmatic approach to social is-
sues, instilled since childhood, eventually blur the
people’s vision and their comprehension of the sur-
rounding world. Many professionals eventually end
up becoming disappointed by the system, but in this
case they usually replace the official dogma with a na-
ive and wrong vision of western democratic societies:
what was white turned black, and vice versa.

Cuba has scientific centers of international prestige.
The privileged professionals who hold positions in
these centers enjoy exceptional working conditions.
They are able to travel abroad—something extreme-
ly coveted in Cuba—and the government supports
them with time and resources needed for their devel-
opment, including high quality materials and equip-
ment. However, even these people cannot avoid the
long arm of politics. Quite the contrary, scientific re-
search centers are a key piece in the official propagan-
da machine. Management positions in these centers
are given to professionals who, beyond their scientific
achievements, are viewed as politically trustworthy
by the Communist party and the government.

Cuba’s economic restructuring, and the reorientation
of its external links, have entailed new contradictions
in the life of Cuban professionals. Greater and stron-
ger bonds with western institutions and individuals
have resulted in benefits for a reduced group of pro-
fessionals who now are under the influence of mod-
ern technology and fresher ideas. But, at the same
time, the dismal economic situation has pushed
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many professionals to spend time and energy trying
to get the means to survive. It implies getting in-
volved in illegal and other activities unbecoming to
persons who have received university-level education.

Working life enhanced the flaws of the Cuban educa-
tion system. Centralized economies are not precisely
known for the quality of their goods and services.
The labor environment in Cuba does not provide
such incentives. The work of many professionals
turns into a boring routine and there is no demand
for final results within short time frames. As we al-
ready mentioned, a few professionals hold manage-
ment and direction positions that bear a lot of pres-
sure. But it is a fact that most graduates associate
their working day with clocking time rather than re-
sults. They deal with a boring working routine: an
eight hour stay in an office or other location where,
notwithstanding the time wasted, they have the obli-
gation to remain at work extra hours to participate in
“voluntary work,” rallies, or other politically-related
activities.

Finally some comments on the ways to obtain a job
in Cuba. Cuba has no true job markets or the mech-
anisms of professional competition like the ones ex-
isting in market economies. Concepts such as labor
market, curriculum vitae, interviews, head hunters—
the backbone of labor intermediation in modern
societies—are unknown to most Cuban profession-
als. Having acquaintances and being supported by
influential people are assets everywhere, even in the
United States, but in Cuba it is not just an advantage
but a must.

CONCLUSIONS
The Cuban educational system has guaranteed that
elementary education reaches every corner of the

country. Not less important have been the efforts to
give every elementary school student sound academic
training. The quality of the teaching of Mathematics,
Natural Sciences, as well as Spanish, is very strong.
The quality of education in all these subjects rises as
the student advances and they peak during Universi-
ty-level studies.

Such high technical level education is harmed by the
sheer interference of politics. This interference occurs
within academic programs as well as in other activi-
ties where every student must get involved. Indoctri-
nation and political interference worsen in the latest
stages of education, and mainly affect social and po-
litical careers.

As a result of the imbalance between human and
physical resources, many professionals are unable to
work in a creative environment that encourages up-
grading and professional development. Some flaws
stemming from high school education turn eventual-
ly into handicaps and vices. The lack of interest in fi-
nal outcomes and of incentives to achieve goals, and
the poor mastering of English, are some of the worst
setbacks to overcome.

Being aware of these flaws is the first step to correct
them. It can be taken for granted that Cuba will have
a close relationship with the United States at some
point in time. Cuban professionals have a sound
background and technical bases to embed in this re-
lationship. However, some measures aimed to foster
a new culture of work and study will be needed. Fos-
tering the teaching of the English language will be a
key component in this effort.
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