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Access to Quality Education: Creating Opportunity, Promoting Inclusion

Let me start by again thanking Minister Marcela Paredes for her leadership in organizing what has been a truly outstanding meeting, here in Panama, of Ministers of Education from across the Americas. Minister Paredes’ vision, focus, expertise and drive were invaluable to the success of this meeting. I would also like to take this opportunity to recognize and praise the supporting work carried out by Marie Levens, Abigail Castro and the entire team of the OAS Department of Education.  

We have just experienced two stimulating days of dialogue and been part of a focused effort to strengthen collaboration among ministries. And, we also were a part of an extraordinary and groundbreaking dialogue between Ministers of Education and Ministers of Labor. Given the foundational nature of education for practically all aspects of development and governance, I hope that this kind of intersectorial dialogue not only continues at future meetings but that it grows to include even more sectors. 

At a time, where according to the UNDP, only 35 percent of the region’s population has access to education and 20 million of the youth population, aged 15-18 neither work nor study, the topic selected by Panama for this Educational ministerial meeting was not only strategic but timely. The topic, “Building an Inter-American Education Agenda: Capitalizing on Partnerships for Development”, simultaneously recognizes the education challenges faced by our region but, at the same time, identifies and promotes a strategy finding shared solutions.

This meeting of OAS Ministers of Education has therefore served as the perfect launching point for our region’s new hemispheric agenda on education. By taking advantage of partnerships for development/cooperacion solidaria, Ministers of Education assume ownership of the policies; processes and mechanisms that can help countries attain their educational goals.

Today, as we watched great cargo ships traverse the Panama canal, we might well have reflected that in much the same way that this great waterway provides global commercial links and facilitates the movement of goods from one part of the world to another, the free flow of ideas at this meeting here in Panama will help to strengthen links for cooperation and create opportunities for shared growth within this hemisphere and beyond.  

As the leaders of the Americas prepare to meet at the upcoming Summit of the Americas which revolves around the theme of Prosperity with Equity in the Americas, we are reminded that it is impossible to make real headway on this issue if we do not seriously address quality education and providing access for all. These are cornerstones for development and must be essential areas of focus as countries seek to respond effectively to both the structural shifts in the global demand for talent and labor as well as the pressing challenge of inequality. 

The scope of this ministerial dialogue allowed member states to significantly advance the themes and lines of action of past Ministerials -- greater connections between higher education and teacher professional development; the role of brain research in early childhood education; the challenge of scaling and measuring programs in a climate of scarce resources; the critical importance of ensuring that the transition points in education are strengthened; and the need to assess quality within the context of our culture and national character.  

The challenge is significant as countries and institutions are, in many ways, preparing learners in a rapidly changing global landscape for a future not yet known. 

So, the practical steps for action that have emerged from these discussions as we seek to connect today’s education to tomorrow’s needs, particularly the challenge of developing a workforce-ready and entrepreneurially driven population, are worth reiterating. These include:

•
The crafting of public policies that weave together financing and programmatic support for connecting education and labor, and support integrated development planning;
•
Promotion of partnerships, taking advantage of OAS university, private sector and CSO networks, to broaden access to education and promote inclusion, with particular emphasis on reaching underserved populations;  
•
A willingness to explore new mechanisms such as the Virtual Platform for Cooperation on Education in the Americas, that was proposed by the Minister of Education of Panama and president of the CIE, to facilitate offline and online collaboration between networks of educators, leaders, and collaborations through the Educational Portal of the Americas; collect and share practices on policies, programs and initiatives throughout the region; and, in short, network the networks thereby connecting people to information and each other; and
•
Operationalization of intersectoral collaboration to create a consensus around three lines of action and to convene working groups comprised of three Ministers for each line of action: (i) quality inclusive, and equitable education; (ii) strengthening the teaching profession; and (iii) ensuring comprehensive early childhood care.  

These lines of action do not shift priorities. Rather, the opposite is the case. They represent a natural progression of issues that have been treated by Ministers at the eight Ministerial meetings held to date. Early childhood development cannot be separated from health or teacher development.  Teacher development cannot be separated from quality education and equity.  Inclusion cannot be achieved without education, how we train our teachers, and how we take care of our children.

This meeting’s outcome represents yet another step towards regional integration and we must ensure that this momentum becomes a natural part of what we do.  Development challenges are multi-sectoral. Therefore, development solutions must take the broader view.  

The challenge leaving this meeting is therefore to affirm the strategic vision around new cohesive, intersectoral models for creating even greater coherence and direction.  While the form of those models is emerging, the goals are clear, namely ongoing support of OAS programs, and initiatives; increased commitment to the intellectual assets university consortia can provide; and greater attention to innovation, distributed leadership, global partnerships, and standards.

The OAS has a unique advantage in being able to convoke meetings of ministers from all sectors of government to share ideas and work together toward more comprehensive policymaking and complementary programming to support education, workforce development and inclusion. With the creation of an inter-American Agenda for Education, Ministers have endorsed cooperation. With the establishment of three areas for action (quality, inclusive, and equitable education; strengthening the teaching profession; and early childhood care), Ministers have signaled their priorities. With the creation of working groups of education authorities, Ministers have signaled a commitment to action and progress.

To conclude, I wish to reiterate my personal conviction that the returns on investment in quality education are invaluable. In the words of the keynote speaker, Dr. Fernando Reimers, educational opportunity provides citizens with the tools to be “the true architects of their lives.”

I applaud the initiative of Panama in putting forward this innovative proposal for an Inter-American Education Agenda and wish to assure that the OAS Executive Secretariat for Integral Development will work with member states to support your efforts in this regard.
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