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Your Excellency Vice-President Lenin Moreno,  
Minister Raúl Vallejo,
Distinguished Ministers and Deputy Ministers,
Distinguished delegates,
Distinguished representatives of international organizations and civil society,
Distinguished young people of the Americas, 

Colleagues, ladies and gentlemen, 

First of all, Mr. Vice-President, I would like to thank you for attending this Meeting.  Your presence here and hosting of the meeting in the framework of the OAS are evidence of your commitment to education, international cooperation, inter-American solidarity and the Organization of American States.  

For me it is an honor and pleasure to be here with all of you for the purpose of inaugurating the Sixth Inter-American Meeting of Ministers of Education, which is focusing on a very important topic “Better Opportunities for the Youth of the Americas: Rethinking Secondary Education” chosen by Ecuador, probably to promote creativity and reflection on a topic that is essential for the future of our societies.

I feel at home in this lovely city of Quito, with its history, which is so important for the Americas and so full of legends.

It is also very special to be here at this time, in the context of the celebration of the Bicentennial promoting reflection on the past, present and future of Ecuador and also of the Americas. 

Mr. Vice-President, I know that, during your administration, the government has given priority to education and enacted a series of concrete and ambitious reforms in the framework of its Ten-Year Education Plan to create “a quality education system with a human touch,” a plan drawn up with the Ecuadorian people. Ecuador’s education plan provides a highly interesting model that deserves to be examined and known, as it sets important goals, such as the universalization of initial and primary education and the search of higher enrollment rates in secondary education; ensuring quality and equity in the education system and capacity building of teachers and their initial training; and also increasing public investment in education. 


Mr. Vice-President, it should be mentioned that your administration has not only paid attention to the general needs of the population but also to their specific needs. I was pleasantly impressed yesterday when I learned about the wide range of activities which, under your leadership, are being carried out by the National Disabilities Council, initiatives aimed at educating and training persons with disabilities and mainstreaming them into the labor force and promoting their rights.   


I would now like to continue my presentation in English.

Mr. Vice President, Distinguished Ministers, ladies and gentlemen, it is obvious that the topic to be discussed over the coming days is critically important for the present and future of our countries. We live in a time of rapid socio-economic, political and technological changes in which, member states are continuously challenged to ensure quality secondary education.  

Recent reports on education in the region point to the difficulties our countries face not only in meeting the Summit of the Americas Goal of ensuring a secondary school enrollment rate of at least 75% by 2010; but also in making sure that these youth do not leave school before achieving a secondary education, and in reaching those who for multiple reasons find themselves outside the system. 

Ladies and gentlemen, we all agree that education is an essential building block for the socio-political and economic development of the individual as well as to the society to which they belong.  Therefore when we speak of secondary education, we must bear in mind that education is also about individual rights and citizenship. It implies preparing the individual for employment and for higher levels of education.  But I firmly maintain that education must do more than prepare a person to enter the labor market or for academic success.  Education is a life-skill.  It must therefore prepare our young people for life as well as to become a good citizen of society.   

I welcome the fact that many of you are already “rethinking” your country’s academic curricula, as well as the ways teachers are prepared and how education is delivered to our children and youth.  It is important to pursue this in a manner that is integral, holistic and inclusive.

I am intrigued by something I have heard referred to here in Ecuador as: “educación con calidez” or “Education with a human touch”. It demonstrates an understanding that education is about people, and about ensuring their right and access to quality education and to a better quality of life.

This approach is timely and comes at a time of growing concern in this hemisphere about significant focus being placed on youth enrollment in school while too little attention, in our view, is being paid to the quality of teachers and teaching methods or to ensuring that children and youth acquire the knowledge and skills that they need to complete secondary education. 

Unless this trend is reversed, we are likely to see societal gaps manifesting themselves in income inequalities, disparities between rural and urban communities, and in some instances as witnessed in the Caribbean and Central America, differences based on gender.  

Although I understand that the goal of having a well-qualified and motivated teacher in each of our classrooms is not always an easy one, the quality of our teachers is extremely important. Political will, improved capacity, creativity and partnership are needed in order to achieve this objective.  

Another major challenge in secondary education lies in the gap which often exists between traditional educational systems, which are sometimes anachronistic, hierarchical and bureaucratic, on the one hand, and youth demands and expectations, on the other.  Our institutions frequently do not respond in time and adequately to the needs of young people. We will have to work harder to change not only structures and systems but also attitudes. 

It would be very useful to rethink secondary education from the perspective of youth themselves, opening spaces for their genuine participation.

But we cannot think about improving education for young people without considering the basic ethical underpinnings of education: human rights and democratic principles. The Ministries of Education of the region share this view and make great efforts to incorporate this content into the curriculum and into teaching itself. 

It is therefore fitting to suggest that, in order to achieve this common goal–one of immediate importance to our democracies–you make use of the teaching resources offered to the Ministries by such offices and specialized organizations as the OAS Department of Education and Culture and the Inter-American Institute of Human Rights (IIHR), based in Costa Rica.

I applaud Ecuador’s leadership as President of the Inter-American Committee on Education, through which the thirty-four members states of the OAS with the support of the OAS General Secretariat, work together to transform the political mandates of the Summits of the Americas and the Inter-American Meetings of Ministers of Education into concrete projects and initiatives.

I also applaud the efforts of the Ministry of Education of Ecuador to involve youth in the Ministerial process through the Youth of the Americas Encounter on Secondary Education. I was delighted to have been able to greet so many of the young people participating in this event from the different provinces of Ecuador and from other countries. 

Tomorrow, they will share their views, experiences and recommendations with the Ministers. The OAS looks forward to studying these recommendations and to circulating them widely within the political bodies and relevant areas of the OAS General Secretariat. 

 

I am proud of the fact that the OAS is working to include in the agenda of our organization the voices, ideas and concerns of young people as a cross-cutting issue.  Recently we have sponsored several events designed by and for youth, including “Ignite the Americas”, a youth arts policy forum to explore ways to prevent youth violence and build capacity through the arts. The young people who participate in the “Ignite” network are showing a way to truly engage young people in building better lives and better societies.

 

Mr. Vice President, distinguished guests, ladies and gentlemen,
OAS efforts are aimed at building just, peaceful, stable and prosperous societies. The foundation for this, through the establishment of democracies based on free, fair and credible elections and the acceptance of democracy as the best available way for all inclusive, modern and transparent governance, has been laid down in the past 30 years. 

Now the peoples of the Western Hemisphere expect and sometimes demand the delivery of social and economic goods; many, regretfully, have not benefited from the unfulfilled promise of democracy. We cannot ignore nor accept the fact that more than 200 million people, of which almost one third is younger than 18 years old, in the Western Hemisphere are living on less than 2 dollars a day.

 

I therefore believe that it is high time for a new development strategy or paradigm of which "education for all" needs to be an essential element. Taking into account the current social and economic statistics in the Western Hemisphere in terms of poverty, equity, income inequality, social exclusion and discrimination, we need a development strategy that is holistic and not only creates well being and wealth through trading arrangements, but one that focuses on human potential and creativity, one that invests in people, education and knowledge, one that aims at modernizing the labor market to unlock the business and entrepreneurial  potential, one that fosters equity, inclusion and equality and one that fosters a core set of values towards solidarity, integrity, mutual respect, and progress.

 

In closing, much of this, I am convinced, can be achieved if we all are willing to make the required changes, to analyze our educational systems and reform where necessary, including demonstrating the political will to allocate more resources to the education sector, to improve accessibility and the quality of teaching and to increase the remuneration of teachers who perform well; to listen sincerely to the views, observations and expectations of the young people assembled here today and all the others in our countries.

We must therefore strive to give the young people of our hemisphere, who are both our future and our present, the knowledge, skills and self confidence they need to take advantage of the tremendous opportunities and to fight effectively, and at the same time, the challenges that lie ahead.  

In wishing you a most productive meeting, I look forward to the concrete outcomes of this Ministerial and thank you for your kind attention. 
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