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Editorial Note  
The Futures of Educational Leadership & Management in Jamaica: Looking 
Forward – Critical Issues for Policy, Practice, Research 
Jamaica’s road to independence has been a long and arduous one and in August 2022, the island 
nation celebrated 60 years of independence. Since 1962, the education system has seen myriad 
changes and interventions. These changes have all been to support the country’s ambition to be 
a nation recognised for world class education and training. To this end, successive the 
governments have been deliberate and intentional in their efforts to steer the educational system 
towards successful outcomes. The journey has been eventful and there have been failures and 
successes along the way. The success of any system, however, is predicated on a holistic 
interrogation and examination of challenges and opportunities coupled with the collaboration of 
all the stakeholders with a shared vision. It is this collaborative approach that underpins the 
Institute of Educational Administration and Leadership – Jamaica’s (IEAL-J) mission to advance 
educational administration and leadership in Jamaica and beyond; at various levels and in varied 
contexts. Established on three pillars – research, capacity building, and innovation – the IEAL-J 
has been engaging in varied activities that uphold these pillars: and this Special Issue highlights 
research and capacity building. The IEAL-J is an affiliate of the Commonwealth Council for 
Educational Administration & Management (CCEAM).  

This year celebrates 10 years of existence and during this time, it has sought to impact the 
educational space in Jamaica by providing leadership and building capacity for stakeholders in 
the education system. The Institute has partnered with educational institutions at varying levels 
to provide for a forum for reflection, evaluation, sharing of best practices and capacity building. 
The IEAL-J has hosted four international conferences and 17 public lectures, and has produced 
and shared a plethora of resources for teachers and school leaders – geared towards the 
improvement of education in Jamaica. The Institute has been recognised for its expertise and has 
been engaged in consultancy services, and produced three Special Issue publications, the second 
and third of these published by the CCEAM’s journal, ISEA.   

This Special Issue provides critical examination of the education landscape with a view to looking 
ahead and developing strategies for gradually navigating the deCOVIDisation process. The issue 
reminds us that many challenges in education have been long-standing and that various 
approaches have been utilised to tackle them. Additionally, the issue reinforces the complexity, 
interconnectedness and interdependence of the system and consequently the critical role of 
policy in establishing frameworks in areas such as student engagement, governance and finance. 
Furthermore, attention is drawn to the need to think critically if we are to innovate in areas where 
policy has not met practice. Of note, is that our colonial past has had a significant role in shaping 
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education, and strategies for our future require thoughtful introspection as we re-think 
established roles and approaches. Consequently, it is hoped that this issue will encourage deep 
reflection and conversation at all levels of the education system about roles and responsibility for 
leading and embedding change.   

This issue is a result of the commitment, hard work, and support of all the authors, reviewers, 
editors, and publishers. This issue, The Futures of Educational Leadership & Management in 
Jamaica: Looking forward – Critical issues for policy, practice, research, presents seven rich 
articles that examine critical developmental imperative. This issue takes us on a journey that 
explores matters related to governance, finance, massification, student engagement, STEM 
education and policy development in the Jamaican education context. 

Potter and Hylton-Fraser present a dialogue concerning the lived experiences of two school 
leaders in their article, Reflective Dialogue About (De)colonisation for Leadership Preparation 
and Development: Two school leaders’ reflections on the biases and flaws in leadership 
development. The article employs a research design that emanates from methods adopted by 
Participatory Action Learning and Action Research (PALAR).  Using this approach, the authors 
present a dialogue that shares the profile of the lived experience of two school leaders. Their 
findings explore the impact of colonialism on school leadership development and suggest how 
leaders may be supported in shaping their own leadership narratives and how colonialism has 
impacted their leadership development journey. The authors encourage school leaders to engage 
in related critical dialogue and to be confident about redefining school leadership particularly 
where colonialists’ perspectives are second place to leadership theories and related perspectives. 

The article, Governance in Jamaican Schools: A qualitative exploration of the perspectives and 
experiences of selected stakeholders, by Thompson, Hutton and Wilmot uses a qualitative 
approach to explore governance in Jamaican schools. They examine experiences and perspectives 
of stakeholders on the Jamaica education system along with the governance of their schools. The 
authors found that respondents clearly understood the role of school boards in relation to 
operational management, policy functions, and institutional planning and growth. They also 
found that the main concerns throughout the education system were decision making and 
financial management, accountability and the limited use of the Education Act and Regulations 
to inform decision making. The authors make recommendations for strengthening and 
contributing to improved school performance; and propose measures for correcting school 
governance issues. The recommended measures also include amendments to the Education Act 
and Regulations to address: board composition, political interference, training of board aspirants 
before selection, and strengthening the autonomy of boards regarding policy issues. 

In the next article, Hylton addresses STEM Education in Jamaica: A case of practitioners. This 
article documents the experiences of STEM educators in the Jamaican education system over the 
last decade through interviews with teachers and documentary review. The aim is to give a voice 
to STEM educators and share their recommendations for enhanced educational outcomes. Hylton 
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challenges education practitioners and leaders to be a part of a process that asks relevant 
questions, conducts the research and analyzes data. This must then be used to guide decision 
making and the development of strategies. Hylton also advocates for the development of a 
National STEM policy and for the adoption of a proven approach in the policy development 
process.  In so doing, Jamaica is poised to harness the appropriate energies required to drive the 
country’s STEAM engine into efficiency and sustainability.  

In the article, Centering Student Voice Within Educational Leadership and Management, 
Level, Robinson and Chambers acknowledge the importance of and dissect student engagement 
at the secondary level. The research utilises a mixed method approach that included the use of 
focus groups to elicit feedback from secondary school students on the impact of their 
involvement on instructional and educational leadership as well as educational outcomes. The 
research revealed that both students and teachers value the student voice and that leaders were 
amenable to taking these inputs into consideration to facilitate enhancements in the education 
system. The authors recognise that in many instances, however, student representation on 
decision-making bodies is per functionary and suggest that the student’s voice should be further 
engaged in the day-to-day operations of schools to further strengthen the collaboration and 
improve the teaching and learning environment.  

The reflective article, Massification of Higher Education in Jamaica: Implications for policy, 
practice and research, by Williams and Hill-Berry examines the massification of higher 
education in Jamaica. Specifically, this article examines the drivers of massification, the 
governance of higher education in Jamaica, the implications of massification, as well as the 
impact of massification globally and nationally. The challenges of massification in Jamaica are 
discussed and recommendations for mitigating such challenges are presented, as well as the 
implications for higher education in Jamaica. The article concludes that issues such a relevancy, 
quality assurance, and regulation of the higher education sector must be urgently addressed if 
maximum benefits are to be derived from massification.  

In the article, Sixty Years of Financing Education in Jamaica, Nkrumah-Young contextualises 
the global concern of education finance. He describes four approaches to financing education in 
Jamaica – the Mixed System, Free Education, Targeted Taxation, and Cost Sharing.  He then links 
education financing with the country’s economic system, and to the ideology of responsibility; 
then assesses the Jamaican Education Financing Policies. The role of the Students Loan Bureau in 
assisting tertiary students to cope with the funding challenges is examined and recommendations 
for improving how education is financed in Jamaica are provided. The author concludes that 
Jamaica’s financing policy is not based on economic or philosophical considerations, but rather 
one of political acceptability, which has contributed to the economic difficulties, and widening 
inequities. 

Miller and Henry-Wilson examine educational policy making and implementation in Jamaica in 
the article, Educational Policy Making and Implementation in Jamaica: Process, product, 
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implications. The authors share examples of policies that were developed and implemented 
outside of any established framework and highlight how such policies raise questions about their 
coherence and likely impacts. The authors emphasise that the educational policy process in 
Jamaica should be partnership-based, and grounded in and reliant upon a series of relationships 
between the government and several actors or stakeholders. The authors also highlight the need 
for a corpus of literature in Jamaica that is focused on educational policy making and/or 
implementation. They propose large-scale (a comprehensive national study or several national) 
studies, quantitative and mixed methods studies that could be beneficial to researchers, 
practitioners and policy-makers alike, in enabling them to draw authoritative conclusions and to 
make meaningful comparisons.  

The disparate areas addressed by the authors in this Special Issue highlight the need for 
leadership that critically contemplates the entire system and recognises that all stakeholders must 
collaborate in a systematic way if we are to have a future Jamaica with a world class education 
system. For example, the discourse must start with large-scale studies that address the 
methodological and theoretical gaps because there is a gap in the body of educational leadership 
research in Jamaica. Teachers and educational leaders at the institutional levels need to be 
involved in policy discourses, and the Ministry of Education needs to formulate strategies around 
key themes, including higher education management, special educational needs for disability, 
wellbeing and mental health, access, participation and outcomes.   

To frame the field for the next generation, there are at least three things to consider. These are 
methodological, theoretical and practical (practice related).  

Methodological: There is need for national studies, comparative studies, mixed-methods studies 
and action research in order to better understand and change the educational leadership 
landscape, and to be better placed to draw authoritative comparisons and conclusions.  

Theoretical: There is no distinct corpus of literature on educational leadership and management 
in Jamaica, and the emergent body of literature is currently fragmented and bedecked with small- 
scale studies that are largely descriptive. Studies on Jamaican leaders’ attitudes  towards and 
enactment of distributed leadership, studies on social justice issues (e.g., colourism, social class, 
safety and security of LGBTQ+ staff and students, etc.), studies on Higher Education, and studies 
on political models of leadership are much needed – to take the field forward both in terms of its 
understanding, but also in terms of the coherence of argumentation and claims about educational 
leadership and management in Jamaica.  

Practical (practice related): Several gaps remain in our knowledge of the practice of educational 
leadership in Jamaica. For example:  
• the effects of continued professional development of teachers, school leaders, school boards 

and education officers, including in procurement, crisis management, financial management 
and systems leadership;   
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• the effects of continued professional development of higher education leaders and 
administrators, including in procurement, crisis management, financial management and 
systems leadership;    

• the adequacy of current principal preparation and development programmes;  
• policy processes and higher education management;  
• behaviour for learning, wellbeing and special educational needs, disability, teacher migration 

and brain drain.  

Although this Special Issue will make a significant contribution to the growing body of 
educational leadership and management knowledge in Jamaica, we do not see it as fait accompli. 
Rather, we see it as opening the door to a deeper, wider and lengthier conversation to be had in 
the decades to come. Nevertheless, this Special Issue has helped us to identify areas of good 
practice and gaps that reflect the realities of an education system that is growing in maturity. We 
are therefore delighted to share this resource with you and trust it gives you pause and cause to 
disrupt your spaces.  

Paul Miller 
Institute for Educational & Social Equity, UK 
 

Nola P. Hill-Berry  
University of Technology, Jamaica 
 

Kamilah Hylton 
University of Technology, Jamaica 
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Reflective Dialogue About 
(De)colonisation for Leadership 
Preparation and Development: Two 
School Leaders’ Reflections on the 
Biases and Flaws in Leadership 
Development 
Ian Potter and Kadia Hylton-Fraser 

Abstract: The article commences on the basis that to break free from the strictures of colonisation, one 
cannot adhere to them. Consequently, the research methodology employed within the article attempts 
to decolonise the normative approaches to research design and method. The inspiration for the research 
design comes from methods adopted by Participatory Action Learning and Action Research (PALAR) 
as developed by Zuber-Skerritt (2011). This article presents a dialogue between the participants within 
the research; in doing so the participatory research gives profile to the lived experience of two school 
leaders, giving equity of voice to their reflection on what they have learnt from having been subjected 
to colonialism. The dialogic method (Shor & Freire 1987) resonates with Nowtony, Scott and Gibbon’s 
(2001) ‘Re-Thinking Science’ where prestige is afforded knowledge at the point of adoption (Gibbon et 
al. 1994). The reflections of the participants are examined within the article and findings from their 
dialogue are discussed. The findings look to unpack the impact of colonialism on school leadership 
development and the article offers suggested activity that can support leaders in unpacking their own 
leadership narrative and the impact of colonisation on that journey. Leaders are encouraged to 
participate in critical dialogue and become confident to redefine school leadership where the dominant 
theorising about the leadership perpetuates colonialist perspectives.  

Keywords: Critical dialogue, decolonisation, leadership preparation, school leadership 
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Introduction 
The hypothesis of this article is that to break free of the strictures of colonisation, one should 
not adhere to them. As Rosseau (1762) taught us, ‘we can only be free once we recognise the 
chains that bind us’. The science underpinning the inquiry of the article is the empirical 
evidence of lived experience (van-Manen 1990) and an auto-ethnographic approach to an 
analysis of the data (Ellis & Bochner 1996, 2000; Etherington 2004, 2009; Kincheloe 2005; 
Lather 1992; Troyna 1994). The thesis is that the orthodoxy of research methodology is a 
colonising influence and therefore has impacted on constructions of leadership, including 
school leadership. Those constructions are unpacked in this article. They can only be 
de-constructed if the reader allows for a decolonised approach to the academic discourse, 
because to deploy the orthodoxy of research design and method is to perpetuate the inherent 
biases in the academic field that are unjust to so many. 

As school leaders we have often been caught in the restrictive and reductive chains that 
research in the field of school leadership places upon us and the freedom to think beyond the 
orthodoxy. Therefore, the approach to research in this article is to break free in how the 
knowledge generated is disseminated. The inspiration for designing this article and its 
research comes from the notion of participatory action learning and action research (PALAR). 
Participation and collaboration are the values that underpin this research enquiry and its 
method (Woods et al. 2019). PALAR, developed by Zuber-Skerritt (2011), ‘... is a practice-
orientated approach and a rich source of ideas and insights into how democratic and dialogic 
knowledge generation can work’ (Woods et al. 2019: 10). We think about it as methodology 
that ensures every voice is heard; it is based on a commitment to involving the participation 
of everyone and would contend it is an evolution of Wenger’s (1998) ‘Communities of 
Practice’ because of the participatory principle underpinning its practice.  

PALAR’s co-operative research model distinguishes it from a ‘delivery’ model of research, 
and thus de-colonising in its impact. Our application of the model is part of what Zuber-
Skerritt (2010) describes as an evolving paradigm of research and practice, where ‘...concepts, 
principles and personal and organizational theories can be created collaboratively within a 
learning environment so they become purposeful, meaningful and relevant to the people 
involved and more effective and enduring for achieving long-term organizational and 
personal well-being’ ( p. 10). This article presents a dialogue between the participants. 

The dialogic method (Shor & Freire 1987) resonates with Nowtony et al.’s (2001) Re-Thinking 
Science where prestige is afforded knowledge at the point of adoption (Gibbon et al. 1994). 
Here, in this article, knowledge is being produced by those who are applying it because we 
are making sense of the extent to which our agency as a Black female educator, working in a 
former British colony and who studied in a predominantly White institution in the United 
States, and a White male school leader working in England, are products of colonialism. It is 
research that places the act of dialogue at the heart of its work – that is, two scholars from 
seemingly disparate contexts engaging in a ‘critical search for something’ (Freire 2013: 43) to 
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transform not only their learning, but educational leadership discourse in general. Therefore, 
let the dialogue commence… 

Voice 1 
For the last four years I pursued doctoral studies in a predominantly White institution (PWI) 
in the United States. During that time, I grappled with what my eventual role will be not only 
in academia, but also as an emerging scholar in my home country, who is interested in and 
passionate about school leadership. Firstly, however, as a Black woman from a 
predominantly Black country, I became painfully aware of the idea that somehow in this PWI, 
I am a minority and my identities (race, gender, socioeconomic status) intersect in ways that 
serve to further marginalise me (Crenshaw 1991). It was an unsettling discovery, considering 
that prior to arriving in the US, I felt privileged (perhaps naively so) to have had my various 
academic experiences – and therefore wore them with a badge of honour and a deep sense of 
pride.  

I was also to learn that there is an inherent hypocrisy embedded within the academy. 
Academicians, theorists, and researchers from the ‘West’ seem to remain the gold standard 
regarding epistemology and ontology (Gumus, Arar & Oplatka 2020; Mertkan, Arsan, Cavlan 
& Aliusta 2017), while my own experiences and knowledges are the subject of symbolic and 
epistemic violence (deSousa Santos 2016; Eagleton & Bourdieu 1992). This hypocrisy is 
perhaps even more noticeable for me as an emerging scholar from a small island developing 
state who wishes to publish her work widely in what the academy labels as high impact 
journals. Doing so is critical for my work to be considered as having ‘value’ and my 
knowledge and experience as ‘worthwhile’. However, the limited focus and scope of many 
of these journals (Wiseman, Davidson, Park, Dzotsenidze & Okogbue 2020) render that goal 
elusive. At times I doubt the value of the work I produce grounded in my knowledge and 
experience, while simultaneously internalising the narratives of those who constitute the 
status quo.  Granted, I remain conscious of my personal blind spots and therefore nurture ‘no 
false modesty or overconfidence’ (Smith 2013: 163) about this dialogue in which we are 
engaging. The ultimate aim is ‘to challenge imperial ideologies and colonial relations of 
knowledge production which continually characterize and shape academic practices’ (Dei 
2000: 113).  

This symbolic and epistemic violence, however, has been the basis and foundation of 
schooling which has resulted in the subjugation of ‘the other’ (Deloria & Wildcat 2001; Freire 
2013; Khalifa, Khalil, Marsh & Halloran 2019; Lopez 2020). So, it is perhaps not surprising that 
academia perpetuates this subjugation. It is possibly that same structure and subjugation 
within schools which created the context of a sanitised history and in which school children 
were educated as individuals in whom knowledge was to be deposited (Freire 1970). Francis 
and Mills (2012) suggest that schools are potentially ‘damaging places…. of discipline and 
surveillance (p. 251). Indeed, the very nature of schooling in the colonial era in the Caribbean 
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was to preserve the power and dominance of the elite (Miller 1999; Smith 2013). The 
consequence of maintaining that dominance was little to no questioning of what our teachers 
taught us or a critical consumption of the ‘truths’ with which we were being presented 
(Hylton-Fraser & Hylton 2021). Further, there was a failure to address the things of value and 
concern to students (Hickling-Hudson 2014). There was not enough exploration of the 
indigenous experience or a critical examination of why and how the underlying discourse of 
Jamaica’s motto ‘Out of Many, One People’ obscured the tensions between race and colour, 
which were pivotal in maintaining a highly stratified society (Altink 2019; Miller 1999).  

The symbolic violence which is fundamental to how schools operate is also evident in school 
leadership. What I learnt initially as effective school leadership was theorised from a 
dominant lens – the lens of colonial masters. Effective school leadership has been long cast as 
the purview of the White, Western, Christian, heteronormative male (Fuller 2019; Khalifa et 
al. 2019). Those views appeared to have had greater currency and were more widely 
acceptable for academic consumption, leading to greater marginalisation of minoritised 
voices and knowledge (Dei 2000). Specifically in Jamaica, I did not yet understand what that 
meant while interacting with leadership theories. It was a taken for granted assumption that 
what those men purported as knowledge was right, valuable, and therefore widely 
applicable. Clearly, as we have come to see and learn, that is not the case with leadership. It 
is accepted that leadership is contextual (Hutton 2017; Lee & Hallinger 2012; Pont, Nusche & 
Moorman 2008), even more so school leadership. Additionally, Jamaican and Caribbean 
scholars have advocated for notions of school leadership to be continuously interrogated, 
redefined (Miller 2013), and re-imagined (Thompson 2013). 

As a graduate student, therefore, the more exposed I was to Jamaican and Caribbean 
leadership scholars, the more invested I became in utilising localised notions of school 
leadership that captured the essence of the Jamaican and Caribbean experience. Moreover, I 
wanted to create a body of work that would also add to that canon. However, I still struggled 
between my desire to centre my Jamaican knowledge and experience and the academy’s 
expectation that I would cite those who the academy considered to be seminal leadership 
scholars, not yet fully grasping that ‘the politics of knowledge production and dissemination 
are ultimately tied to modern Western ordering of the world’ (Garcia & Natividad 2018: 28). 
Additionally, as Dei (2000) notes, my current positionality as an emerging scholar impacts 
my ability to challenge these dominant notions of power and knowledge.  

Admittedly, my colonised way of thinking about leadership and leadership development has 
created a tension between referencing those very authors who I aim to critique while also 
trying to carve a way for my authentic Jamaican voice to take precedence. But, as Bourdieu 
and Passeron (1977) observe, ‘the man who deliberates on his culture already cultivated and 
the questions of the man who thinks he is questioning the principles of his upbringing still 
have their roots in his bringing’ (p. 37). While my personal knowledge of local leadership 
scholarship continues to unfold, I am reminded that the journey of knowing is a continuous 
process of unlearning and relearning. 
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Scholars note that leadership cannot be understood without an appreciation of the social, 
political, geographical, and economic factors that influence leadership practice (Eacott 2010; 
MacDonald 2020). Miller (2013) confirms that school leaders ultimately function within the 
remit of the sociopolitical contexts which they inhabit and consequently, leadership must be 
understood and theorised from that lens. Furthermore, there have been increased calls for 
current notions of leadership to be interrogated pertaining to how it continues to marginalise 
groups of students (Khalifa et al. 2019).   

As a doctoral student who closely explored what school leadership means in the Jamaican 
context, I began to see how colonised my thought process was and continues to be. It is a daily 
exercise in critical reflection that needs to be disrupted. Simultaneously, however, as I reflect, 
I cannot help but pose the following questions: Why is it so easy to cite certain theorists? 
Because that is what the academy expects. That is the value that is implicitly and explicitly 
placed on knowledge production. But is it really knowledge production or knowledge 
reproduction? Why do I put emphasis on theories that are created external to and with little 
consideration for the knowledge and experience of Jamaicans? Perhaps even more 
importantly, why am I looking to external scholars for these answers? 

The answers are complex and for that reason, I continue to work to add to the local body of 
knowledge of what school leadership is and what it means in Jamaica. However, the answers 
to these questions may also be found in the way I was schooled, as articulated previously. 
Importantly, though, how does that school leadership as previously theorised create greater 
problems in schools for marginalised students? It may be easy for you as a White male to 
peddle your school leadership notions and social justice ideals because they are readily 
accepted. There is perhaps no reason for you to have to navigate that chasm, because none 
exists for you. Meanwhile, scholars such as I must expend significant labour ‘disrupting’ 
narratives and epistemologies rather than devoting time to creating theories and new 
knowledge. I must expend significant effort to get my research accepted in journals, whose 
goals do not readily align with my context nor my reality. But the irony there is that as I 
negotiate academia, I am steadily reminded that it is publish or perish. Additionally, as I 
publish my academic research, there is an underlying expectation that I will (must) revert to 
these theorists, whose knowledge of my Jamaican context and experience is either limited or 
non-existent. That may be because the academy, with its tightly woven bureaucracy, elitism, 
and predominant male whiteness, continues to influence what is normalised versus what is 
‘othered’.  

I think again about school leadership. While there may be some agreement about what 
constitutes good or effective school leadership, scholars suggest that a standard definition is 
elusive (Hoy & Miskel 2005; Hutton 2017). Yet, there still seems to be a temptation to want to 
develop some standardised theory of school leadership that is applicable universally. 
However, that is inherently problematic because I would not suppose that what happens in 
the UK is readily applicable to the Jamaican reality, nor should it be. The paradox, though, is 
that if you were to speak as a White male, your perspectives are viewed as more reliable, more 
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valid, and therefore more readily accepted. I am heartened, however, that that tendency is 
changing. It feels like a war that is being waged to ‘upset the apple cart’ and even this level 
of resistance can create strain for the academic theorising that is simultaneously required. 

Granted, I own my privileged education background and ways in which I have also 
subjugated others for their apparent ‘lack of knowledge’ and how I may even implicitly still 
do so. I understand, though, that my education is ever evolving as I continue to critically 
reflect and transform my practice as a scholar, educator, and leader. I am mindful of the ways 
in which I need to work to decolonise my epistemology, my pedagogy, and my notions of 
school leadership while simultaneously avoiding the trap of ‘short-sighted soliloquy, 
pompous pontificating, and rhetorical rhapsody’ (Beachum 2008: 39). Part of that effort is 
embedded in engaging in this critical dialogue with you. 

Voice 2 
Thank you, Kadia for speaking to this knotty issue. I welcome your problematising the impact 
of colonialism on your identity. I interpret your critique as one that questions hegemonies 
that impact on the theorising around school leadership and leadership development; you find 
it troubling because the theory does not seem applicable in terms of your experience of 
practice. Your lived experience appears to posit the need for unlearning and unpacking some 
of the problematic ways in which school leaders in Jamaica have been socialised into thinking. 
There is considerable value in the evidence of your lived experience (van-Manen 1990) and I 
wonder what in the literature resonates with your perspective, or have you found it all to be 
of the type that perpetuates the worldview for which you are criticising me.   

I accept your open and frank questioning of how I, as a British White male researching 
professional, who has been promoting a social justice leadership perspective towards school 
leadership, can really have a voice in this discourse, when it is itself agency to the colonisation 
that you so powerfully illuminate. I am indeed conflicted.  

I am not only conflicted by my racial identity. My gender also. In addition, my heterosexuality 
impacts on my understanding of othering. Further conflict is my identity as a ‘professional’ 
school leader and researcher; this is because my income is from my endeavours as a school 
leader and my endeavours to read the literature, to collect and analyse evidence and to 
critique the findings is not required of me as a school leader. Hence, I refer to myself as a 
researching professional, distinct from academics and scholars for whom it is their 
professional (income-generating) responsibility, and accountability in an ever-increasing 
performative (higher) education landscape to continually publish. Perhaps my freedom from 
the chains of such expectation ‘affords’ me an authenticity ‘un-afforded’ to colleagues subject 
to such performativity. I contend this is pertinent considering your observation about needing 
to publish or perish and build on your proposition that this tyranny for the professional 
researcher is a product of colonialism by proposing further that it is a manifestation of 
neoliberalism; neoliberalism is an iteration of colonialism.  
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Your challenge that it may be easy for me, as a White male, to peddle my school leadership 
notions because they are readily accepted, is tough to hear. Your supposition that there is 
perhaps no reason for me to have to navigate the chasm you must navigate because none 
exists for you, is sobering. My challenge is that to claim to understand the chasm you face 
will be to misunderstand it; I cannot know what you know because of my lived experience 
and so I accept your argument that to attempt to theorise, and certainly generalise, will be 
corrupt. To imply a science in my interpretation of the evidence of your life is to be in denial 
about my unconscious bias (Banaji & Greenwald 2013), despite an awareness of my conflicted 
identities. I have socialised blind spots that prevent me from properly interpreting the 
evidence of your lived experience; only you and those like you, who are without those blind 
spots, can interpret the data with authenticity.  

Yet, there is the concern for how your interpretive lens has been affected by colonisation. I 
recognise the privileging of my voice because it represents the advantaged. I acknowledge 
that those who do not look like me may feel an expectation to speak the privileged voice 
because that is the register that is more easily heard. I have concerns that academia brings 
agency to this privileging of a colonial-influenced voice. The legacy impact of colonialism is 
unrecognised in how it normalises perspectives on rigour and standards. An obvious 
example of this is the dominance of the language of the oppressor, which in this case is 
English. Scholars and academics perpetuate the status of English in academic writing and 
publishing. I am intrigued how the allegiance to the language as the medium for 
dissemination of research comes from both those whose native tongue is English and those 
for whom it is not.  

I fully understand the motivations of the latter group of academics who are needing to make 
their way in the world of academia and to challenge the hegemony of English would put their 
prospects at risk. Indeed, they may well have come to accept that English is the best medium 
for academic discourse, which illustrates the powers of colonisation. My great concern, 
however, is those whose native tongue is English and who argue for the perpetuation of that 
language in scholarship and do not exercise their agency to bring equity to marginalised 
scholars. I contend that to have to write in a second language, to be accepted, is to be 
marginalised. 

To be marginalised is to experience injustice. Thus, your point about social justice resonates 
with this issue of privileging the construct of the colonialist and their world view, including 
their language. The challenge is how we get from where we are to where we ought to be, 
peacefully. Hopefully, this article is one small step in that journey. The other steps are those 
with agency making decisions to use that agency. In other words, those who perpetuate 
inequity in how they champion ‘ways-of-doing-things’ that keep people marginalised. Some 
of that championing comes in the form of advocacy for ‘standards’.  

It is understandable that those who have benefitted from a system that enables them to 
become privileged and enjoy advantage will come to support it, even after they have been 
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put through the wringer to get there! Yet, they know, as you show you do, better than anyone 
how the system re-socialises their perspective to align them with the dominant discourse; 
how the tyranny of standards and performativity dictates their path to academic esteem and 
acceptance by those who have the power. And so, the greatest steps that can be made are for 
those with the power – in other words: the editors of journals, the supervisors of academic 
endeavour, the gatekeepers of publication, to purse holders funding research, reviewers of 
papers and so on – to become aware of their blind spots, their biases and re-examine the 
influence they wield. As Einstein said, ‘The unexamined life is not worth living’.  

Response to Voice 2 
Ian, I have listened to your perspectives and cannot help but think that part of what we are 
both aiming to do is have a dialogue that seeks not to sway one person to the other side, but 
to critically examine our fundamental philosophies regarding education, leadership, and 
school leadership. You are quite right in stating that neoliberalism is colonialism reimagined. 
High stakes testing, accountability, performativity, league tables, PISA measures, and 
Taylorian organisational efficiency have all been tools leveraged within education to get 
schools, students, and school leaders to respond to the demands of a ‘global economy’ 
(Davidson & Hylton-Fraser 2021). Further, there seems to be this urgency that is required in 
responding to these demands and a failure to do so resulting in a country’s stagnation and its 
citizens being ‘left behind’. 

I submit that concepts of good leadership and the characteristics of a good leader can be 
applicable anywhere. Every context, every institution, every school system will do well with 
a good leader. I also submit, as is evidenced by the layered discussion herein, that this issue 
of school leadership is indeed knotty, messy, and fraught. The literature alludes to this, and 
our dialogue further underscores that point. As Beachum (2008) indicates, such discussions 
are neither easy nor fluid, but necessary to arrive at a kind of middle ground where all views 
can and should contend. 

To return to your conflict regarding your gender identity, as a woman I must also contend 
with the patriarchy and the messages I have internalised about gender stereotypes and 
gendered roles. This patriarchy, a subset of colonialism, I am reminded is present in politics, 
the legal system, and of course, in schools with an underlying message that ‘excludes the 
realities of gendered existences’ (Marshall & Gerstl-Pepin 2005: 79). Simultaneously, I must 
rail against the assumptions that society perpetuates about men; but you will forgive me if I 
am somewhat cynical, having a gendered conversation with someone who belongs to the 
default group in more ways than one. Nevertheless, as we have stated from the onset, this 
dialogue is not about seeking agreement, but rather a tool to interrogate our individual and 
collective blind spots, which are necessary if we are to ‘make and remake’ our reality (Shor & 
Freire 1987: 13).       
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Discussion  
This article will now draw on the data above to discuss findings that are relevant to school 
leaders and emerging school principals in Jamaica, and potentially elsewhere. As explained 
in the introduction, the methodology being undertaken by the authors is to give credence to 
participative research by valuing the dialogue of a school leadership practitioner and scholar 
and use that to inform analysis of what knowledge can be generated for the benefit of other 
school leaders.  

Impact of Colonialism 
Freire (2013) indicates that engaging in dialogue is a fundamental part of gaining not just 
education, but liberation. The act of critically communicating and reflecting allows us to 
question previously held assumptions or asserted ‘truths’. It is also within the act of 
dialoguing that we transform self and society. There is empirical evidence within this article 
of school leaders making sense of the colonialist context in which they have learned to lead 
schools, engage in and disseminate research. This, in turn, has an impact on the communities 
they serve, and thus potentially the wider society. The dialogue illuminates how both have 
gained ‘educationally’ from critiquing the colonist influences on their professional and race 
identities and how this has affected their behaviours as leaders.  

Therefore, a finding from this reflective enquiry is the benefit there is to leadership practice 
when school leaders are enabled to engage in such dialogic reflection. Increasing one’s 
awareness of self, through dialogue, is a practical activity school leaders can undertake in 
their preparation for leadership and thereafter their continued development. Additional 
practical activities include using narrative expression or collage to strengthen understanding 
of self. A website accessible via <https://www.herts.ac.uk/study/schools-of-study/education/
research/enables> provides novel ways of developing people’s capacity for leadership. These 
materials arise from research that is sensitive to different cultural contexts. 

Impact of Critical Dialogue 
A further finding from this article’s research is the illumination of how the dialogue facilitates 
different perspectives, experiences, and realities. And yet those differences coalesce around 
similar aims in terms of advocating for a more equitable and just education for their respective 
societies. However, to move closer to that notion, individually and collectively, it is vital to 
engage in critical conversations, such as witnessed above. It is also important to challenge the 
largely prescriptive norms to which we have been held accountable in academia. It is likely 
that the perceived rigour and scholarship of this article will be found wanting by some. A 
view will be taken that it lacks sufficient objectivity, that its sample is too small to warrant 
generality and it is too subjective to inform any theorising. To those with such lenses, the 
response is to invite reflection on what prompted such an evaluation. Was it an imperialism 
of ownership as to what constitutes knowledge? Whose knowledge is more valuable? It is 

https://www.herts.ac.uk/study/schools-of-study/education/%E2%80%8Cresearch/%E2%80%8Cenables
https://www.herts.ac.uk/study/schools-of-study/education/%E2%80%8Cresearch/%E2%80%8Cenables
https://www.herts.ac.uk/study/schools-of-study/education/%E2%80%8Cresearch/%E2%80%8Cenables
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certainly the colonialist’s zeal to privilege knowledge that protects its world view and 
dominance within the discourse.  

The argument is not that there should be no standards regarding leadership knowledge and 
practice. It is, nevertheless, that the standards that have been centred have dominated the 
academy and schooling. As the authors demonstrate throughout their critical dialogue, other 
ways of knowing and doing are less likely to be considered as valuable. Importantly, how 
school leaders are trained warrants continuous reflection and action so that their leadership 
practice adds to the ‘stability and productivity’ (Cunningham 1985: 18) of their schools 
without perpetuating harm (unintended or otherwise) to students. The discussion above also 
demonstrates that it is those long-upheld standards that have led to the subjugation of local 
knowledge, even perpetuated through schooling. However, as the authors contend, it is full 
time that the dominant discourse be turned on its head to include those voices that have been 
left to the periphery. This need for inclusion of marginalised voices is, of course, nothing new 
as decolonial scholars have made this argument for decades. It is pertinent, though, as 
educators who are privileged to use that opportunity to continue to advocate for those who 
themselves cannot. 

‘Redefining’ School Leadership 
A significant contention arising from an analysis of the data above, especially regarding any 
implications for leadership development, is that leadership, as it has been theorised, needs to 
be critically assessed. This discussion is helping to unpack that any conceptualisation of 
leadership should relate to the leader’s own identities. School leaders must be prepared to, 
and prepared for, a self-criticality that enables them to apply a lens with which to approach 
leadership and leadership development. In addition, the scholarship connected with these 
leadership aspirations also needs to examine its own biases and blind spots. The myopia in 
scholarship is too often its own privilege. Academic endeavours can be short-sighted in how 
it defends the privilege it has fought hard to attain; having gained the ‘authority of an 
academic voice’, they perpetuate the divisive and non-inclusive processes by which they 
gained the voice of authority. They become authoritative about standards, rigour, and 
knowledge. A more basic short-sightedness is by those who have always been privileged and 
have always been one of those whose voice is positioned to be authorial. They have written 
history. They have enjoyed making the rules about what constitutes ‘valuable’ knowledge, 
often through authoritarian means.  

Recommendations 
A recommendation from this research, therefore, is that any leadership preparation and 
development programme must involve race and gender identity self-narratives before any 
school leader can use their positional authority (Woods 2011) to advocate for those who are 
marginalised and do not enjoy either of those privileges. That advocacy for those with a lesser 
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voice in society will come from an appreciation that knowledge production is not linear, nor 
is it necessarily compatible with orthodox frames-of-reference (nor should it be). This is 
because empowerment does not necessarily come from adherence to orthodoxy. Empowering 
the disempowered by ‘helping’ them become more like us – is colonist. It is perpetuating 
hegemonies that sustain the power structures.  

Enlightened school leaders recognise their agency and work to deeply understand how that 
‘power’ is either a hindrance to those disadvantaged by society (or indeed oppressed by it) or 
can be a liberating force. A developing school leader must examine and re-examine their own 
narrative and relate that to their identities and make sense of those identities. That sense 
making is itself conditioned by experience and inherently consists of biases and prejudices. 
Thus, the nature of leadership is fraught, and the purpose of leadership development should 
not be to advocate an understanding, theory, concept that is largely prescriptive, but one that 
is predominantly iterative. It is certainly ‘imperfect’ (Munby 2021).  

Conclusion 
Through this dialogue that we have sought to facilitate, we have aimed to reflect on our own 
understanding of school leadership within the context of our individual lived experiences 
and identities. Further, we have, through this dialogue, tried to illuminate some of the 
knottier issues and lingering reaches of colonialism and neoliberalism in schools and 
academia. We have posed perhaps difficult questions with no fixed or predictable answers 
for current and aspiring school leaders. We acknowledge, too, that the action required for 
these leaders, and even ourselves, is easier said than done. 

While we have examined our own blind spots and furthered our understanding of each 
other’s lived experiences, it would be disingenuous to think that our reflection will translate 
into action and change. More work is required in learning how to capture examples of practice 
where we are seeing evidence of school leaders learning to say the right things but not 
actually doing them.  
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Governance in Jamaican Schools: A 
Qualitative Exploration of the 
Perspectives and Experiences of 
Selected Stakeholders 
Canute Thompson, Disraeli Hutton and Ann-Marie Wilmot 

Abstract: This article asserts that the effective functioning of schools depends on the inputs of several 
levels of leadership: policy governance, operations management, parents, students, and community.  
The article further asserts that there is a relationship between the performance of the school and the 
quality of the local governance (School Board) from which it benefits. Therefore, the article examines 
the perspectives and experiences of select stakeholders of the Jamaican education system on the quality 
of governance of schools and highlights weaknesses in the governance framework which must be 
strengthened in order to improve school and student performance.  Ten respondents including members 
of the National Council on Education (NCE), board chairs, and principals were purposefully selected 
for their expertise gained from different levels of engagement in governance and management of schools 
across the three counties in Jamaica.  Interviewing, using Zoom online format, was the main means of 
data collection, and data analysis was conducted by identifying broad recurring thematic ideas, which 
were later reduced into content units.  The findings showed that respondents had a clear understanding 
of the role of school boards in relation to operational management, policy functions, and institutional 
planning and growth. Regarding the strengths of the boards, there were mixed views, and the principals 
were less favorable.  The areas of decision making and financial management were found to be the main 
concerns throughout the education system. Other areas of concerns included accountability and the 
limited use of the Education Act and Regulations to inform decision making. The recommendations 
include amendments to the Act and Regulations to address: board composition, political interference, 
training of board aspirants before selection, and strengthening the autonomy of boards regarding 
policies issues.  

Keywords: Educational governance, school performance, autonomy, political interference 
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Introduction and Context 
Educational governance is increasingly receiving greater attention as stakeholders and the 
beneficiaries of the education enterprise press for better student outcomes and broadly more 
effective school performance. In fact, student performance at all levels of the education system 
is facing even closer scrutiny with the debilitating effects of the COVID-19 pandemic. The 
newly released report by The Jamaican Education Transformation Commission (2021) 
indicated that although the vast majority of learners ‘have access to primary and secondary 
schooling, Jamaica has a severe learning crisis, in that a majority of students at the end of 
primary school remain illiterate and innumerate and most leave secondary school with no 
marketable skills’ (p. 25).   

Most schools in Jamaica have been underperforming according to the National Education 
Inspectorate (NEI), which was established in 2010. The NEI found at the end of its nationwide 
inspection of schools in 2015, that 55 percent were performing unsatisfactorily. The 2021 
report of the Jamaica Education Transformation Commission (JETC), cited here for its recency 
rather than its originality, in restating some harsh facts about the Jamaican education system, 
notes that in 2018, 70 percent of the age 18 cohort left school without a certificate. The report 
further highlights that in the 2019 Caribbean Secondary Examination Certificate (CSEC) 
results only 41.5 percent of Jamaican students passed five or more subjects.  Just as troubling 
is that girls continue to outperform boys, based on the 2019 data on students’ performance in 
national and regional examinations, up to 2019.   

With this perennial underperformance, Hutton (2015) advanced the position that good 
governance practices guided by effective leadership are central to addressing this long-
standing problem of underperformance of the Jamaican school system. A reliable and 
supportive governance framework is vital to the success of every organization.  Price (2017) 
notes that the importance of effective governance cannot be overstated, while Mcmenemy 
(2019) asserts that a governance framework is essential for modern governance and legal 
operations as it serves to direct how people interact within the organization and how the 
organization interacts with regulators and with stakeholders. A governance framework is 
necessary to guide and monitor the operations of an entity and assure its effectiveness. 

While many factors, in addition to school governance, may be responsible for the results 
mentioned above, given the relationship between governance and organizational 
performance, it is justifiable that we explore if the underperformance of Jamaica’s education 
system is, at least in part, a function of governance. In addition to the concern about the 
performance of schools (which performance is the ultimate measure of the efficacy of the 
combined inputs of all stakeholders), there has been longstanding concern about the 
governance of schools.   

Thus, this article seeks to examine the perspectives and experiences of select stakeholders of 
the Jamaican education system on the quality of governance of their schools in order to offer 
recommendations for strengthening this aspect of the education system, and ultimately to 
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contribute to improved school performance. The range of stakeholders is instructive in this 
exploration and includes members of the National Council on Education, board chairs, and 
principals. It is recognized that there are many other stakeholders including policy makers 
and non-policy making politicians who operate at the local level, however the focus on the 
article is on the experiences of stakeholders ‘on the front lines’. 

Research Questions 
Against the backdrop of the foregoing considerations, this article sought to answer the 
following questions: 

1. What are stakeholders’ opinions on the structure of school boards as currently 
designed and how appropriate or relevant is that structure relative to the needs of 
schools? 

2. What are the major strengths and challenges faced by school boards and those faced 
by the board of the particular stakeholder?  

3. How effective is the decision-making process of boards in advancing the policies of 
the schools and education system? 

4. What are stakeholders’ thoughts and feelings working with school boards (board of 
particular school)? 

5. What changes, if any, do stakeholders think should be made to the structure of 
school boards? 

Context 
The formal entry of government in the governance of education in Jamaica came with the 
abolition of slavery in 1834 and the provision of the Negro Education Grant for the education 
of the freed slaves and their children. The government also established partnerships with the 
churches to improve the performance of elementary schools, which were for the children of 
the slaves. In 1879, the Jamaican School Commission was formed by the government to 
manage the endowments for secondary schools established for the children of the slave 
owners and planter class. A number of these schools predated the ending of slavery and The 
Wolmer’s school, for example, was founded in 1729. This two-tiered system of education has 
remained part of the Jamaican education system for over 180 years since emancipation began 
in 1835, even though the government now has almost full control and ownership of the public 
education system.  This characterization was endorsed by Miller (1999) who pointed out that 
for more than 70 years, The Board of Education and the Schools’ Commission had 
responsibility for managing two separate education systems based on different principles. 
The Board of Education was responsible for the elementary system which catered for the 
children of the freed slaves while the ‘fee-paying private preparatory schools offering 
primary education were integrated into the secondary school system and, therefore, came 
under the jurisdiction of the Schools Commission’ (Miller 1999: 202). This segregation of 
education system, manifested in differential financial support, has been perpetuated over the 
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centuries and is partly, perhaps largely, responsible for the continued poor levels of 
performance of the Jamaican education system. 

The governance of schools since the formalization of the education system after emancipation 
has been a major challenge. Parish and district school boards were the main entities instituted 
to facilitate more effective decision making and the overall management of schools. But many 
factors stymied the effectiveness of these boards including finding persons with the 
competence and commitment to serve as well as the question of compensation for persons 
serving on boards. An even more important factor was the fact that some denominations, 
which owned and ran these schools, were unable to meet the funding cost including paying 
the teachers. According to Wint (1914), a report by the Gleaner on a quarterly meeting of the 
Board of Education, one of its members proposed the following resolution regarding 
denominational schools: 

Whereas in the opinion of this Board Parish School Boards will experience much 
difficulty in success; fully performing their work when so many of the schools are 
under denominational control. Be it resolved that managers be communicated with to 
find those who are willing to hand over the management of their schools and that if 
such managers are prepared to take a nominal rent for the use of their buildings such 
school be at once handed over to the government schools.  (p. 13) 

So, differences among the denominations affected the running of school boards, but also the 
relationship between churches and the Board of Education. And the primary factor of 
contention was the funding of schools and primarily the elementary schools.  

A central feature of the post-emancipation and colonial period was the maintenance of the 
two-tiered education system which is based on an apartheid-type system of governance. With 
the new constitution of 1944, and the installation of the Crown Colony Government, the basis 
was laid for the birth of the Ministry of Education in 1953, and the abolition of both The Board 
of Education and the Schools’ Commission. However, even with a government that should 
represent the interest of the majority of Jamaicans, the full integration of the school system is 
still not realized after 69 years. The church continues to play a major role in the running of 
successful schools, some of which came under the watch of the then Schools’ Commission, 
however it is the national government which is in charge of the education system.  

The Education Act of 1965 and the Education Regulations of 1980 established a governance 
system that was based on the democratic principle of critical stakeholders participating in the 
running of schools. Further, each school, public or private, at the early childhood, primary or 
secondary level has the right to establish its own board. But democratization assumes that the 
participants are prepared and able to make the necessary contribution in transforming the 
performance of schools. With resources, and in particular financial resources, being 
historically the Achilles’ heel of the school system, the required performance of education is 
far from being achieved. With over 1,000 school boards and over 10,000 board members, the 
issue of autonomy is central to effective or good governance. But despite the establishment of 
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regional entities, the power resides with the central ministry, and agencies such as the 
National Council on Education (NCE) which has policy oversight responsibilities, but its 
operation is also centralized.  

Literature Review 
In shaping this discourse, the researchers deemed it necessary to provide a definition of the 
construct of educational governance drawing on a range of sources beginning with a globally 
recognized and respected entity the Organization for Economic Cooperation and 
Development (OECD). The discussion of definitions is followed by an exploration of 
perspectives on the theory and practice of educational governance across several 
jurisdictions, utilizing the works of authors from Asia, the Caribbean, Europe, Oceania, and 
North America. The engagement of this wide range of authorities who have examined 
governance practices in various jurisdictions was deemed necessary in order to provide an 
appropriate breadth of understanding of the issue. 

Defining Educational Governance  
The OECD in a 2019 publication establishes that ‘governance refers to how decision making 
happens in education systems. It refers to the institutions and dynamics through which 
education systems allocate roles and responsibilities, determine priorities and designs, and 
carry out education policies and programmes’ (p. 144).  So, governance is about the role and 
function of the stakeholders at all levels of the school system, spanning the central ministry 
to the providers of services of all types. Moreso, the effectiveness of governance and ‘good’ 
governance is best demonstrated in a decentralized decision-making setting with greater 
autonomy at the point of the implementation of policies and related strategies. Altrichter 
(2010) identified the ‘multitude of actors’ and emphasized that effective governance is ‘not 
shaped by a single dominant actor, e.g. by the government and its administrative staff’ (p. 
148). But at the level of the school, the critical players and primary stakeholders including 
school leaders, teachers, students, parents and the immediate community are central to the 
governance process.  Altrichter (2010) also mentioned that ‘Intermediary institutions, such as 
the inspectorate, textbook publishers, professional development institutions must act in some 
accordance’ (p. 148). One of the main features confronting the actors in education is that ‘the 
education systems are now characterized by multi-level governance where links between 
multiple actors operating at different levels are more fluid and open to negotiation’ (Burns & 
Koster 2016: 18). The System Performance Division, a Unit of the Government of South 
Australia Department for Education (2020), identified four principles which are vital to 
achieve good governance to manage the complexities of the modern education system. These 
include transparency, accountability, stewardship, and integrity; with these principles 
consistently underpinning the governance process coupled with decentralization with 
flexibility. 
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Perspectives on Governance and School Performance 
While it is generally accepted that variables such as principals’ leadership, teacher quality, 
quality teaching, and available resources, and relationships between teachers and students 
impact students’ performance (Leithwood, Louis, Anderson & Wahlstrom 2004; Marzano 
2003; Rimm-Kaufman & Sandilos 2011; Thompson 2018; Thompson, Burke, King & Wong 
2017), the interface between governance and students’ performance has gained extensive 
attention in the scientific literature, as a cursory survey of the literature shows. 

Luschei and Jeong (2020), using data from the 2015 Programme for International Student 
Assessment (PISA) to examine school leaders’ perceptions of governance arrangements 
across 68 countries, found that although school governance arrangements vary substantially 
across countries, increases in teacher decision-making responsibilities were consistently and 
positively related to student achievement in math, reading, and science, all else equal. This 
position which sees changes in governance as necessarily involving increased decision-
making powers to teachers is strongly supported in the literature. Instructively, Luschei and 
Jeong (2020) also found that although principals’ leadership styles play an important role in 
student performance, there was a significant relationship between teacher decision making 
and student achievement. These findings they interpreted as indicating that the impact of 
teachers may be independent of school principals’ attitudes and action. The role of teachers 
outlined here calls attention to the need for shared governance, given the relationship 
between governance and school performance.` 

Zhao and Wang (2020) using the same 2015 PISA data as Luschei and Jeong, conducted a 
comparative analysis of the school governance structure of four provinces and cities in China 
and PISA2015 high-scored countries/economies. They found that the school autonomy in 
seven major aspects including teacher selection, evaluation policy and curriculum content, in 
four provinces was significantly lower than that of high-scored countries/economies. They 
also found that the average decision making of principals and teachers in the four provinces 
was also substantially lower than the high-scored countries/economies, and concluded, 
among other things, that the impact of school governance structure on student performance 
presented different patterns between schools in the four provinces and high-scored 
countries/economies. Their recommendations included that China needed to expand the 
autonomy of school management further and establish a new government-school 
relationship.  

At the heart of the arguments for increasing school autonomy as presented by Luschei and 
Jeong (2020) and Zhao and Wang (2020) is the issue of decentralization. Ainley and McKenzie 
(2000), who studied the evolution of school autonomy in Australia, and surveyed the practice 
across several OECD countries, have highlighted the growing practice of decentralization. 
They took account of decentralization efforts in England, France and Sweden in the 1980s, 
Canada, Italy, Spain and the United States in the 1990s, and found that the impact of 
decentralization itself on student learning outcomes had not revealed large effects. They, 
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however, argued that there appear to be greater impacts where decentralization is 
implemented as part of a package of changes. Thus, while Ainley and McKenzie were not as 
bullish about decentralization/increased teacher autonomy as Luschei and Jeong (2020) and 
Zhao and Wang (2020), they were nonetheless strongly supportive of it. 

Hutton (2015) examined the issue of school governance, accountability, and management 
across the Caribbean, focusing on five named countries plus others represented by the 
Organization of Eastern Caribbean States (OECS). He found that there was evidence of efforts 
being made in the countries to address the issues of governance, as well as accountability and 
management. Hutton further found that the most notable achievement was the 
democratization and decentralization of the education process. 

Hutton (2015) contends that good governance, therefore, is the mechanism necessary to attain 
improved school performance. School performance, he argues, is ultimately manifested in 
student achievement. The pathway to improved performance, having created a governance 
framework to support management and accountability, is by providing schools with greater 
autonomy over some of the critical decisions that will affect how they function. Hutton 
concludes that not only does governance define the processes instituted within the education 
system, to support schools, but it also revolves around the distribution of power in making 
decisions. 

Summary/Theoretical Framework 
The theoretical perspective adopted in this article, informed by the consensus in the literature, 
is that there is an inexorable relationship between school governance and school performance.  
It is acknowledged that there are those who hold that the education systems in the Caribbean 
continue to be influenced by the vestiges of colonialism. This view further contends that the 
assumption of a nexus between governance and performance is one of the vestiges of 
colonialism, reflecting the neoliberal perspective of European and North American scholars. 
We do not hold the view that our position is neoliberal. We are rather of the view that this is 
pragmatic perspective supported by our experience. 

It is the further position of the authors that school performance is ultimately measured by, 
and manifested in, students’ achievements. It is our further contention that school governance 
provides the frame within which to hold school leaders accountable for their performance as 
well as designing appropriate management systems which support teaching and learning. 

A central pillar of this theoretical frame is the claim articulated by Mcmenemy (2019) that a 
governance framework is essential for modern governance and legal operations as it serves 
to direct how people interact within the organization and how the organization functions.  
Where there exists a prevailing set of principles to guide action, it is then acceptable for actors 
to be given the space to make decisions which support the organization over which they have 
been given responsibility. A common perspective among the authorities is the need for 
decentralization and for some, the nexus between governance and student outcomes, of 
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necessity, warrants increased autonomy at the institutional level. Thus, Luschei and Jeong 
(2020) emphasize increasing teacher decision-making responsibilities; Zhao and Wang (2020) 
and Hutton (2015) call for expanded levels of institutional autonomy. Ainley and McKenzie 
(2000) do not embrace decentralization as emphatically as do the other authorities, but it 
should be noted that their work was two decades earlier and relied on data as far back as two 
decades. Thus, it is reasonable to conclude that the weight of current practice and research 
has placed a tremendous emphasis on teacher empowerment, a matter which Thompson 
(2017, 2020) and Thompson and Samuels-Lee (2020) address based on studies conducted in 
Jamaica. 

Research Methodology 

Research Design 
This study employed a qualitative design aided by the method of semi-structured/open-
ended interviews as shown in the interview schedules in the appendices. Qualitative studies 
make excellent use of open-ended interviews because they facilitate the greatest levels of 
flexibility and responsiveness to the issues that emerge for respondents and interviewees 
alike (Schwandt 1997: 74). Additionally, qualitative designs facilitate researchers’ need to 
emphasize occurrences that exist in the real world and in their natural settings. This is 
supportive of the mission of this research since the lived experiences of principals, board 
chairs, and other members invested in school governance were key to our understanding. 
Further, how qualitative studies facilitate analysis of certain phenomena, with all their 
difficulties (Abuhamda, Ismail & Bsharat 2021: 74) is an explanation for why they are excellent 
for generating the ‘rich and detailed’ data Creswell (2008) references; the type we hoped this 
research would uncover. This research approach helped explore the experiences and thinking 
of selected school principals, school board chairs and members of the NCE in order to illicit 
information on the structure of school boards, decision-making processes of SBs, the strengths 
and weaknesses they encounter, into their members’ readiness for operations among other 
valuable insights.  

Sampling and Summary of Interviewee Particulars 
The 10 participants for this research project were purposefully selected for their expertise 
gained from different levels of engagement in governance and management of schools across 
each county in Jamaica. The selected participants were positioned to provide ‘in-depth and 
detailed information about the phenomenon under investigation’ (Complete Dissertation 
n.d.: para. 2), which is the effectiveness of the governance processes of schools in Jamaica.  

At the micro level there were four school principals, two males and two females. Two are 
principals of primary schools and the other two principals of secondary schools. Together, 
they amass several decades of service in school governance and management, at different 
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levels, across multiple traditional and non-traditional institutions of various sizes. Four 
school board chairs with a wide range of long-standing experience and expertise 
complimented the cohort of participants. Their perspectives are crucial given their strategic 
involvement in a myriad of managerial school procedures, including but not limited to 
recruitment and selection, school finance, monitoring and evaluating the performance of 
schools, curriculum implementation and the overall teaching and learning experiences of 
teachers and students.  

At the macro level, two leadership representatives from the National Council on Education 
(NCE) were also among participants. NCE, the national governance body, describes as its 
mission: ‘To provide leadership in stimulating, advising and promoting consensus in the 
development of educational policies to support the nation’s pursuit of a comprehensive, 
coherent and consistent system of education’. Their policy and advising positionality to the 
Ministry of Education, Youth and Information and school boards make their voices a critical 
input to the narrative about school board effectiveness we sought to build.   

Reliability and Validity  
Though participants were not required to use pseudonyms during the interviews, we assured 
them that pseudonyms would be used while representing the findings. The aim was to create 
a sense of anonymity that would facilitate participants speaking freely and comprehensively 
about their experiences with governance in Jamaican schools. We generated rich and thick 
data by conducting a verbatim transcription of the interview. Though the intent was not to 
corroborate responses, we cross-referenced within categories to ensure data were 
representative of each participant’s voice.  

Each researcher has been involved in school governance at different levels and to varying 
degrees. Therefore, the intrusion of personal biases regarding school governance was likely. 
To mitigate this, researchers were paired into interviewing teams; each member of the team 
took turn depending on the level of engagement in the research site. Guided by the 
understanding that discrepant information can influence conclusions, we searched for 
discrepant information while we analyzed to boost the study's reliability.  

Data Collection and Analysis Procedures   
To initiate the data collection process, the researchers emailed a letter to prospective 
participants. This letter described the purpose of the study, invited participants to participate, 
established confidentiality protocols and informed them of the need for signed consent. After 
confirming participants, the interview agenda was set and distributed. Though participants 
were not anonymous for the interview, they were assured that the researchers would assign 
pseudonyms as they reported their findings.  For this phenomenographic project, we utilized 
an interview protocol with semi-structured questions to conduct the interviews. We sought 
to understand participants’ opinions on the structure of school boards, the relevance of the 
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structure to schools’ needs, decision-making capacities of school boards, challenges they face, 
their strengths and weakness and any possible changes they would like to see effected to 
positively impact SB governance.   

To begin the analysis process, the researchers conducted a verbatim transcription of the 
interview, which was taped using Zoom and AudioNote voice recorder, highlighted and read 
each conversational turn to locate broad recurring thematic ideas, which we later reduced 
into content units. Smith and Strickland (2001) describe content units as a portion of 
conversation which speakers utilize to make a single point. The rich data were then placed in 
a thematic matrix, using the interview questions as the anticipated themes, corresponding 
qualifying extracts, and analytic observation comments.   

Findings 
The findings presented reflect the perspectives of three sets of interviewees: principals, board 
chairs, and representatives of the entity charged with training board chairs and 
recommending their appointment, the National Council on Education. 

Research Question 1: Role and Structure of School Boards   
In general, principals’ responses to this question demonstrated they have a clear 
understanding of the role of school boards in relation to operational management, policy 
functions, and institutional planning and growth. All indicated that the 1980 Education 
Regulations and their personal experiences in their role, guide this understanding. Lawrence 
explained that: 

… board members should have a basic understanding of how learning works, how to 
manage an organization for optimal functioning, and also to know what conditions 
for teaching and learning are in the best interest of the learner and holding principals 
accountable.  

Jacob shared Lawrence’s idea that school boards should nurture accountability but for 

… all stakeholders [and not just principals as Lawrence suggested] as well as build 
community engagement, ensure that financial and other resources of the school are 
properly accounted for, allocated and managed. 

Karlene and Jacky having established similar positions to their colleagues in terms of policy 
and development articulated less extensive, but nonetheless important, views of the roles of 
school boards. Karlene added that  

… where [areas of] weaknesses exist, the board should assist to strengthen them and 
where there are strengths [boards should] still find ways to make them even stronger.   

Jacky’s contribution added where the responses of the others left unaccounted:  

I believe the board should be involved in safety and security and matters related to 
the conduct of teachers. 
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Regarding board structures, board chairs were of the view that the basic structure of School 
Boards was flawed in two main respects, namely (a) the number of persons allocated by the 
regulations to sit, and (b) the method of appointment. In relation to (a), the thinking is that by 
limiting the number to seven, Boards are unable to draw on the range of talent that could  be 
available, given (b) which stipulates the categories from which persons must be drawn.  The 
problem with (b) is further exacerbated by the fact that politics plays a heavy role in the 
selection process, specifically that the Member of Parliament has a deciding hand in selecting 
the Board Chair and the person selected may have neither the experience nor the competence 
to do the job.  As one Board Chair said: 

There needs to be a focus on getting quality chairmen who can develop a vision and 
leading Board members to understand that their work is about education and building 
education. 

In addition to the problem of political considerations leading to the selection of an unsuitable 
Board Chair, there may be other members who are selected merely on the basis on being very 
vocal in the community, but not possessing the requisite knowledge of governance or 
educational issues to be of real help to a school’s operation. 

The board chairs were also of the view that pre-appointment training for board chairs should 
be mandatory and that other board members should also undergo training. They also shared 
the view that the size of boards should be increased and that the criteria for selecting board 
chairs should be such that even if the political representative plays a role in the selection, the 
chances that he/she will choose someone who is ill-suited for the task is minimized.  Another 
board chair felt that: ‘There needs to be better screening of persons’. 

Responding to the structure and appropriateness of school boards, both representatives of 
the National Council on Education 1  (NCE) agreed that school boards are fraught with 
problems including a failure to adhere to the 1980 Education Regulations and the limitations 
of some aspects the Regulations. In the case of government schools, for example, they feel the 
nomination of board members and in particular board chairs has been commandeered by 
members of parliament, thus minimizing the authority of the Council. Regarding the 
limitation of the regulations, church and trust schools are placed at an advantage because 
they are authorized to nominate more members to boards than the Council which represents 
government owned schools. As such, the designated size and structure of public-school 
boards limit their ability to function effectively, especially at the primary level. Board member 
Harper also questioned the functioning of boards based on his characterization of strong 
boards and weak boards. The three determinants include (a) level of politicization, (b) 
competence of board members to make a difference in the functioning of schools, and (c) 
effectiveness of the principals. 

 
1 NCE is the body designated by the Act to nominate members of school boards which are 

owned by government. 
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Speaking to the strength and challenges of boards, the senior staff representative, Blakenson, 
of the Council identified the legal framework which stipulates how governance should be 
applied to the school system as a strength, even though the church and trust schools are 
placed at an advantage. In addition, the democratization of the boards which allowed the 
major constituents to have a say in the running of schools was emphasized by both 
respondents. The weaknesses identified by Harper included training which only targets 
school principals, board chairs and vice chairs and the lack of an accountability framework to 
facilitate financial management. In elaborating the problem of accountability, Harper said 
that: 

… supervision is in a deficit from the ministry, the level of supervision from the Board 
is a deficit and where there is a weak chair and principal, a weak team, then the school 
does not flourish.   

Blakenson revealed that the weaknesses arising from the role of the MP in board selection 
was characterized as a felt ‘political flavor’ to some of these appointments which inevitably 
‘creates this environment which is intimidatory and persons are wondering if they are voting 
along party lines’. As a result, there is now a wide-spread view that the selection of school 
boards should be removed from the politician because of the fear of polarizing them. 

Research Question 2: Major strengths and challenges faced by school boards 
The major strengths identified by principals are subsumed under two broad themes, namely: 
Supervisory management and other technical expertise of school board of governance and 
school board support and principals’ capacity to function in their role. In relation to the 
former, the principals’ experiences with the supervisory management and other technical 
expertise of their school board of governance varied. For Karlene, it is: 

… very poor [because] they do not spend the time to understand the operations of the 
school and the policies of the Ministry of Education in relation to the Code of 
Regulations and the Education Act.  

Interestingly, the remaining three principals all pointed to their knowledge and 
understanding of what is required of school board chairs, as the impetus behind the 
performance of their boards.  Lawrence reflected:  

If I were not one of those principals who hold myself and my teachers to account and 
report on important things, like teaching and learning and general operations of the 
school, maybe I would have found that some board members were not as astute and 
alert to those things that matter. However, I have had a school where the board was 
competent and tough, and I enjoyed working with them.  

Jacky shared that she is fortunate to have former school principal as board chair, who assists 
her in dealing with teacher misconduct and other infringements. As it relates to supervisory 
management, though, she declared, ‘I pride myself in being the person who pushes that 
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mandate’. Jacob added: ‘… fortunately, in my context, the challenges have not been so great; 
however, school boards for the most part tend to be incompetent.’ He lamented that:   

… school principals will admit they have a huge responsibility of ensuring that the 
school boards are actually trained and equipped to execute the type of management 
and supervisory duties required within an institution.  

On the question of school board support and principals’ capacity to function in their role, 
Jacky’s contribution remains consistent with her observation about skills and competencies 
of her board, particularly the chair. On a scale of 1-10, she scored the board at an 8 for how 
the members optimized her capacity to function. She concretized her stance: ‘There is no tug-
of-war, power struggle or shutting down of my ideas, which are always tabled and 
discussed’.  Jacob feels that he is optimized ‘through scaffolding of the experiences that are 
drawn from [personnel from] several fields [on the board]’ which he described as a reciprocal 
process. Lawrence’s account is mixed, sharing that for one experience with his school board 
he ‘had to be well prepared because he was going to be interrogated, but overall, the support 
has been significant’.   

Karlene’s current situation is less optimistic:  

Presently, over the past 4 years, I have not been getting any support from this board, 
though I got from the board before.   

She did not hesitate to justify:  

Some of the school boards are not there to build the school but are just there to 
intimidate – to see who they can get rid of to put who they want in the position. 

There is consensus that community relationships are important, but they are mainly 
construed as what the community does for the school, as relationships built through the 
chair’s influence and less as a strategic imperative. Lawrence’s response elucidates this stance:  

I worked with a chairman who is a minister of religion, who had a strong presence in 
the community. I was really pleased with the financial and moral support the school 
got as a result of his influence.  

Jacky’s response also builds this argument.  

When I took office, the board shared with me the names of persons who have 
supported the school over the years and the chairman used his influence and got us 
two classrooms.  

Jacob’s experiences evidenced more deliberateness in his school’s community relationship 
and also reinforces the importance of the school board in building community relationship: 

 Our board is deliberate about community engagement. Anything that can get us into 
the community and get us to influence power brokers and influential persons who can 
add value to the institution, we pursue.   

Karlene’s experience was different from the others:  
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The truth is they [the board] don’t have any effect at all on the people in the 
community; [though] the community supports activities at the school.  

School board chairs saw major strengths in the commitment of staff members. In this vein, 
one Chair explained that the availability of staff to provide critical information to assist the 
board to do its work was valuable. Another Board Chair suggested that the consciousness of 
accountability which members of the board brought to the task was a distinctive strength.  
With respect to weaknesses, the board chairs identified the general absence of reliable 
reporting systems, particularly in relation to finances.   

In relation to common issues retarding board effectiveness, Blakenson identified role conflict 
which at times occurs out of enthusiasm by both principals and board chairs. And this, 
sometimes, arises because of the failure to work collaboratively and collegially by both 
parties.  In addition, acting in contravention to the stipulation of the Act or regulations which 
often lead to the reversal of decisions by the Teachers’ Services Commission or the courts.  
Further, the performance of their fiduciary responsibility, including the financial operations 
of the school, is a source of conflict. Harper spoke of the need to strengthen the boards’ 
fiduciary framework, which involves human relations management, infrastructural 
development and financing the operating of the school. Dealing with the relationship 
between the board and the different levels of constituents comprising the board, Blakenson 
rated this as good, but pointed out that the Act did not make provision for the alumni of 
primary schools. Harper again identified the limitation of training for all board participants 
and the lack of supervision by the central ministry.  

Research Question 3: Decision-Making Processes 
Responding to the effectiveness of the decision-making process of boards, Blakenson asserted 
that in many cases they are performing adequately, but there is a need to strengthen aspects 
of their operations. Also, boards need to strengthen their financial management capability.  
Harper highlighted the managing of the financial matters of schools as problematic, and he 
identified areas such as canteen, tuck shop and farming operation, which have weak decision-
making mechanisms in place. Being convinced of the uneven performance of school boards, 
Blakenson restated that: 

… there are situations … which some Boards work well, and we know there are 
situations where they don’t function … There are pockets of excellence at the trust 
schools, church schools and in some government owned.     

Regarding the involvement of boards in the day-to-day running of the school, Blakenson 
suggested that it will be a natural occurrence for both the principal and the board chair to 
cross the line of demarcation. But this line is not discernible at times, so the consultative 
process is necessary to reduce conflict. Harper remarked that board chairs and school 
principals ‘must respect each other’s position and power. The leadership of school by the 
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board is not about power or position but we must work in the interest of the institution’ and 
the same is true for principals. 

Board chairs expressed frustration concerning the strictures they experienced in the decision-
making protocols and processes of the Ministry of Education. Their major concern is that they 
have very little scope for making decisions to advance the interest of the school because real 
power has not been delegated to them.  One board chair related an example of the ways in 
which the school boards are powerless, citing a situation in which a decision needed to be 
made concerning the health and safety of staff, yet the board needed to get permission from 
the Ministry of Education before it could act.  The board chair stated: 

We had pit toilets from 1955. We replaced them and they went into disrepair and 
became a hazard, the Board could not make the decision to demolish these dilapidated 
pit toilets that were a threat to safety of students. We had to write to get authority to 
proceed to demolish them. 

One of the factors which appears to contribute to the perpetuation of the culture of centralized 
decision making and the perceived emasculation of boards, is the seeming absence of a sense 
of community among board chairs as a constituency of stakeholders. One consequence of this 
is that there is the perception held by some that the ministry is able to maintain its control 
over boards. One chair assessed the situation thus: 

One of the things I suggested to the regional director, and it has not happened is that 
he should have an occasional meeting with primary school Board chairmen so that we 
can put together the things on the table. We write to them individually, but I do not 
think it has as much impact. I get the impression that some persons would rather not 
say anything that might offend the permanent secretary or the minister.  

Research Question 4: Feelings Working With Board 
Speaking to the thoughts and feelings regarding the function of boards, Harper emphasized 
the need for boards to add value to school performance as far as the policy roles are 
concerned. The day-to-day function of the schools is the responsibility of the principals, but 
school performance in terms of student achievement must also be a concern of the 
governance.  He further postulated that: 

There must be a change; and if you are going into a place and you can’t make a 
difference and people cannot see what you have done it makes no sense.   

Blakenson was weary about the Boards assuming the role of the school principal and strongly 
affirmed that the actions of both the leaders of schools and boards must adhere to the 
regulations and procedures established by the Ministry. 

On the issue of accountability, Blakenson proffered the view that on ‘a scale of 1-10, I would 
give it a 5 because we have the mechanisms in place, but we are not utilizing … them in such 
a way so that we can get the desirable results’. In fact, she acknowledged the mechanisms are 
not being implemented. For example, students have a seat on school boards, but some 
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principals do not want them to be present at some board meetings because of the issue to be 
addressed. Harper pronounced that: 

There is a deficit in supervision. The top does not have that cadre of persons to manage 
the system so you have a problem down the bottom because you cannot give advice 
to the principal.  

He further contended that the ‘principal may not have the requisite training to advise the 
teachers because they too come from a weak background’, and they bring that weakness to 
the running of schools without the necessary training. Harper insinuated that fear may be a 
factor because: 

… the bulk of the persons who at different levels of school management and 
operations are afraid of taking decisions, and they may not tell the ministry personnel 
what they ought to tell them. 

Blakenson suggests that the role of the political directorate has brought about more challenges 
than success. First, there are some who take no interest in the affairs of the schools, but there 
are ‘those members of parliament who take a keen interest … and serve and work well with 
the principals to identify a supportive Board’. Harper was more strident and reported that: 

The NCE in 2018 went around the island doing consultation and at every consultation, 
participants that asked there be a separation of the political aspect from the 
appointment of School Board members.  

He recommended that the selection of board chairs should return to a tripartite system, which 
facilitated consultation involving the education ministry represented by the regional director 
and the education officer, the principal, and the politician.   

The role of the Council in the selection of board members has been essentially stripped from 
the body and is now in the control of the political directorate. Blakenson recommended that 
a discrete body be instituted for the selection of school boards, thereby, restoring their role as 
prescribed by the Act and Regulations. As Harper said: 

NCE was set up as an independent body to do its work without fear or favour but the 
political directorate has effectively usurped this element of the Act and regulations.  

In addition, Blakenson expressed concerns regarding the number of school boards and the 
need to reduce them by creating parish boards instead. Harper indicated that as is, the 
Council is under-resourced and it does not have the manpower to appoint over 12,000 board 
members every three years, even though the nomination process is staggered by region. 

In relation to principals, the overarching finding is that they experience varying levels of 
dissatisfaction with the selection process of school board members, more than satisfaction. 
Only one of the four principals from a church run school, Jacky, expressed satisfaction:  

I do not necessarily see anything wrong with the selection process; but those selected 
should be capable of carrying out the expected tasks of a board.  
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Karlene, who also works in a church owned school, noted that for the most part she is satisfied 
because ‘the pastor with responsibility for the circuit in which the school is located is the 
automatic chairman of the school’.  However, she is dissatisfied otherwise: ‘For the last three 
cycles, I was not consulted [and] the selected person’s inept’.  

The views of two principals who work in the government system of education on the selection 
process of school board members resonated similar dissatisfactions, especially with the high 
levels of political influence. The only consolation being: ‘some improvements in the process 
related to accountability’. They feel that too much party politics is involved and that ‘boards 
are political footballs’. Lawrence declared: ‘I am unhappy in many instances, with the 
process’. Here he shared an example which also resonates with Jacob’s: 

I really believe that the political appointee on boards of management are too partisan. 
As it stands now it is too tainted with political interference and this remains of dire 
concern.  

Research Question 5: Solutions and Strategies for Improvement 
Based on an overall analysis of the data, we deduced a number of solutions to the problems 
and dissatisfactions being experienced by stakeholders of schools. These problems and 
dissatisfactions are also consistent with feedback we have encountered over the years of our 
engagement with school leaders and other stakeholders. The following segment addresses 
some of these.  

Board chairs are agreed that one major corrective measure for the challenges of governance 
at the school board level is found in raising the criteria for qualification to serve as board 
chair. They also argue that similar standards should be applied to the general membership of 
boards. Board chairs are also of the view that greater autonomy should be given to boards 
and by extension board chairs, fully recognizing that the principles of accountability should 
be upheld.   

All school principals feel that school board chairs should receive some level of training to 
serve effectively in the capacity. For example, Jacky’s position is that, ‘training should be 
mandatory to suit the specific role of each board member’. Jacob, on the other hand, feels 
board chairs should get specific training in the processes of education, for example, in 

… disciplinary matters, fiduciary responsibilities, accountability and transparency, 
goal-setting and school improvement planning because the disconnect in these areas 
have not served our education system very well.  

Karlene reiterated: ‘First they need training to understand sections of the Code of Regulations 
and Education Act that are closely aligned to daily operations of the school’. Teacher 
appraisal processes, collaboration and building community relationships are also among the 
areas Karlene highlighted as in need of training attention.  
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Having listed all the training needs previously highlighted, from other principals, among his 
recommendations, Lawrence augmented the slate of recommendations by also including the 
following:  

Training to use data to read progress, … in human resource management, … in 
diagnosing and remediating problems in schools, in understanding the value of 
recruiting high quality staff to building the teaching and learning and professional 
value of the institution.  

The principals offered several nuggets of advice for improving the overall effectiveness of 
school boards in Jamaica.  According to Jacky, ‘If we want board chairs to be more effective 
and accountable, the Ministry could provide a stipend, training and certification for 
members’, a sentiment two other participants support. Lawrence feels that restructuring 
school boards to privilege ‘cluster boards’ should be the way forward:  

I really believe that trying to find a board of management for the 800 schools in Jamaica 
is a challenge in terms of necessary available resources. It is important to ensure the 
best resources are concentrated and shared among schools within a particular cluster 
according to needs.  

Jacob’s first suggestion aligns with Jacky’s: ‘Ongoing training is essential; but, we must first 
ensure the selected persons are trainable.  I believe we should target persons with experience 
in the education system’.  Additionally: 

Some of the best quality persons are willing but they are unable to serve because they 
would be required to travel miles. Maybe if there was a small remuneration it would 
help to encourage persons with the right set of qualities, passion and experience and, 
therefore get more of the best involved in school governance. 

For Karlene, in church run institutions, the powers that be are urged to consider that the 
principal should be involved in the assembly of the school board, through greater 
consultation. They should also consider that: 

If a Minister is unable to manage the responsibility of chairperson for multiple schools, 
they should identify somebody else within the circuit who is able to manage the 
position. 

Jacky suggested that board members of church owned institutions should be more flexible to 
include non-members with the requisite skills; those doing the selection should engage 
greater collaborative efforts and that they should be more cognizant of the skills and 
competency requirements of potential school board members. According to Karlene, ‘training 
is really needed for anyone who is going to be supervising a school’, regardless of position or 
affiliation. Jacob:  

What is urgently needed is a process that will ensure that we get the highest quality 
level of representation from people who are passionate about education, despite 
political allegiance. 
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 Lawrence:  

There needs to be a focus on getting quality chairmen/vice chairmen who are critical 
about the process, who can problem-solve and develop a vision to lead board 
members to understand that their work is about building education.  

This structure could be further strengthened with regional boards. The effect would be the 
decentralization of the nomination process and the reduction of the number of boards serving 
the over 1,000 schools. Harper contended that the structure is fine, but the problem is with 
finding effective volunteers, especially in the rural schools. As he remarked, the basic 
challenge is related to the quality of leadership. Continuing his reflection, Harper stated that 
‘you don’t have … many transformational leaders in the system’.  He concluded: 

You can almost count on your two hands, that of the town schools, there are not many 
transformational leaders out there who will take decisions and stand by them. 

Analysis, Discussion, Conclusions, and Recommendations 
With the decentralization and democratization of school boards which started with the 
establishment of parish schools board and district boards in 1914 (Whyte 1977), school 
governance in Jamaica should have been much more advanced in 2022. But the study revealed 
that the structure, its composition and how it functions is just as important as the 
establishment of the boards themselves. During the early development of the education 
system, governance was affected by the division among some denominations and their 
relationship with the Board of Education, with the allocation of resources being a central 
factor. The lack of resources to effectively support the functioning of boards and more so the 
operation of schools is a major challenge that has remained constant since they were first 
established. The most can be said is that boards currently have some oversight responsibility 
for the subvention allocated to schools by the central ministry.   

Presently, one of the main problems cited by respondents is related to the role of the political 
functionaries on the boards who tend to speak and act in the interest of their political parties 
and not in the interest of the schools they should be serving. In addition, many of the school 
board members do not have the competences and requisite qualities to be effective 
participants. So, school boards have faced problems related to their composition and decision-
making capabilities thus limiting their effectiveness since the beginning of school boards. And 
as pointed out by Altrichter (2010), if stakeholders are not operating in concert and in the 
interest of the schools, governance is going to be negatively affected. This basic fact was 
confirmed by the three categories of respondents.  

Another important factor limiting the effectiveness of boards is the inequity in the structure 
which allows church schools to have stronger boards than government owned schools 
because of the flexibility they have in the selection of board members. This advantage is 
enshrined in the Education Act and Education Regulations, thus putting the NCE at a 
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disadvantage in nominating the best candidates to become board members. And in many 
respects, the Act and Regulations, even with the State being the dominant player in education, 
continue to favour church schools regarding board selection and composition. It should be 
noted that the revision of the Education Act and Regulations which commenced over 15 years 
ago is still incomplete, so government owned primary and secondary schools will still not 
have the legal basis to strengthen their boards for ‘some time to come’. 

The foregoing issues have contributed to deep levels of dissatisfaction among stakeholders 
about the state of school governance in Jamaica. The areas of dissatisfaction may be 
summarized as: 

a. the limited powers and competence of the board to provide real governance 
oversight and provide logistical support to schools in order to help them perform; 

b. the lack of adequate training of board chairs and members which undermines their 
capacity to provide the leadership and governance support required; and 

c. the process of selection of board chairs which is deemed to be fraught with flaws 
wherein persons not suited for the position are selected, due to their political or 
religious denominational positions. 

The research found that corrective measures for these problems could be found in six areas 
as follows: 

i. Restructuring of boards to increase the number of persons who serve; 
ii. Establishing more rigorous criteria for selection, to include that those persons 

selected have some knowledge of governance and education; 
iii. Mandatory pre-appointment training for members; 
iv. Specialized additional training for board chairs; 
v. Providing incentives to attract individuals who may be willing to serve but are 

hindered by financial considerations; and 
vi. Removing political and denominational affiliation considerations in the board chair 

selection process, as criteria for selection, and focusing selection considerations on 
knowledge, competence, and commitment. 

The solutions proposed for the problems of school governance, as uncovered by this study, 
are strongly supported by the scientific literature.  The suggestions concerning increasing the 
number of persons who may serve on boards and establishing criteria for their selection, are 
supported by a key underlying principle of the Education Regulations of 1980 which 
emphasize people participation and empowerment of stakeholders.  

Further, the suggestion on training, in addition to being acceptable at face value, is aligned to 
the views of Mcmenemy (2019) who interprets a governance framework as a mechanism for 
directing how people interact within the organization. The question of empowerment, which 
is central to the Education Regulations, is further supported by Luschei and Jeong (2020) who 
emphasize increasing decision-making responsibilities. While Luschei and Jeong (2020) 
addressed the issue of teacher empowerment specifically, their argument extends logically to 
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members of the board. The same consideration may be applied to the positions of Thompson 
(2017, 2020), and Thompson and Samuels-Lee (2020) who posit that empowerment of teachers 
is central to improving school performance. The extension of the argument on empowerment 
to include school boards is reinforced by Zhao and Wang (2020) and Hutton (2015) who call 
for expanded levels of institutional autonomy for school boards. 

Four major conclusions may be drawn from the findings of this study, namely: 
1. There is the view that the size of school boards at the primary level is too small and 

there is the view that the number should be increased from seven (7) to nine (9) 
persons; 

2. There is a high level of frustration and dissatisfaction among key stakeholders with 
the governance processes of schools, and this dissatisfaction is rooted in factors such 
as, the experience and qualifications of members of school boards, the limited 
powers of school boards and the bureaucracy involved in getting things done, as 
well as legislative (structural) and attitudinal dispositions connected to the political 
process; 

3. The philosophy of empowerment which is inherent in the Education Regulations 
(1980) have not been fully realized; and 

4. There is an apparent relationship between the quality of school governance and the 
performance of schools. 

In view of the foregoing, we make the following recommendations that: 
1. The Education Regulations be urgently amended to, among other things, prescribe 

an increase in the number of persons who may serve on school boards with both 
Church and Trust operated schools and non-church and non-Trust schools having 
the same number of positions on their boards; 

2. The Ministry of Education establishes a policy regime stipulating that all board 
members undergo training as a precondition for appointment; 

3. Boards be given greater autonomy to take decisions to support the operations of the 
school, consistent with the level of empowerment inherent in the Education Act and 
the Regulations; and 

4. In limiting the problem of political interference in the operations of schools, relevant 
sections of the Education Act and Regulations be amended to make it explicit that 
the authority to recommend board chairs rests solely with the National Council on 
Education. 
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APPENDIX 

Interview Items/Alignment Table 

RESEARCH 
QUESTIONS 

INTERVIEW ITEMS PROPOSED 
FOR USE 

INTERVIEW ITEMS 
PROPOSED FOR 

EXCLUSION OR POSSIBLE 
FILLERS / FOLLOW-UP 

(Demographics) 1. How long have you been a 
principal / board chair/ 
member of the NCE? 

2. How long have you been 
serving at this school? 

 

 PRINCIPALS  
(1) What are your 

opinions on the 
structure of school 
boards as currently 
designed and how 
appropriate or 
relevant is that 
structure relative to 
the needs of schools? 

(Restate question as it is)  

 What is your overall 
understanding of the role of 
school boards of governance?  

 

 How do you feel about the current 
process that is used to select board 
chairmen, and other members of 
the school board, and how might 
the process be improved if 
needed? 

 

 Describe your experience with the 
supervisory management and 
other technical competencies of 
your school board in advancing 
the teaching and learning 
experiences of your school.  

 

mailto:annmarie.wilmot@uwimona.edu.jm
mailto:anamariawilmot@yahoo.com
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(2) What are the major 
strengths and 
challenges faced by 
school boards and 
your board in 
particular? 

How has the support of the school 
board optimized your ability to 
function in your principal role?  

How has the school board 
influenced community 
engagement and 
partnerships to support the 
needs of the school? 

(3) How effective is the 
decision-making 
process of boards in 
advancing the 
policies of the schools 
and education 
system? 

What sorts of training do you feel 
most appropriate for board 
chairmen, if any? 

 

(4) What are your 
thoughts and feelings 
working with school 
boards / board of 
your school? 

Since your appointment as 
principal, what are the three most 
common issues that the school 
board has to address and how 
effectively the board addressed 
these issues? 

 

 What is your opinion of the effect 
of the political directorate on the 
appointment of board members 
and board chairpersons? 
 

Do you experience any 
threats from the school 
board chairperson and 
other board members in the 
running of the school? 
 
What are the basic 
qualification and work 
experience should be 
required of board members 
and chairpersons? 

(5) What changes, if any, 
do you think should 
be made to the 
structure of school 
boards? 

(Repeat the question as is)  

 BOARD CHAIRS and NCE 
Members 

 

(1) What are your 
opinions on the 
structure of school 
boards as currently 
designed and how 
appropriate or 
relevant is that 
structure relative to 
the needs of schools? 

 

(Repeat question as is) What are your opinions on 
the structure of school 
boards as currently design 
and 
implemented/operated? 
 
How appropriate or 
relevant is the structure of 
school boards relative to 
the needs of schools? 
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What are the basic 
qualification and work 
experience to be required of 
persons selected as board 
members and chairpersons? 

(2) What are the major 
strengths and 
challenges faced by 
school boards and 
your board in 
particular? 

Since your appointment as 
chairperson, what are the three 
most common issues that school 
board has to address and how 
effectively the board addressed 
these issues? 

 

 What changes should be made to 
strengthen the relationship 
between school boards and 
different levels of supporting 
communities—business, local 
community, alumni, etc.? 

What should be done to 
guarantee the autonomy or 
independence of school 
boards? 

 

(3) How effective is the 
decision-making 
process of boards in 
advancing the 
policies of the schools 
and education 
system? 

What should be the level of 
involvement by school boards in 
the day-to-day running of schools? 

 

 

 
(4) What are your 

thoughts and feelings 
working with school 
boards / board of 
your school? 

How do you rate the 
accountability practices of the 
critical stakeholders including 
learners, principal, parents, and 
central ministry? 

 

 

 What is your opinion of the effect 
of the political directorate on the 
appointment of board members 
and board chairpersons? 

 

 What is your assessment of the 
role played by the NCE in the 
appointment and management of 
school boards? 

 

(5) What changes, if any, 
do you think should 
be made to the 
structure of school 
boards? 

(Repeat question as is) What are the three changes 
you would recommend for 
improving the effectiveness 
of school board? 

 
  What are your views on the 

composition of boards 
relative to factors such as 
gender, age, and experience 
balance? 
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STEM Education in Jamaica: A Case of 
Practitioners 
Kamilah Hylton 

Abstract: The government of Jamaica has indicated, through Vision 2030, that Jamaica is to be the 
place to ‘live, work, raise families, and do business’ (Planning Institute of Jamaica [PIOJ] 2019: vi). 
Guided by the data (UNESCO 2016) indicating that STEM education is a key component of facilitating 
economic growth, Jamaica has been deliberate in the management and leadership in this area. Successive 
administrations have implemented a number of policies, programs and initiatives geared towards 
providing quality education. More specifically, Jamaica has sought to embrace problem-solving 
learning approaches and enhance access to STEM disciplines.  

The STEM thrust has been, and continues to be, an intentional action by the Ministry of Education 
and Youth (MOEY) to buttress innovation and ensure relevancy through interdisciplinary, 
collaborative and ‘hands-on’ experiences. There have been numerous inputs of human and financial 
resources. With the country being less than a decade away from 2030, there must be careful monitoring 
and evaluation of the relevant activities to ensure that Jamaica is continuously improving and moving 
closer to its goal. This will ensure that those tasked with managing and leading these changes, intended 
to transform our landscape, are being guided by relevant and accurate data. For the purposes of this 
article leadership as defined by Gill (2011) is ‘showing the way and helping or inducing others to pursue 
it (p. 9). It is being posited that in order to show the way, there must first be a clear understanding of 
the context and accompanying issues. This clarity and shared understanding will boost the collaborative 
formulation of a course of action that is effective and sustainable. This article seeks to document the 
experiences of STEM educators in the Jamaican education system over the last decade through 
interviews with teachers and documentary review. Additionally, the aim is to give a voice to 
implementers and share their recommendations. The view from these ground floor lenses may be worthy 
of consideration, as Jamaica seeks to innovate, create and provide opportunities for growth. It was 
found, that despite many plans being put in place by the MOEY, no STEM Policy exists.  
Consequently, in some spaces, intrinsic motivation remains a huge guiding force for transforming the 
STEM landscape.   

Keywords: STEM education, leadership, educational leadership  
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Introduction and Background 
The Jamaican education system has evolved and experienced many alterations since 
independence in 1962. These include changes at the level of the Ministry of Education and 
Youth where policy modifications have led to, among other things, curriculum and 
assessment adjustments. These modifications are evidenced by the move from the Common 
Entrance Examination to the Grade Six Achievement Test (GSAT) and to the current Primary 
Exit Profile (PEP) (Campbell 2013). Jamaica has also transitioned away from the Revised 
Primary Curriculum to the current National Standards Curriculum (NSC). The NSC specifies 
that it espouses the constructivist approach and therefore seeks to incorporate methodologies 
that focus on practical and real-world experiences to support learning (MOEYI 2018). The 
introduction of the NSC was a deliberate action to ensure emphasis would be placed on 
strategies involving problem-solving. These strategies involve the integration of Science, 
Technology, Engineering and Mathematics/Science, Technology, Engineering, Arts and 
Mathematics (STEM/STEAM) methodologies. In a dynamic and increasingly global world, 
change is inevitable and is indeed vital if Jamaica is to position itself to achieve the Vision 
2030 and Sustainable Development Goals. Both sets of goals prioritize quality education and 
recognize it as an important indicator of sustainability. As the Jamaican education sector 
contemplated how it would transform teaching and learning, the MOEY declared almost 10 
years ago its plan to utilize a STEM-based methodology as one of its strategies (West 2013). 
This approach was anticipated to impact the Jamaican economy by preparing individuals 
with the relevant competencies for the emerging labour market. In 2022, t he country is 
preparing to celebrate 60 years of independence and is journeying swiftly towards the 2030 
deadline of achieving a top tier education system and a robust economy. STEM education has 
the potential to bolster economic independence and the MOEY has put plans in place to 
achieve this. This article seeks to describe how teachers at the secondary and tertiary levels 
are interpreting and implementing these plans. This will provide valuable insight on how 
stakeholders are responding to the MOEY’s leadership in STEM education in Jamaica.    

     The article will begin by sharing the experience of a group of 10 tertiary level educators 
involved in the teaching and research of Chemistry and Biochemistry to a wide cross section 
of students. Specifically, the case will summarize their involvement in enhancing STEM 
experiences for students. The article then transitions into the experiences of high school 
teachers as they sought to respond to MOEY directives to enhance STEM-based learning.   

A Case Study: Change = New Force > Current System Forces 
Inertia is a term associated with Physics that refers to the natural tendency of things to remain 
as they are. That is, resisting change is the default position of any system. This is immortalized 
in Newton’s First Law of Motion which states that ‘A body at rest, remains at rest, or, if in 
motion, remains in motion at constant velocity unless acted on by a net external force’ (NASA 
Glenn Research Centre 2022: n.p.). Inertia exists at all levels in every system and as we seek 
to diagnose the whole, it is helpful to examine our individual roles in that system. It is this 
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innate propensity to remain at rest that some of the teachers sought to overcome when faced 
with years of poor performance in Chemistry in a tertiary institution. For many years, the 
subject was consistently taught and assessed the same way and every new lecturer entering 
continued to maintain the status quo. This current situation was maintained despite quality 
assurance standards set by the institution mandating a periodic review of programs. It is this 
mandatory review coupled with the arrival of new staff, that served as the disrupting force 
and consequently disturbed the status quo.  

While going through a mandatory review of the offerings in the Chemistry Division, there      
were two new tertiary level educators who sought to interrogate student performance in a 
first-year chemistry module. Between 2012 and 2018, the pass rate fluctuated between 30-55 
percent which was considered below the standard set by the institution. It should be noted 
that all these students were in science-based programs such as Engineering and Health 
Sciences. Many students struggled with basic calculations and concepts such as significant 
figures and exponents. Furthermore, some had never seen basic chemistry equipment such 
as burettes and Erlenemeyer flasks. Interviews with students done during the traditional 
instructor/module evaluation process indicated a lack of confidence in applying the 
knowledge. Most students articulated that there was no connection between the curriculum 
and the real world and so they quickly lost interest in what was being taught. The research 
concluded that poor performance at the secondary level, math incompetency and an inability 
to make connections impact performance of students at the tertiary level (Hylton, Hylton-
Fraser, Wilson & Guthrie-Dixon 2016). Questions that began to inhabit the minds of these 
tertiary level educators included, ‘What is happening at the secondary level of the education 
sector?’  and ‘How are students being prepared at that level to make the transition into STEM 
careers?’ 

While the group contemplated these questions, they were simultaneously implementing 
strategies to facilitate better outcomes for the students who were now in their charge. This      
began with the collection and thorough analysis of data to aid in understanding all the 
elements involved in the system. This included data on matriculation, program of study and 
tutorial attendance. From these data, statistical analyses such as univariate analyses and chi-
squared tests were done to determine associations with performance (Hylton et al. 2016).  
These lecturers intervened by providing increased consultation hours, modifying teaching 
style, collecting tutorial books, and assigning ‘extra credit’ as well as providing timely and 
consistent feedback. It should be noted that there was latitude in how assessments were 
weighted. Consequently, lecturers could adjust assessment patterns, as long as these went 
through the internal approval processes. These changes were significant because prior to this, 
students were only assessed twice in the semester and extra assignments were not graded. 
Additionally, students received a quadrupling of consultation time and received more 
frequent feedback. Fundamentally, the process required, amongst other things, the 
commitment and engagement of the team as well as a thorough understanding of context.  
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The recurring theme across all these initiatives was that having diagnosed a problem, design 
changes had to be made with the goal of performance improvement. The reorganization and 
redesign required a significant investment of time and resources. The modifications took 
place slowly and improvements in performance were observed. It was observed that only 
students who were already doing well took advantage of any additional resources provided.  
Moreover, those who regularly attended tutorials performed better than their classmates who 
did not (Hylton et al. 2016). Hylton et al. (2016)  also observed that engineering students 
tended to have higher grades and demonstrated higher levels of understanding than students 
doing programs such as Environmental Health and Medical Technology. Additionally, 
students who matriculated at a higher level (that is with Caribbean Advanced Proficiency 
Examination subjects) performed significantly better. Essentially, those who were 
intrinsically motivated and better prepared did well. Most disappointingly though, it was 
observed that once one of the drivers of the change process left, the situation quickly reverted 
to the starting point. We were unable to satisfactorily motivate poor performing students and 
sustain the energy of the educators to continue the process.  

The review process which led to changes in the delivery of Chemistry was painful and tedious 
and left the authors with another question: ‘How can interest in science be encouraged and 
sustained?’ As scientists, this situation served as a reminder of the chemistry behind physical 
changes. Physical changes are reversible. In this case, the students could be viewed as 
particles packed closely together in a solid. Such particles have very little movement. Energy 
(initiatives of lecturers + resources) must be supplied to facilitate a change of state from a solid 
to a liquid where particles now move more vigorously. If the energy (motivated and engaged 
teachers) is removed, then the liquid will revert to the solid state. What is desired is a chemical 
change – which is generally not reversible. From a Chemistry perspective, this requires going 
back to the drawing board to re-examine the reactants and reaction conditions. This will aid 
in determining the changes in quantities and conditions that will produce better yields.   

This is consistent with the nature of the scientific process. Hypotheses may sometimes require 
modification, be re-tested, modified and tested again. Additionally, systems may behave 
differently on a small scale and so we must typically ‘scale up’ as we begin to design 
prototypes. That is, what may work in a single institution is very context specific and may 
not be generalizable.      Consequently, having looked at this case study (a microcosm of the 
system), we will look at what is happening at the national level. This is because we sought to 
draw parallel with a chemical system and general chemistry principles dictate that on a large 
scale (macroscopic level), systems may behave differently.   

Macroscopic Examination 

What Has Been Happening at the National Level? 

At the national level, the MOEY has been intentional in its promotion of STEM integration. It 
has launched a number of activities, programs and initiatives that have been ongoing (or at 
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least being planned for) from as far back as 2013. On November 17, 2014, there was the second 
staging of an education symposium at which the former Minister of Education, Ambassador 
Burchell Whiteman, commented that ‘most future economic growth and development would 
come from the areas of STEM’ (Whiteman 2014: n.p.). By 2015, the government began to 
forecast its commitment to promoting an integrated problem-solving based curriculum. At 
the 2015 National STEM Symposium, the Minister of Education, at the time, Ronald Thwaites, 
announced that nine schools had already been specifically selected and transformed into 
STEM academies. These were: Dunoon Park Technical, St. Andrew Technical, and Kingston 
Technical in the Corporate Area; Herbert Morrison Technical, St. James; Manchester High 
School; Dinthill Technical, St. Catherine; Vere Technical, Clarendon; St. Mary Technical; and 
the Sydney Pagon STEM Academy in St. Elizabeth (Thwaites 2015).  

According to Hylton, Hylton-Fraser and Guthrie-Dixon (2019), the transformation process 
involved the alignment of schools with industry leaders and a technical/vocational area. This 
pairing was to allow business leaders to collaborate with educational institutions and 
facilitate the crafting of the curriculum around areas identified as emerging. These 
partnerships would focus on developing relevant and targeted skill sets while simultaneously 
allowing learners to have access to adequate resources and real-world experiences. The initial 
design envisioned a Steering Committee of more than 20 members across myriad professional 
fields that would meet monthly. This group would be led by an individual identified as being 
an education leader with significant industry experience. There was also a technical 
committee that was put in place that would include the core curriculum officer as well as the 
technical and vocational officer from the MOEY. The government also indicated that in 2016, 
it invested J$100 million in STEM-based initiatives and divided this up among a number of 
schools. This money was to be used to build capacity, buy new machinery and equipment 
such as building greenhouses and establishing computer labs.  

Consequently, significant changes were anticipated in the delivery of these STEM-based 
approaches in secondary schools. Over time, through informal interviews and information 
sharing sessions, some schools however indicated that some of the National programs which 
included mentoring from industry, development of laboratories and training in STEM 
integration failed to launch or have significant impact. Some teachers felt this was because 
many did not clearly understand the vision nor the strategies to be used to achieve the targets. 
The lack of clarity and energy around the initiatives resulted in teachers not being adequately 
stimulated. Interviews and informal reflection sessions with teachers revealed that some were 
not used to innovating and thinking outside of the box. Consequently, they were not 
confident in their ability to facilitate a problem-solving environment in which students could 
disrupt spaces. Some students indicated they were using YouTube videos to teach 
themselves. Students also claimed that some teachers kept wanting to do things the same old-
fashioned way. Furthermore, students claimed teachers were not interested in finding out 
what was happening around them and bringing it into the classroom. Other teachers were 
unwilling to accept that knowledge was changing and that the landscape was shifting. These 
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teachers did not believe that a static approach contributed to making the graduates irrelevant 
in the work world. Moreover, some schools indicated that guidance counselors were never 
included in any training to expose them to new careers and so they continued to push the 
traditional professions in the schools.  

Consequently, when a particular school sought to introduce the chemistry behind 
cosmetology to facilitate integration, it was difficult to garner and maintain the students’ 
interest. The schools that seemed to be doing well at making the transitions were those in 
which the leadership understood and supported the concept that a STEM-integrated problem 
based learning approach facilitated enhanced outcomes. Furthermore, Hylton et. al. (2019) 
observed that greater strides were made when teachers in those spaces were interested and 
intrinsically motivated.  

In describing the baseline performance of STEM Academies in Jamaica in 2018, Hylton et al. 
(2019) indicated that feedback from some stakeholders revealed that they felt the idea was a 
great one that was intended to provide links to the real world. Despite this, they indicated 
there were some kinks that presented themselves from the outset that made the achievement 
of proposed outcomes difficult. In one school, one of the initiatives included introducing girls 
to engineering. After considerable effort, they were only able to sign up 25 girls. In a visit to 
one of the schools by Chemistry lecturers to discuss a joint project, the teachers involved 
discussed that motivation was low and the support systems in place were inadequate. As a 
result, the numbers eventually decreased and no one pushed to continue. Informal interviews 
with some schools found they experienced issues stemming from insufficient workshops to 
build capacity, the exodus of mathematics and science teachers and deficiencies in the science 
labs. Stakeholders have indicated that at the core was a lack of clarity and confusion about 
what STEM education/methodology/literacy means. Questions such as: 

1. Are we just talking about focusing on the four disciplines of science, technology, 
mathematics and engineering? Should it be STEAM, where the arts are included? 

2. Does STEM mean integration throughout the curriculum?   

Having first publicly initiated its STEM thrust in 2013, the MOEY continued its investment 
and engagement with stakeholders. By 2017, the MOEY was refuting claims that the STEM 
engine was sputtering and went on to declare that funding for additional programs to support 
the STEM thrust was being increased (by approximately $384 million Jamaican dollars).  
Additionally, a STEM Coordinator was now employed to provide oversight for these 
programs (McLean 2017). Perhaps most significantly, the Ministry sought to clarify how 
STEM implementation was to be interpreted. The Ministry made specific reference to the 
approach being one that was not merely about four disparate areas, but that it envisioned the 
education sector utilizing a methodology that was integrated and included the arts (McLean 
2017).   

Fast forward to 2021 and there are still announcements and launches that indicate STEM 
promotion is still on the agenda. In April 2021, the National Baking Company Foundation 
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(private entity) announced a STEM enhancement Scholarship Fund aimed at powering the 
BOOST (Building Out Our STEM Teachers) program at the University of the West Indies 
(UWI) (The Gleaner 2021). At the August 2021 launch of the program, Professor Michael 
Taylor declared that the goal was to develop quality STEM teachers for the Jamaican 
classroom (UWI 2021). This initiative is a partnership involving UWI, MOEYI and a number 
of private sector partners. The Ministry continued to demonstrate the importance of 
partnerships and continued to aggressively pursue them. In May 2021, the Jamaica Social 
Investment Fund ([JSIF], Jamaica Information Service [JIS] 2021) declared its interest in 
supporting and promoting advancements in STEM. JSIF provided J$15 million in funding to 
procure equipment and facilitate training in the various disciplines. This support was 
distributed across 31 schools, 120 teachers and 4,500 students (JIS 2021). In December 2021, 
Prime Minister, the Most Honourable Andrew Holness, again referred to the establishment 
of STEM academies intended to facilitate the country’s youth developing the necessary skills 
to benefit from the new digital economy jobs. He stated:   

We will establish six new STEM academies and an academy for the creative and 
performing arts. Our efforts are focused on equipping our young people with the 
necessary skills to harness the power of transformative science and technology to 
collaboratively propel our communities forward. (Holness 2021: 1) 

The Prime Minister also indicated that areas such as renewable energy, biotechnology, 
biodiversity and climate change were identified for emphasis in Jamaica as they were 
perceived to be key in spurring economic growth in the post COVID-19 pandemic era.  

Since this late 2021 announcement, there have been no further updates nor has the Ministry 
of Education revealed a STEM policy or accompanying strategic plan for implementation. A 
review of data from the MOEY’s Planning and Development Division responsible for 
evaluating the performance of projects and programs by the Ministry also reveals no 
evaluation of the STEM academies announced more than six years ago. Essentially, the 
macroscopic examination of the Jamaican STEM anatomy reveals evidence of the 
establishment of STEM academies, curriculum changes, funding for training/capacity 
building and infrastructural development.  

In the classrooms, while teachers recognize the importance of the shift to integrate STEM, 
there is a lack of understanding and agreement on how implementation should take place. 
This lack of clarity coupled with feelings of inadequacy to facilitate change present as hurdles 
in the process. Additionally, some teachers expressed that insufficient consultation was a key 
factor in the misunderstanding and mixed interpretations that were occurring in the day-to-
day implementation. So, while there are plans in place at the MOEY and the Ministry has 
sought to invest in the implementation and sharing of these plans at the local level, there is a 
gap with the actual implementation in classrooms and laboratories. Monitoring and 
evaluation plans are largely absent. Neither are there data readily available from the 
Ministry’s Planning and Development Division regarding the impact of any of its STEM-
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based programs or initiatives to date. Having shared the experience of a few teachers and 
highlighted that the government of Jamaica has signaled the importance of STEM integration, 
the next section will seek to broadly review STEM education in a wider context. 

Literature Review 

Stem Education 
In a 2014 article on STEM Education Reform, Cardinal Warde (Warde & Sah 2014) articulates 
the critical role of science and technology in spurring the Caribbean region’s economic growth 
and diversification. Furthermore, this reform must be integrated with entrepreneurship and 
be multidimensional. It is STEM’s potential to disrupt spaces and stimulate economic growth 
that has placed it front and center for Jamaica. STEM education contemplates and is 
predicated on integration – that is, the integration of two or more of subject disciplines of 
Science, Technology, Engineering and Mathematics. The approach aims to prepare students 
to tackle real-world problems which are usually best solved when a multi- and 
interdisciplinary methodology is utilized (Martín-Páez, Aguilera, Perales-Palacios & Vílchez-
González 2019). Kelley and Knowles (2016) suggest that teachers must therefore also partner 
with STEM practitioners – engineers, scientists et cetera to facilitate and enhance the teaching 
learning experience. In order for our schools to effectively implement STEM programs, there 
must be an agreement on what is desired and then a plan can be duly constructed (Lo 2021). 
In many instances, that will require considerable change and building a culture that supports 
the creativity and innovation upon which such programs are contingent (Wilson 2021).  

At the core of the STEM methodology is a collaborative and integrated approach that is 
applicable in the real world. According to Hughes (2011), the STEM Education methodology 
is predicated on teachers crossing curricular borders to facilitate learners applying their 
knowledge to real-world problems. The article presented a decade old initiative and reported 
on the successful collaboration between industry, teachers across the STEM disciplines, 
students, community business and tertiary institutions that produced multiple green 
solutions to energy problems. Stamp, Tan-Wilson and Silva (2015) also reported on the 
positive impact of the multidisciplinary approach and revealed that students who engaged 
in interdisciplinary and collaborative research displayed a 33 percent improvement in their 
skill levels.  

Integration is Key  
This integration and interdependence is exemplified by a 2016 study evaluating the 
performance of students in Chemistry at the tertiary level which revealed that students who 
matriculated with passing Mathematics grades performed significantly better than those who 
did not (Hylton & Guthrie-Dixon 2016). The study showed that the greatest average failure 
rate over a six-year period was exhibited by students who only required five Caribbean 
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Secondary Education Certificate (CSEC) subjects to matriculate. The lowest average failure 
rate (that is better performance) was exhibited by those possessing 5 CSEC and 2 Caribbean 
Advanced Proficiency Examination (CAPE) subjects with Mathematics being mandatory. The 
means plot superimposed on the error bars in Figure 1 highlight that a significant difference 
exists in the average failure rates for this classification. 

Figure 1: Average Failure Rate After Classifying by Matriculation Requirements 

 

When error bars overlap it means that no significant differences exist in the failure rates for 
the groups of interest. This indicates that in the study of approximately 900 students, a 
comparison of students with and without CAPE level subjects (where one of those is not 
Mathematics) showed that there was no significant difference in their performance in 
Chemistry. The most notable feature of Figure 1 is therefore that the error bars for the group 
with 5 CSEC and 2 CAPE inclusive of Mathematics does not overlap with any other group. 
Thus, it can be inferred that a significant difference exists in the failure rates when compared 
to the other matriculation requirements. The study went on to show (using inferential 
analysis) that based on the matriculation requirements of 5 CSEC and 2 CAPE inclusive of  
Mathematics being the reference category, the failure rates for the module would increase by 
20.8 percent for students with 5 CSEC and 2 CAPE exclusive of Mathematics. The data imply 
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an influence of Mathematics on Chemistry performance and supports the integration 
necessary in approaching STEM-based initiatives. Therefore, any attempt to incorporate the 
STEM methodology must acknowledge and accept that there can be no emphasis on any one 
subject area. STEM methodology contemplates the dynamic blending of the information from 
all the fields that produces innovation and creative solutions. Stakeholders must therefore be 
flexible, adaptable, creative and prepared to invest significant amounts of time if there are to 
be any meaningful and sustained outcomes (Komoroske, Hameed, Szoboszlai, Newsom & 
Williams 2015). Martín-Páez et. al. (2019) go further to mention that the creation of a STEM 
literate society requires not only an understanding of the disparate disciplines but the 
recognition that there are intricate connections.  

It should be noted that the literature reveals that there is no agreement on how STEM 
education/STEM methodology/STEM literacy is defined. Some see this as focusing on 
improving performance and participation in the distinct fields (Shaughnessy 2013) whereas 
others understand this to be a dynamic fusion that fuels innovation (Merril 2009). This means 
that clarity is crucial to any STEM-predicated plan to reform the educational sector. There 
must be agreement on the definition that is to be adopted. The first step in providing an 
engineering (or in this case a re-engineering) solution is to have a clear definition of the 
problem. It is this specification/framework that is crucial to allow our educational leaders to 
work with stakeholders in the space to analyse design options. The disconnect between 
perceived interpretations of STEM and the design of interventions has been previously 
described by several authors including Bybee (2013). Bybee (2013) makes reference to the 
political value of STEM despite uncertainty about what it means and the negative impact its 
ambiguity has on developing appropriate and contextual strategies. We therefore must 
ensure that we clearly define STEM so that relevant policies can be developed which can then 
be translated into effective education initiatives. This should then facilitate consistent 
interpretation by all in the ecosystem and focus the impact on teachers and students in their 
spaces. Buckner and Boyd (2015) postulate that STEM leadership requires facilitating 
equitable access to fulsome and rigorous learning experiences. They go on further to indicate 
that community engagement and partnerships are crucial to create a STEM culture in 
institutions.  Natarajan, Tan and Teo (2021) add to this view by pronouncing that 
STEM leadership must focus on building STEM teachers’ confidence in their ability to 
implement and that community partnerships are a key component of the STEM integration 
process. In the absence of strategic alliances and empowered practitioners, STEM reforms are 
hampered. If we then accept the MOEY’s support of a STEAM methodology predicated on 
integration and collaboration (McLean 2017), we accept that this integration and collaboration 
must occur at every level in the system. Consequently, issues relating to a deeper engagement 
of STEM teachers around a STEM-based methodology must be probed. Additionally, 
fostering meaningful and sustainable partnerships must be addressed if we are to facilitate 
STEM reform in Jamaica. 
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Theoretical Framework 

∫ Newton’s Law of Motion = Change Theories ( Fullan + Kotter) 
The theoretical framework to buttress this work is actually that presented in the 17th century 
by the noted mathematician and physicist – Sir Isaac Newton in his work Principia 
Mathematica Philosophiae Naturalis which presented his three laws of motion. It is being argued 
here that theories such as those embodied in Fullan’s (2006) change theory which posits that 
educational change is predicated on the motivation and commitment of stakeholders is  
simply an ‘integral’ of  Newton’s Laws of Motion ‘curve'. First and foremost, change will and 
can only happen if a force is applied to the system. Once this force is applied, that is once we 
begin to initiate change, the system will counter and so the force must be greater than the 
force at play within the system. This system altering force is what Fullan refers to as 
motivation and this drives the changes. This view is similar to that articulated by Kotter (1995) 
which indicates that significant support is vital to initiate change. The central theme is that 
change within a system requires a force. 

Newton’s second law states that force is a product of mass and acceleration (F = ma). Simply 
put, a change is likely to be most intense and immediate if there is great buy-in from 
stakeholders (mass) who act intentionally (acceleration). Therefore, any strategies educational 
leaders attempt to implement to effect a change must therefore contemplate their context 
(mass) and hence the amount of force that will need to be applied. Finally, Newton’s third 
law states that for every action, there is an equal and opposite reaction. Hence, for every 
change the MOEY, a lecturer, principal, or teacher may attempt to lead, they will have to 
ensure they engage in research (properly designed experiments). This research should be 
designed to ensure that the desired opposite reaction is one that is advantageous or at least 
contemplated so that counterstrategies are in place. Having the support of stakeholders 
reduces the resistance and hence the magnitude of force required to impact the space.  

The STEM journey in Jamaica is almost 10 years old and has included a few initiatives across 
many institutions. Many of these programs originated from an individual place. The 
programs stemmed from creative personalities and an intrinsic desire to facilitate change. We 
have seen numerous declarations and may even now be asking what prevents the December 
2021 declaration (Holness 2021) from being just another announcement. There must be a 
wholistic contemplation of all the factors (internal and external) affecting the system. Will and 
desire in isolation cannot result in change unless there is the correct and consistent injection 
of resources (force).  

Discussion 
Based on the steps taken by the government of Jamaica, which include the introduction of the 
National Standards Curriculum (NSC), the establishment of STEM Academies and 
establishing a STEM coordinator in the Ministry of Education, Youth and Information, it is 
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reasonable to assume the Ministry prioritizes the integration of STEM in the education 
system. This is, in fact, reinforced in the Minister’s 2022 sectoral debate when reference is 
made to collaborative efforts that have approved the STEAM Project (ESTPII). ESTPII is 
designed to catapult the national strategy for education development through the 
mainstreaming of STEAM education. This is a medium-term project expected to be completed 
in 2029 estimated to cost US$133,370,881 (MOEY 2022). Additionally, the Ministry has sought 
to engage stakeholders at many levels and has invested in training of our teachers.  

The feedback from practitioners engaged in everyday activities in the classrooms and 
laboratories indicates that resources are scarce and that partnerships are limited. 
Furthermore, comprehension of STEM education and its associated methodologies are varied 
and so implementation is spotty and inconsistent. The situation is, therefore, one in which we 
have a national commitment to STEM integration and reform, but a lack of understanding 
and engagement. This lack of understanding is coupled with feelings of inadequacy to effect 
the necessary changes amongst practitioners. There is therefore a gap between our policy 
makers and our practitioners. Closing this gap requires a deeper and more intentional 
engagement of our practitioners in their spaces and understanding of their experiences. The 
education system is a complex human machinery that aims to produce citizens to impact a 
society. Educators may therefore need to adopt an approach, similar to engineers who utilize 
scientific principles to build machines. This approach includes researching, analyzing, testing 
each component, combining all moving parts and re-testing. It is a complex and lengthy 
process that has efficiency as its ultimate goal. Some things fail and must be discarded. Some 
things only require improvements.  

Grogan (2013) refers to the role of certain key ingredients in moving from an idea to product. 
These ingredients include systems thinking, personal mastery, building shared vision and 
team learning. They must be synergized for successful implementation of any plan. Human 
systems are infinitely more complex than even the most sophisticated machine but there are 
some general principles that can be transferred. A superficial transfer of an engineering 
approach would mean that the Jamaican education sector must first collect and analyze data 
from the entire system to facilitate a proper understanding of what is required to have an 
effective and sustained change. This is typically a long and iterative process. Rosenzweig 
(2007) cautions however that in complex environments, success is not guaranteed and so the 
system must be designed with flexibility and adaptability in mind. This means that as the 
Jamaican education sector reimagines learning approaches to facilitate innovation, it must 
provide support for myriad combinations of instructional strategies and curricular 
approaches. Careful thought must be given to student interest, a multiplicity of pathways, 
evolving labour market needs, teacher proficiency and technological infrastructure. As we 
seek to entrench the STEM methodology in the Jamaican education system, the first step must 
be the collection and analysis of data on all the moving parts. Newton’s law of motion 
assumes that the object (its mass and acceleration) is clearly defined and understood so that 
the appropriate force/s can be applied to disrupt the system. The research therefore is crucial 
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to facilitating an understanding of how the various segments in the education system work 
individually and most importantly collectively.  

So, let’s be scientific here.  
1. What is the problem the MOEYI (and by extension educational leaders) have sought 

to solve?   
Poor Performance in STEM subjects.  

2. Why does this require a solution? Data reveal that countries with good performance 
in these areas have better economic performance (Rothwell 2013). Additionally, goal 
#3 of vision 2030 explicitly states ‘ Jamaica’s economy is prosperous’  

3. What has the MOEY sought to do to solve the problem thus far?  
They have ensured an injection of resources to:  
a. provide better teachers (scholarships for teacher training, capacity building 

workshops); and  
b. provide greater access to new and emerging technology (STEM academies, 

partnering with industry).  
At a glance, the strategies seem logical and appear to align with the problems presented. In 
fact, they would probably be adequate if it were a physical system. The first step in designing 
a solution must always be to understand the system in its entirety. Once a solution has been 
devised, it must be implemented by someone if there is to be a change. This is the fundamental 
premise of our framework – change requires an addition of a force. This force comes from the 
energy of the individuals in the system. This force (energy of stakeholders) must consistently 
be adjusted as the system evolves. How was this contemplated in the solutions mentioned 
above? The answer is not clear as there is no policy declaring a philosophical underpinning 
nor is there any STEM strategic plan with targets and initiatives that can be objectively 
evaluated. Is it even fair to say the system requires re-engineering when there is no way to 
objectively evaluate the performance of these initiatives? Consequently a new set of problems 
arises which must be examined.   

1. There is no national STEM Policy in place to provide a road map for our engagement 
around a matter that is agreed to be critical to our economic growth and 
development. 

2. Lack of support. How do we get buy-in/motivate our teachers/business 
leaders/principals/students around the STEM methodology?  

3. Having provided top tier training for our teachers, how do we prevent our science 
and math teachers from leaving? 

4. Having invested in STEM how do we maintain student interest in the area?  Data 
show that the majority of the graduating cohort of the two largest tertiary institutions 
cohort engage in the business, humanities or social science due to their perceptions 
of options available to them.  

These components must be thoroughly unpacked as the MOEY contemplates the re-design of 
the STEM education machinery to drive economic growth. Traditionally, the Jamaican 
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education system has become accustomed to myriad disciplines being presented separately. 
Our students at the fifth form level sit subjects in traditional discrete subject areas. Teachers’ 
colleges prepare teachers to specialize in a specific discipline. Inertia is therefore being 
experienced with respect to the silo centric approach to curriculum development and 
delivery. It is to be noted that the introduction of the NSC sought to move away from this 
approach and embrace inquiry-based learning where integration is a vital component. The 
introduction of the NSC however is not a sufficient force to upset the balance of the system. 
The curriculum is merely a tool that is only as effective as the user who wields it. This will 
require an intentional effort to facilitate consistent and continuous training for teachers 
already in service and a deliberate redesign of the teacher preparation curriculum that 
contemplates this methodology.  

Schunk (1995), in discussing the relationship between self-efficacy, motivation and 
performance concludes that self-efficacy is a useful predictor of motivation. Therefore a 
teacher who believes in their ability to engage in activities grounded in the STEM 
methodology are more likely to participate and contribute meaningfully to the process. Meyer 
and Stensaker (2006) posit that there must be a balance between change and stability if 
improvements are to be sustained. If systems are frequently unbalanced, stakeholders may 
become fatigued and the analysis of performance data becomes very complex as too many 
variables are being investigated simultaneously. This reminds us that there is a delicate 
balance to be achieved as we manage changes in our educational spaces. Incorrect forces (both 
in magnitude and direction) can destroy a system. This means that all stakeholders in a 
system must work collaboratively on a shared vision and consistent understanding of what 
needs to be done. Otherwise, efforts may be duplicated leading to the wasting of scarce 
resources and consequently reduced impact of the inputs. As the parent Ministry ultimately 
responsible for education in our country, the MOEY must seek to address the concerns of 
practitioners. These concerns are centered around lack of engagement, incoherent 
comprehension of methodologies as well as the inconsistency and relevancy of professional 
development and industry collaboration opportunities.  

The size of the force matters. Simply put, the amount of resources/effort invested into the 
education system will impact outcomes. Before a force can be applied to be most effective 
however, that system must be adequately studied. If forces are not acting in concert, they will 
have canceling effects (Newton’s Third Law). This means that the current partnerships need 
to be re-visited to determine alignment with strategic goals and efficacy. The partnerships the 
MOEY has indicated are in place to push its STEM agenda and those acknowledged on their 
website gel well with the technology push. These partners include media houses and 
technology giants such as Television Jamaica, Flow Jamaica and Digicel Jamaica. The current 
partnerships, as explained by the MOEYI (2021), facilitate teachers and students accessing 
data service at a reduced cost to facilitate distance learning engagements. This appears, 
though, as superficial as it is predicated on services being offered to student and teachers. 
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They do not in any way contemplate an infusion into the curriculum that will provide hands-
on experiences for teachers and students alike.  

It should be noted that one is not dismissing the role these partnerships play in, for example, 
ensuring that students have access to the internet. The goal however is innovation. As the 
education sector contemplates putting students in a position where they become the 
innovators of the technology and not just mere consumers, it will be vital that they are able 
to have access to the inner workings of these facilities via internships and mentorship 
arrangements. Furthermore, in redesigning the STEM engine, forecasting and analysis of 
labour market trends to identify areas for potential innovation must be done. When one 
considers the biotechnology and energy gaps highlighted with the onset of the COVID-19 
pandemic, it is anticipated that these partnerships must be in our forethoughts and will come 
on stream in the near future in a meaningful way. Additionally, with limited resources 
available in schools and the wide disparity that exists, a useful collaboration between agencies 
such as the Scientific Research Council, Jamaica Bauxite Institute and the Jamaica Bureau of 
Standards have potential to increase access. This could allow high school students from 
economically disadvantaged schools to conduct research at these labs to foster and enhance 
an interest in science while simultaneously practically demonstrating the real-world 
usefulness of STEM.   

Mpofu (2019) posits that absent frameworks and poorly defined concepts lead to diminished 
understandings of STEM education and thus poses a barrier for any meaningful 
implementation. This seems to mirror the status quo in the Jamaican context. There continues 
to be grand declarations that are ambiguous and have no clear pathways for achieving targets 
and leave our stakeholders to interpret what is meant and how it is to be actioned. There is 
no denying that the MOEY has invested in STEM education. Practitioners viewed the MOEY 
approach as being one in which great ideas are put forth. They believe an accompanying 
policy with a clear road map for stakeholders is vital. The lack of a clearly defined space and 
understanding of the system leaves too much room for the ad hoc input of forces (resources).  

The Way Forward 
As practitioners and leaders in our classrooms and laboratories, we are therefore challenged 
to be a part of the process that asks the relevant questions, does the research, and analyzes 
the data. We must then ensure these data and any relevant conclusions are appropriately 
shared such that they guide the decision making and implementation. We must therefore 
advocate for and work swiftly to design a clear and well-designed blueprint to guide the 
process. The design of this blueprint must include the input of critically evaluated data and 
contemplate barriers to the sustained and dynamic engagement of all stakeholders. In so 
doing, we are adequately armed to guide and harness the appropriate energies required to 
propel the Jamaican STEAM engine more efficiently and sustainably.  
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If the Ministry of Education and Youth is to achieve its stated mission of offering strategic 
leadership and policy direction for quality education, it must ensure that it prioritizes 
stakeholder engagement. This engagement by the Ministry must seek to provide clear 
directions and strategies while simultaneously motivating and supporting stakeholders.  
Such leadership is key in ensuring that the planning, development and implementation of 
STEM education policies and programs are streamlined and effective. Additionally, as the 
Education ministry seeks to effectively undertake its role of managing STEM education, it 
must establish an efficient system to collect, organize, analyze and present relevant and 
accurate data on relevant indicators. This article therefore advocates for the development of 
a National STEM policy and for the adoption of an approach similar to that used in the 
development of the National Mathematics Policy Guidelines of 2013 (MOE 2013). This 
approach is predicated on engaging stakeholders to design a clear and defined plan, 
developing effective strategies and providing adequate resources. This will facilitate an 
enhanced understanding of issues, effective forecasting and foster the development of 
innovative strategies necessary to make strides in STEM education in Jamaica. 
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Centering the Student Voice Within 
Educational Leadership and 
Management  
Rene` Level, Ree-Anna Robinson and Michael Chambers 

Abstract: The research underpinning this article highlighted the necessity of centering the student 
voice within all operations in secondary schools, and how doing so can contribute to the advancement 
of education. A mixed method approach was used to carry out the research, including an in-depth case 
study of aspects of  the Caribbean Examination Council (CXC). Authentic student voice can change or 
challenge ‘traditional thinking’, and schools and/or state agencies can either foreground or silence these 
voices. Students are primary stakeholders in the school community and it is widely held that when 
students are empowered to use their voices, school leaders will be more equipped to serve them due to 
the common aspiration of receiving and providing a good educational experience. Findings revealed 
some recognition of the centrality of student voice in the enactment of school leadership: students and 
teachers have positive perceptions of student voice, and school leaders were willing to incorporate 
student voice in school improvement processes, although less so in academics/teaching and learning. 
The article calls for further research in a number of areas, including how agentic ‘student reps’ on 
School Boards feel they are in Board decisions and consultative processes. 

Keywords: Student voice, incorporate, participation, achievement 

Introduction 
Student voice is the right of students to have a say in topics that have an effect on them (Mitra 
2008). This includes having their perspectives and critiques taken seriously. It encompasses 
all facets of school life where students are capable of making a contribution in line with their 
age and level of social and emotional development. Giving students a voice extends beyond 
their schools to all spaces with which they interact as students whether informal or formal. 
Student voice includes circumstances where students share opinions with their peers and/or 
staff and where they participate in democratic systems or mechanisms within their schools. 
Furthermore, student voices range from simple self-expression to taking on a leadership role 
in an aspect of school life.  

Student voice is rooted in the concept of children’s rights and human rights. In particular, 
Article 12 of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) establishes 
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the right of every child to have a say in matters which affect them, whether in or out of school, 
as well as to be involved in decisions that affect them (United Nations 1989). More generally, 
the UNCRC includes other articles that seek to increase students’ voice, including the right to 
seek and receive information, to express their own views and to associate with others. In 
many societies globally, children and young people have the right to be heard and not to feel 
afraid to express themselves, and schools have a key role in upholding this principle. At the 
same time, students need to be aware of both their rights and their responsibilities. That is, 
learning about their right to be ‘heard’ is a fundamental first step for becoming an informed 
and responsible citizen. The objective of this study was to highlight the need for the education 
system to incorporate student voice in the leadership and management of secondary schools 
in Jamaica,  and to examine where this had been done effectively. The main questions 
considered as part of the study were: To what extent is the voice of students included in 
educational leadership and management decision making, and what is the impact of the 
student voice on educational processes in Jamaica?   

Literature Review 
Students have unique perspectives about what matters to them, and including their voice in 
teaching and learning can lead to improvements in their education (Cook-Sather 2006). 
Student voice can have many benefits both for schools and the wider society. Participation in 
school decision making fosters a sense of citizenship in young learners, helping them to 
develop important competences, such as co-operation and communication skills, self-efficacy, 
responsibility, civic-mindedness and respect for the value of democracy (Mitra 2001). 
Through contributing to their school community, students not only develop a sense of 
belonging, but also a sense of purpose. This is important since this sense of purpose is 
concerned with their involvement in school processes and how, through their efforts and 
energizing they can influence, if not directly shape these. 

According to Mitra and Kirshner (2012), some stakeholders may see empowering young 
learners through student voice as undermining their own power or position of authority in 
the school. Although some teachers may feel that students have more rights than they do, the 
importance of developing an inclusive school culture where all stakeholders feel safe to 
express their opinions freely and openly, and to have their opinions taken seriously, is vital. 
According to Smyth (2006): 

When students feel their lives, experiences, cultures, and aspirations are ignored, 
trivialized, or denigrated by school and the curriculum, they develop a hostility to the 
institution of schooling. They feel that schooling is simply not worth the emotional 
and psychological investment necessary to warrant their serious involvement. (p. 279) 
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By giving students meaningful opportunities to contribute to issues decisions about their 
schools or about them in relation to their educational/schooling experience, this can make a 
real difference to their lives and to the lives of other school stakeholders.  

Locating students with Piaget’s theory of psycho-social development (Santrock 2018), it can 
be argued that students, in particular older students, are capable of abstract thinking and 
solving complex problems. Furthermore, students can mobilize resources and networks that 
are appropriate to challenges and opportunities at hand and provide insights that school 
leaders and teachers may not have (or may not have access to).  

Mitra and Serriere (2012) argue that student voice acknowledges that power inhabits all 
processes of social communication and that different social groups have differential access to, 
and in some cases privileged access to, forms of communicative and institutional power not 
equally available to all. According to Osler (2010), one of the aims of student voice work is to 
listen to what pupils are saying about their views, thoughts, feelings and experiences. 
However, listening to students itself is not sufficient, it is what happens with the information, 
what is done with it, that is also of great importance. The degree to which the student voice, 
and work associated with it, is taken seriously and acted upon varies. At one end of the 
spectrum students may be listened to with no intention of allowing them to contribute to 
decision making, for example, in schools they may be asked their opinion about an issue in 
order to only confirm what is already known. At the other end of the spectrum young people 
may be given the opportunity to lead a consultation process on matters considered important 
by the pupils and as a result of their work, they may be able to effect changes in school policy 
and/or practice (Fletcher 2013). Tokenism, according to the Oxford dictionary, ‘is the practice 
of making only a perfunctory or symbolic effort to do a particular thing, especially by 
recruiting a small number of people from under-represented groups in order to give the 
appearance of equality within a workforce’. In the case of youth, ‘in simple terms, is the 
inclusion of youth at face value, essentially, “for show”, with no meaningful influence on the 
decisions being made’ (Robinson 2021 on Nationwide This Morning, On My Mind segment, 
March 21). In Jamaica, and internationally, youth are sometimes used as a mere formality, 
particularly for Public Relations purposes, with no real opportunity to effect change, and in 
other instances, the youth may have been given the opportunity to contribute, albeit without 
resources or training to do so, which in often times, opens the door to failure. According to 
Fletcher (2013), ‘Tokenism happens whenever students are in formal and informal roles only 
to say they have a voice, instead of purpose, power, and possibility. Without that substance, 
student voice is little more than [a] loud whisper into a vacuum’ (n.p.).   

Student Voice Architecture in Jamaica   
There are two main organizations which aid in, and promote Youth Advocacy in Jamaica’s 
education sector. These are the National Secondary Students’ Council and the Jamaica 
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Prefects’ Association. Both have different characters and mandates, but they represent the 
youth voice. On the one hand, the Jamaica Prefects’ Association (JPA):  

… is the governing body representing all prefects in secondary schools in Jamaica. It 
works to ensure that prefects understand their roles in their respective institutions as 
well as to respond to the desires, needs and concerns of the general prefect body in 
our country. (JPA Constitution 2018: 1)  

On the other hand, the National Secondary Students Council (NSSC) is:  

… the secondary student governing body representing all secondary students of 
Jamaica. The NSSC works to ensure the observance and protection of certain basic 
students’ rights, and to respond to the desires, needs and concerns of the general 
secondary student body. (NSSC Constitution 2006)   

From the above, it can be seen that whereas the JPA is a body representing the interests of 
student leaders (prefects), it does not represent all students. However, it is to be observed that 
the NSSC represents all students, and is further described as ‘an independent union of 
secondary level students’ (NSSC Constitution 2006: 5).    

The NSSC, COVID-19 and the Caribbean Examinations Council (CXC) – A 
case study  

Since its inception in 1975, the National Secondary Students’ Council has often 
been active as it pertains to the representation of secondary students, 
particularly their intentional participation in decision-making processes which 
affect them. The Council has diligently carried out its mandate over the years, 
and with the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic its work became harder. For 
example,  in March 2020 all schools across the island were ordered shut. This 
had a significant impact on the delivery of teaching and learning and on the 
delivery of public examinations (e.g., the Caribbean Examination Council’s 
(CXC) semi-annual secondary examinations, namely the Caribbean Secondary 
Examination Certificate (CSEC) and the Caribbean Advanced Proficiency 
Examination [CAPE]). A major faultline surrounding school closures was that 
there was no formal communication from CXC to students regarding what 
would  happen with their summer exams. It was not until May 8, 2020 that it 
was announced that modified examinations would take place in July of that 
year. Consultations had only been held with school principals and some 
teachers. There were no mechanisms in place to solicit student concerns or 
suggestions which prompted a response from the Council, which was 
acknowledged in a press release on May 13, 2020. As reported in the Jamaica 
Observer on June 2, 2020, ‘Students were disheartened by exam date change’.  
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When students’ grades were returned in September 2020 there were several 
anomalies and the students did not hesitate to voice them. The NSSC alerted 
the media and rallied other Caribbean students’ societies to voice concerns, 
including through a formal report to the Ministry of Education and Youth, 
Jamaica. There were further public engagements about this matter by the NSSC 
through various media engagement including, in a Beyond the Headlines 
interview on Radio Jamaica on the 28th of September 2021 (with NSSC National 
Public Relations Officer 2019-2021) and a television interview on Smile Jamaica, 
September 28, 2021 (with NSSC National Public Relations Officer 2019-2021). 
Both interviews also included the Registrar/CEO of the CXC. Soon after these 
interviews, the CXC launched an independent review of the examination 
processes following which some students saw changes in their grades. The 
strength of the student voice in this case study resulted in National Secondary 
Student Councils across the Caribbean being added to each National CXC 
Committee in the respective territories. However, whilst the aforementioned 
was a step in the right direction, the NSSC continued to experience hiccups as 
during the planning for the 2021 sitting of the CXC examinations, the CXC 
offered a program of ‘sensitization’ instead of one of ‘consultation’ which led 
NSSC executive to engage the media (Jackson-Miller & Robinson 2021, 12 May, 
Radio Jamaica) – resulting in the NSSC being invited to the discussion table by 
the CXC.   

Methodology 
This study included two separate elements.  

The first element included a focus group of 32 teachers at the secondary level. The primary 
questions asked were:  
• How does student voice impact instructional leadership? 
• To what extent student has voice influenced educational leadership? 
• What are the factors that lead to a transformative student voice? 

The second element was based on an interactive and feedback session to youths on 17 
November 2021 – International Students’ Day (OBESSU n.d.). The session was titled, A Cup 
of Change: Mek We Reason and lasted 45 minutes. This included 25 Year 8 students aged 
between 13 and 14. Males and females were part of the group and all students were based at 
one secondary school. A subsequent presentation on the same topic was the 4th of February, 
2022 at an all girls’ secondary school. There were about 50 participants who were all members 
of the school’s Students’ Council body. Students in Years 7-13 were represented, and this 
session lasted 60 minutes. The session was about ‘Understanding & Harnessing the Student 
Voice’. This approach was chosen for three main reasons. First, because we wanted to hear 
from students directly on the matter of ‘students’ voice’ in a project on ‘student voice’. Second, 
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we wanted to empower students through the conversations. Third, it was methodologically 
congruent with descriptive research which aims to provide a detailed and accurate picture of 
a particular situation (Neuman 2006) – in this case, the ‘Students’ voice in a Secondary School 
in Jamaica’. Furthermore, the approach used was also consistent with ethnomethodology 
(Atkinson & Heritage 1984; Garfinkel 1967), a method used by people to make sense of the 
world through analysing their accounts and descriptions of their day-to-day experiences. 
Ethnomethodology examines the methods used by ‘actors in everyday interaction which 
achieve the sense of order in their contexts, [whilst also seeking to understand] structures’ (A 
Cup of Change radio presentation).  

Findings From the Focus Group  
Three questions were posed to teachers who participated in the focus groups. Their responses 
are summarized below per question.  

How does student voice impact instructional leadership?  

Nearly all participants agreed that student voice is important for effective instructional 
leadership. However, when asked to provide examples of how they’d used student voice in 
teaching, teachers were less clear. That is, although teachers instinctively understood the 
value of students’ voice in co-constructing their curriculum, they did not provide examples 
of how they had worked with students to co-construct pedagogical, assessment and/or 
feedback approaches, or anything related to the content and how this is or may be taught. 
Teachers were in general agreement that how they manage their classrooms, and therefore 
their interactions with students, were crucial to elevating or curtailing students’ voice. 
Notwithstanding, there was significant agreement that that student voice can and has 
impacted instructional leadership, positively. A small number of teachers however disagreed, 
although they provided no explanations or reason for such disagreement.  

To what extent has student voice influenced educational leadership? 

Teachers provided that students’ voice is essential to the overall functioning of a school. They 
cited the ‘Prefect system’ and the ‘Student Council’ as important and effective channels for 
students to provide feedback to school leaders about their educational experience, to make 
suggestions about how school is led and managed, and to suggest improvements to their 
overall schooling experience. Academic, or curriculum issues, were also underlined with 
teachers providing that student voice encouraged them to ‘reflect on lessons taught’. Teachers 
also emphasized that student voice promotes a more caring relationship, influences the 
culture of a school culture, and helps to hold teachers and principals accountable. Teachers 
were in full agreement that the student voice was important for effective school governance. 
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They pointed to the position of ‘student rep’ on the School Board, highlighting that students 
can be, and are, heard at the highest level of decision making within a school.  

What are the factors that lead to a transformative student voice? 

Teachers identified two factors that can lead to student voice being effective and 
transformative. First, leadership. They suggested school leaders, and teachers too needed to 
create an empowering climate and environment at school where students can feel they have 
been given, and are given a voice in decision making. They provided examples of students 
being ‘shut down’ or where they were ‘not taken seriously by the principal’ and where 
students were used as ‘window dressing’. Leadership they believed was important however 
to changing the status of student voice at school and how student voice was therefore received 
and acted upon. Second, equity. Teachers suggested that a school that values equity is one 
that seeks out and acts upon the feedback of students. They provided that students are often 
‘seen but not heard’ or are ‘only heard when they make a fuss’ and that schools needed to be 
more proactive in how they engaged with students. Teachers suggested that the more 
included students felt, the more they would contribute to their school, which would in turn 
build their self-esteem.  

Findings From the Discussion Session With Students  
Two discussion sessions were held with two separate groups of students. There was no ‘main 
question’ but discussion centered around students’ understanding and view of the ‘students’ 
voice. The sessions were titled, A Cup of Change: Mek We Reason. The main arguments arising 
from the discussions are summarized below. 

The Student Voice  
Students were very clear about what constitutes the ‘student voice’. For them, this included 
both formal and informal consultations in which their opinions were sought. Students 
expressed that they felt they had a right to participate in decision making at school. Crucially, 
the majority of students provide examples of how they had contributed to discussions on 
policies, processes and facilities. However, only very few examples were provided with 
respect to input into curriculum decisions. Students distinguished between forms students’ 
voice could take. For example, they suggested students that have a physical voice are more 
likely to get heard, whilst also noting that students with disabilities, some of whom have no 
physical voice, or some who are unable to use their physical voice, are often omitted from 
discourses and matters involving ‘student voice’. Students expressed concern that Jamaican 
sign language is not taught in schools and is not readily accessible to the majority of the 
nation’s teachers. Although deaf students in Jamaica would be educated in ‘special schools’ 
or ‘schools for the deaf’, students noted that increasingly, in their classrooms, in 
Comprehensive Schools, students were presenting with hearing difficulties. Students felt the 
absence of Jamaican Sign language as a method of instruction had created a significant barrier 
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to communication, causing deaf students to become less confident, resulting in them shying 
away from making classroom and other contributions. This issue received strong engagement 
from students who felt that teachers, principals and the government should work together to 
harness student voice and to give agency to deaf students and those with hearing impairment.  

Victimization by Teachers 
A significant majority of students voiced concern about the possibility of facing victimization 
from teachers. They suggested they were reluctant to speak out about ‘classroom issues’ and 
how some teachers ‘talk to us’ for fear teachers would victimize them. Furthermore, they cited 
many examples of students being ‘punished’ or ‘ignored’ by teachers for raising ‘legitimate 
concerns’. Two consequences of this, it was believed, were that students were not as ‘open’ 
and many were no longer putting themselves forward for student leadership roles.   

Individual Voices  
Students argued strongly that whereas the official systems for receiving student voice, such 
as the prefects and Student Council, it was also important that the voice of individual students 
is not overlooked as their voices are the very pillars of those whom they have elected to 
represent them.  

Change Agenda   
Students identified a number of social issues that they had planned to use their voice to 
champion. For example, they pledged to speak out against Crime and Violence in their 
communities and in society; they pledged to speak out against bullying; to more strongly 
advocate for others – including deaf students; the rights of women and girls and animal 
rights. Some suggested they would engage with these issues on social media, and to engage 
their schools into responding to these social issues.  

Discussion  
Schools in Jamaica have a ‘student rep’ on the Board of Management for schools in Jamaica, 
as set out in the Education Regulations (1980). Student voice, whilst being recognized in the 
educational landscape, appears to be a limited force in decision making among  some schools 
and teachers. Whilst student voice sits around the proverbial table, it appears this voice is not 
being echoed through instructional leadership or in discourses about teaching and learning – 
a position consistent with findings from Parkay, Anctil and Hass (2013). When students are 
given a genuine opportunity to express their thoughts and/ or to contribute to issues related 
to their curriculum/academics, school policy, facilities, and school culture, schools will be in 
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a much better position to benefit from, and more effectively serve, this important stakeholder 
group. It is well known that students who feel valued and appreciated will give more and do 
more than what is expected (TEDx Talks 2018).  

Glickman, Gordon and Ross-Gordon (2013) contend that student voice can influence 
educational leadership through strong representation at the level of the School Board. 
Teachers in this study pointed to the fact schools have a ‘student rep’ on the School Board 
and that students were not only in a position to influence, but that they had in fact done so. 
The case study regarding the NSSC and the CXC, whilst not showing the involvement of 
students on the Board, points to the power and potential students have to lobby for and 
contribute to meaningful change. Such influence demonstrates active involvement of 
students, and by extension student leaders, to educational development within the system, 
and therefore beyond their particular schools. By allowing their voices to be heard on a 
variety of topics, students will have a better understanding of the school’s daily and long-
term goals. What are the factors that lead to a transformative student voice? 

A transformative student voice needs strong pillars on which to stand – pillars of equity, 
transparency, and vision. These three pillars will drive a transformative process of student 
voice in academic and social development, in institutional contexts where students feel they 
belong. Student voice requires transparency in the execution of duties; and a presence felt and 
understood at school as having a value and a purpose. Furthermore, vision is required to 
re-imagine how schools can elevate and ventilate students’ voice. Instead of punishing or 
victimizing students, their voices should be actively sought in all aspects of their education, 
and their voices should be highlighted as contributing to the school’s growth and strategy. 
Indeed, schools should show how and where they have used students’ voice in transforming 
processes, pedagogies, structures, systems, and individual and organisational attitudes.  

Both students and teachers in this study suggest there is more scope to include students’ voice 
in daily interaction, and that this could promote increased students’ engagement in learning,  
deeper collaboration between students and their teachers, a positive environment and 
culture, and build respectful and trusting relationships.  

Is Student Voice Tokenized in Jamaica?  
The student voice represents both formal and informal mechanisms for eliciting the 
perspectives and opinions of students concerning matters of interest to them. Some students 
in the study reported feeling like ‘window dressing’ and not consulted meaningfully in 
matters related to them or how their schools should be led and managed. This is consistent 
with Fletcher’s (2013) conceptualization of ‘students as tokens’. There is no suggestion that 
school leaders in Jamaica treat student leaders as tokens, rather, students feel they are not 
given sufficient room and/or invitation to exercise their agency.  

During the ‘A Cup of Change’ discussions with students, students shared examples of 
instances where they felt they were not listened to, and that they were there to conform or 
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endorse the decisions made by school leaders, including School Boards. In addition students 
also revealed they were often not credited for ideas put forward and implemented. These 
revelations are as problematic as they are revealing. Students should not be made to feel their 
ideas are ‘stolen’ or ‘not relevant’, and further research is needed to establish the extent 
student reps on School Boards feel they have ‘agency’ during meetings and/or in broader 
consultations regarding the Board and its function. Furthermore, school leaders, teachers and 
School Boards may need training in how to ‘open up’ to and work with young people who 
are demanding much more from adults and from their institutions. Similar conclusions were 
researched by UNICEF and NSSC (2020) in their Reimagine Education Report 2020-2021.  

Conclusion 
Students’ voice is an important tool in the effective management and leadership of a school, 
and the more students are consulted, the greater the likelihood the school will ‘get it right’ for 
learners. The teachers in the study did not provide any examples of how and where students’ 
voices had influenced teaching and learning. This was confirmed by students. Teachers also 
confirmed students had contributed to policy development and other structural issues 
associated with educational leadership. That there is a perceived imbalance in how students’ 
voices are used is crucial since the curriculum is the single most effective space for welcoming 
a diversity of views and for hearing students. It is not immediately clear that the extent to 
which teachers solicit feedback from students on matters related to teaching is related to ‘ego’ 
or to ‘cultural attitudes’. Miller (2016) previously found that Jamaican school leaders were 
less likely to share leadership because they saw their leadership of their schools as equivalent 
to ‘my school’. This socio-cultural feature needs examining in the context of teachers and their 
ability to empower students through ceding leadership of some things to students.  

According to Mitra and Kirshner  (2012), it is to empower students to drive their learning and 
foster a positive school climate. Schools should support teachers to hear the voice of all 
students, the ones who feel they are ignored, the ones who feel ‘shunned’, those with a 
physical voice and those without. The NSSC has demonstrated that it has the means at its 
disposal to force policy makers to stop and take notice of students’ concerns. It should not 
however be this way since a consultative approach where students are made to feel valued is 
preferred over a combative approach. A school environment should support each student to 
thrive as an individual, and we hope the findings of this article will help school leaders and 
teachers to this end. In the words of Dinh et al. (2014): … for school leadership to be effective, 
school leaders cannot lead in isolation of others’ (p. 55) – in this case, students. 
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Massification of Higher Education in 
Jamaica: Implications for Policy, 
Practice and Research 
Delize C. Williams and Nola P. Hill-Berry 

Abstract: In the distant past, only the wealthy in Jamaica were afforded the privilege of pursuing higher 
education in Jamaica. Today over 40 local higher education institutions in Jamaica including 
universities, have been registered with the University Council of Jamaica (UCJ) – Jamaica’s main 
accreditation body. This number however does not include a significant number of external providers 
of higher education that have punctuated Jamaica’s landscape. While the increasing availability of 
higher education can be considered advantageous to Jamaicans, it does expose significant vulnerabilities 
within this sector that need to be addressed with alacrity if significant personal and national gains are 
to be realised. A prominent concern, for example, relates to the need to ensure programme relevance 
and assure quality education. This article examines the massification of higher education in Jamaica. 
Specifically, the drivers of massification, the governance of higher education in Jamaica and the 
implications on massification, as well as the impact of massification globally and nationally, are 
examined. The challenges of massification are investigated and recommendations for mitigating such 
challenges, presented. The article concludes with the implications for policy, practice and research, if 
the maximum benefits of massification are to be derived. 

Keywords: Massification, higher education, governance 

Introduction  
Historically in Jamaica, higher education was viewed as ‘university education’. The 
university offered academic courses of study at the advanced level, and delivered these 
through highly qualified staff who earned higher degrees and who were heavily involved in 
research (UCJ 2020). The first university college in Jamaica was the University College of the 
West Indies, founded in 1948, on the recommendation of a sub-committee of the Asquith 
Commission, headed by Sir James Irvine. It was established with the aim of creating higher 
education opportunities for people in the West Indies. The institution achieved independent 
degree-granting status in 1962, and in that same year, had its name changed to the University 
of the West Indies (UWI 2006). By 1963, the institution had cumulatively (1953–1962) 
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produced 1343 graduates holding different classes of awards – from certificates to post 
graduate degrees (Hall 1998).  

Thirty-two years after the first university was formed, the higher education landscape in 
Jamaica started to change form. Initially the progress was slow, but in later years the progress 
accelerated. In 1994, the College of Arts Science and Technology (CAST) achieved university 
status and became the University of Technology, Jamaica.   

Today, higher education is generally understood as education received beyond the secondary 
level and it is considered the third level in the educational tier. Higher education encompasses 
training and research undertaken at the post-secondary and tertiary level and includes but is 
not limited to universities. Higher education institutions (HEIs) also include colleges, 
community colleges, and graduate schools, for example. In Jamaica, there are now at least 
four named local universities on the island, and an even larger number of higher education 
institutions, of varying types. The growth in higher education provision in Jamaica and 
elsewhere has been described as massification.  

Massification in higher education, according to Thambusamy, Singh and Ramly (2019), is the 
availability of higher education to a vast number of students, through a large number of 
higher education institutions. This has been experienced in Jamaica to some extent. According 
to the University Council of Jamaica (UCJ), as at March 2022, there were over 40 registered 
higher education institutions in Jamaica (UCJ n.d.). These include universities, different types 
of colleges (e.g., teachers’ colleges and community colleges), vocational training institutions 
and a polytechnic institution. Included within the higher education landscape are also 
overseas higher education institutions with online courses of study, and others with satellite 
campuses in Jamaica (UCJ 2020).  

Not only has the number of higher education institutions increased, higher education in 
Jamaica has become more accessible as well. As Miller and Shotte (2010) argue, the attempt 
to make higher education more accessible to all has caused ‘higher education to distance itself 
George 2008), this is no longer the case. As a direct result, enrolment numbers have increased, 
as evidenced by increasing gross enrolment ratios.  

As noted on a UNESCO (n.d.) website, a country’s gross enrolment ratio refers to the ‘total 
enrolment in a specific level of education, regardless of age, expressed as a percentage of the 
population in the official age group corresponding to this level of education’ (n.p.). In 1971, 
the gross enrolment ratio in higher education for Jamaica was 5.05 percent (World Bank 2022), 
which reflected a very low percentage of Jamaicans accessing higher education. In 2018, this 
percentage rose to 32.9 percent (Planning Institute of Jamaica n.d.).  

Accompanying the increasing number of higher education institutions was an increasing 
flexibility in matriculation requirements and course modality. Advanced level certification 
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was dethroned as the only conduit through which training at the university level could be 
achieved (George 2008). Greater flexibility in course delivery and matriculation, offered by a 
growing number of higher education institutions, has contributed to the increasing enrolment 
numbers (Coates 2012). To understand why massification accelerated within the past decades, 
it is important to understand what triggered this phenomenon.  

Massification of Higher Education in Jamaica: Drivers 
The drivers for the massification of higher education in Jamaica include the Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDGs), global and national economic considerations and 
competitiveness, and social mobility considerations.   

Sustainable Development Goals  
Much of the planned educational programmes and initiatives in Jamaica are underpinned by 
the sustainable development goals (SDGs). Section 4.7 of the SDGs, as stated by UNESCO 
(2021), reads: 

By 2030, ensure that all learners acquire the knowledge and skills needed to promote 
sustainable development, including, among others, through education for sustainable 
development and sustainable lifestyles, human rights, gender equality, promotion of 
a culture of peace and non-violence, global citizenship and appreciation of cultural 
diversity and of culture’s contribution to sustainable development.  

Further, the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) addresses quality education 
in the Sustainable Development Goal #4 (SDG4).  The UNDP (2022) states:  

Achieving inclusive and quality education for all reaffirms the belief that education is 
one of the most powerful and proven vehicles for sustainable development.... It also 
aims to provide equal access to affordable vocational training, to eliminate gender and 
wealth disparities, and achieve universal access to a quality higher education. 

It should therefore not be surprising that quality education that is accessible by all is among 
the goals included in the United Nations 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development (United 
Nations 2015). One of the targets identified in pursuit of this goal is increasing the number of 
youth and adults with technical skills suitable for employment and entrepreneurship (United 
Nations 2015). Inclusive and equitable education therefore, has been recognised as a goal to 
be attained by all nations. 

Seeking alignment with SDG4, and in recognition of the transformative value of education, 
the provision of world-class education and training has been included as one of the necessary 
outcomes within Jamaica’s Vision 2030 National Development Plan (Planning Institute of 
Jamaica 2010). In pursuit of the attainment of world-class education and training, included 
among the national strategies identified to achieve same, is ensuring that adequate and high 
quality tertiary education is provided (Planning Institute of Jamaica 2018). Higher education 
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institutions are well poised to contribute to the attainment of this goal given their ability to 
contribute to society through research and skills development (Heleta & Bagus 2021). It is 
evident therefore, that the massification of higher education in Jamaica has been propelled by 
local and global imperatives.   

Economic Considerations and Competitiveness   
The Jamaican government recognises that higher education has an essential role to play in the 
economic growth of the country (Jamaica Tertiary Education Commission [J-TEC] 2021).  
Hutton (2013) identified a direct association between investments in higher education and a 
country’s development. He explained that the provision of higher education is central to the 
country’s economic development. Additionally, higher education has the potential to 
positively impact an individual’s work quality and effectiveness, which should ultimately 
stimulate economic growth (Grant 2017). Essentially, higher education is seen as an important 
investment in human capital as it potentially expands the productive capacity of that 
population (Almendarez 2013). As highlighted by Power, Millington and Bengtsson (2015), 
the shift from education for the elite to education for the masses is necessary for national 
development and to alleviate poverty. 

These economic and political pressures have catapulted the massification of higher education 
in Jamaica. In fact, higher education is now being touted as a ‘golden ticket to individual and 
national prosperity and a hedge against social displacement’ (Miller 2018: 41). The strategy 
therefore is a simple one. Given that higher education can promote individual success, and 
individual success can fuel national prosperity, the massification of higher education would 
appear to make economic sense.  

Social Mobility Considerations  
Social mobility is described by Pinkster (2007) as a gradual change in the socio-economic 
structures of a society. These characteristics include employment, income, and performance.  
The Encyclopaedia Britannica (n.d.) also defines social mobility as the movement of 
individuals, families or groups through social hierarchical levels or up a social ladder. This 
movement involves a change in position, such as educational level, and a change in social 
class. In contemporary societies, social mobility is measured by several factors including 
financial factors and occupational levels. With social mobility, barriers of social class can be 
broken down and a more equitable society created.  

Social mobility has been linked to increased educational opportunities in recent times 
(Encyclopaedia Britannica n.d.). Education is central to social mobility and is the 
transformative ingredient that empowers individual effort and mobility. Specifically, in 
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Jamaica, higher education has been associated with opportunities for social mobility (Barrett 
Adams & Hayle 2021; Coates 2012). Higher education is therefore one of the main tools 
needed to bridge the gap between an individual’s obstacles and their aspirations (Singh 2017).  
It creates opportunities for those with less privilege to stay the progression of discrimination, 
marginalisation and poverty, and to improve their economic status and progress toward 
upward social mobility (Gandhari 2021).   

The connection between higher education and social mobility has been noted in several 
studies such as Dom (2019) and Marginson (2017). Higher education can equip people to 
engage in social affairs and practices, and to mitigate inequalities which ultimately strengthen 
social equality. In fact, higher education provides an opportunity for individuals in lower 
stratification levels to transition into the middle class in Jamaica (Jamaica Education 
Transformation Commission 2021). Social mobility is among the four main expected 
outcomes of higher education.  The other three are employment, income and status.   

These drivers have led to a broadening of access to higher education for diverse individuals, 
and the promise of economic benefits and longer-term social benefits for the economy and for 
the nation. But, these benefits are insufficient to achieve economic development and social 
mobility. Further, the growth of Jamaica lies in the development of its citizenry; so the country 
needs to develop the cultural capital and the human capital of the people. However, in order 
to develop the cultural capital and the human capital, there is need to develop the social 
capital. So, there is need for a balance because both are important to national development.  
As the massification of higher education continues globally, even while pursuing the SDG4, 
education leaders must develop strategies to navigate the economic and social challenges that 
this growing phenomenon presents.  

Massification of Higher Education: Global Issues 
The world has been experiencing a global higher education revolution.  Within the context of 
this revolution, massification was birthed (Wolhuter & Jacobs 2021). As a result, massification 
has not been limited to Jamaica. It is a global phenomenon. Over the past few decades, 
massification has been witnessed worldwide (Altbach & Reisberg 2018; Marginson 2016a; 
Mok 2016; Tight 2019). A decade ago, Sharma (2012) reported that higher education was one 
of the fastest growing sectors in the global space. Global enrolment in higher education has 
increased exponentially with the recent statistics indicating a 40.24 percent gross enrolment 
in higher education programmes in 2020, compared to 10.07 percent in 1970 (World Bank 
2022). 

Historically, as earlier noted, access to higher education was limited to the elite and the 
wealthy within society; and in many jurisdictions, these were primarily males (Evans, Rees, 
Taylor & Fox 2020; Tight 2019). The average percentage ratio of female to male students 
pursuing higher education in 1970 was .44 percent. Today the profile has changed.  In 2020, 
this figure rose to 1.15 percent (Altbach & Reisberg 2018). In the past, social elitism equated 
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to intellectual elitism. Middle and upper class families could access higher education 
regardless of their cultural and ethnic backgrounds. Nowadays however, access to higher 
education is a more inclusive enterprise (Evans et al. 2020).  

On the surface, massification in higher education appears to have much merit. Individual and 
national prosperity are welcomed accomplishments! Is it possible however that massification 
can result in less than desirable outcomes? Is it possible that massification can ultimately lead 
to unemployment or underemployment? Can massification negatively impact the quality of 
training delivered and the quality of graduates produced by higher education institutions?  
These and other possible outcomes will now be explored. 

Equity of Access 
Massification has been the catalyst that has fueled the rapid increase in private higher 
education institutions. Globally, one in every three students is enrolled in a private higher 
education institution (Levy 2018). Notwithstanding, elite higher education institutions 
continue to exist and as such, a hierarchy of institutions has emerged. Lower-income students 
generally access higher education institutions that are at the bottom of the hierarchy (Tight 
2019). Thus, although a greater number of non-traditional students can access higher 
education, equity of access has not been achieved (Marginson 2016a; Tight 2019). Elite higher 
education institutions continue to be very selective and have the ability to choose from among 
the brightest and wealthiest students (Tight 2019).  

The Issue of Quality Training and Output 
With an increase in the student population in higher education institutions, there has been a 
corresponding increase in class sizes (Buckner & Zhang 2021) with more non-traditional, 
diverse students in attendance (Altbach & Reisberg 2018). According to Buckner and Zhang 
(2021), the dramatic increase in student-faculty ratios has been experienced to a larger extent 
in low-income countries than in high-income countries. On the surface, this increase in 
student-faculty ratios would suggest that high-income countries have been more successful 
than low-income countries in increasing their faculty complement to satisfy the demands 
associated with an increasing student population (Buckner & Zhang 2021). This is also 
responsible for driving and even deepening inequities which were already problems brought 
on by the massification of higher education.  

If higher education institutions are to be effective within the context of increasing class sizes 
and a more diverse non-traditional cadre of students, it is imperative that there are 
adjustments to the overall student curriculum. Effective instructional delivery strategies for 
teaching large class sizes must now be considered (Albertyn, Machika & Toskie-de Bruin 
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2016; Altbach & Reisberg 2018; Tight 2019), as well as a variety of support services to assist 
diverse students (Albertyn et al. 2016), some of whom may be low-income, first-generation 
students. Increasing class sizes can also suggest a need for more resources such as equipment 
to support training delivery – the procurement of which could be stymied due to financial 
constraints. The absence of these measures is likely to impact the quality of services delivered 
and the quality of training received.  

There is also another factor to be considered. According to Marginson (2016b), in countries 
where the value differential between higher education institutions is high, varying levels of 
quality will also be evident. He suggests that massification has led to an increase in the 
number of non-elite higher education institutions, as well as an overall reduction in their 
value. If there exists a high value differential between higher education institutions, there is 
likely to be variation in the quality of the educational experiences within such institutions, as 
well as variations in the quality of the graduates from same. As Giannakis and Bullivant 
(2016) have purported, massification has contributed to the reduction in the quality of higher 
education received in the United Kingdom.  

The Role of Higher Education 
Historically, in addition to improving prospects for individual and national opulence, HEIs 
fulfilled an additional noble role – to prepare students for civic duty (Evans et al. 2020) and 
to become learned (Cook, Watson & Webb 2019). This mandate now appears to be fading. 
With the massification of higher education, higher education is now primarily seen as the 
conduit through which economic prosperity is achieved – a sort of ‘golden ticket’ as it were 
(Miller 2018). As a result, there is a decreasing focus on the social contribution of higher 
education (Evans et al. 2020). This poses an undeniable risk to society as it de-emphasises the 
development of skills that are critical ‘for the healthy functioning of democracy’ (Evans et al. 
2020: 534).  

Promise Keepers or Breakers?   
Because higher education has been associated with social mobility and economic success 
(Barrett Adams & Hayle 2021; Wildschut, Rogan & Mncwango 2020), students have high 
expectations about their employability and employment prospects when they successfully 
complete their studies. There is an expectation of a high rate of return on their investment. 
Can this outcome be guaranteed?  

Massification has contributed to increasing competition for a limited number of jobs. In 
Taiwan, the market value of graduates has been reduced due to the over-supply of graduates 
for a very competitive labour market (Cook et al. 2019). This has given rise to a reduction in 
overall wages (Chan & Lin 2015; Mok 2016) as well as underemployment and unemployment 
(Mok 2016). Not only is employment not guaranteed, but the increasing number of graduates 
has also led to a dearth in the number of workers in the Taiwan workforce who are willing to 
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occupy low-level jobs. As a direct consequence, Taiwan has had to import low-skilled 
workers to occupy low-level jobs (Cook et al. 2019). Taiwan is not alone in this regard. The 
challenges of employment after higher education have been reported in many countries such 
as South Korea (Mok 2016) and Hong Kong (Tight 2019). In fact, the graduates from elite 
institutions are said to have greater employment prospects than those from lower-ranked 
higher education institutions (Lee 2016; Tight 2019). But there is another challenge. Employers 
have also complained that the graduates of higher education institutions do not possess the 
skills required by industry (Chan & Lin 2015). This once again raises the issue of the quality 
of education received.  

The above discourse highlights the fact that questionable programme quality and relevance 
are factors that can negatively impact employment prospects. Admittedly, this impact can 
occur with or without massification. However, with the increasing enrolment numbers that 
have accompanied massification, the impact is exacerbated. If at the conclusion of higher 
education, one’s employment prospects and prospects of social mobility cannot be 
guaranteed, then the allure of higher education would diminish, and higher education would 
have failed at delivering the promise of social mobility (Chan & Lin 2015; Lee 2016). The 
situation worsens if, in addition to unemployment, students also graduate with high debt.  

The scenarios painted above have occurred in a context in which students have successfully 
completed their respective programmes of study. What happens when they do not? 

The Issue of Completion 
While massification has led to increased enrolment in HEIs, it has not necessarily translated 
into high completion rates from these institutions. Thus the question arises, of what value is 
higher education if having invested significant resources (for example, time and money) 
attending a higher education institution, one is left with high debt and no certification? In the 
United States of America, the 6-year graduation rates for first-time, full-time degree students 
in the most selective higher education institutions (acceptance rate of less than 25%) was 90 
percent in 2018. However, the same metric for the least selective institutions (open admissions 
policy) – which enrol a larger percentage of non-traditional students – was 34 percent 
(National Center for Education Statistics 2020).  

In South Africa, 50 percent of black students drop out of higher education institutions without 
graduating (McGhie 2017). According to Mahoney (2021), in the United States about one third 
of first-generation students drop out before achieving certification. These data lead one to 
conclude that while broadening access to higher education is important, also important are 
the systems that are required to support the diversity of needs within the student population. 
This would require one to understand one’s constituents. First-generation students for 
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example, are generally less confident than their peers and have difficulty transitioning into 
college (Ricks & Warren 2021; Schelbe, Swanbrow Becker, Spinelli & McCray 2019).   

Attrition can be costly. It costs the students who abort their studies as they conclude their 
education with no certification, high debt (in some cases) and limited options for employment 
(if any). It also costs higher education institutions as there are now reduced funds to support 
the same standard operations (for example, faculty’s remuneration is not directly 
proportional to the size of their class. The payment is the same whether the class is large or 
small). 

Massification has led to a broadening of access to higher education for diverse student groups. 
While there are potential benefits to be derived, it is important to note that the goal cannot be 
limited to access alone. Equally important is the successful completion of higher education 
studies.  

Having explored the impact of massification at the global level, an exploration of the Jamaican 
context will commence, beginning with a brief review of the attempts to regulate Jamaica’s 
higher education sector.  

In Defense of Massification in Jamaica? 
Generally speaking, massification in higher education seems to be a welcomed phenomenon 
in Jamaica. Notwithstanding, an examination of the global context has revealed that it does 
not always yield favourable results. What about Jamaica? 

Certified Labour Force – Unemployed 
According to the Statistical Institute of Jamaica (2020), in 2019, 4,500 professionals who 
possessed a degree or diploma were not employed, and 21,500 individuals with vocational 
certification were not employed. This could suggest that the areas studied do not align with 
current labour market demand, or that the market is saturated with similarly skilled workers, 
or both. Here again, the issues of programme relevance and quality are thrust to the forefront. 
Higher education must facilitate training in areas that are labour market driven. As a matter 
of fact, as proposed by Ellis and Miller (2014), higher education institutions need to 
re-examine their mission statements and ensure that they align with national and/or 
international policies and trends. Thereafter they should work towards accomplishing same.  

Higher Education Sector – Regulated? 
Through the establishment of the University Council of Jamaica (UCJ) and the Jamaica 
Tertiary Education Commission (J-TEC), attempts have been made to regulate the higher 
education sector in Jamaica (Barrett Adams & Hayle 2021). However, the achievements have 
been limited. 
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The UCJ is the statutory authority under the portfolio of the Ministry of Education and Youth, 
with responsibility for external quality assurance (UCJ 2019). The responsibilities of the UCJ 
include the registration of HEIs and the accreditation of their programmes. To facilitate these 
processes, the UCJ has developed standards to support its registration, quality assurance and 
accreditation functions (Barrett Adams & Hayle 2021).   

The Jamaica Tertiary Education Commission (J-TEC) was ‘established as the regulatory and 
supervisory body for the tertiary sector’ (Jamaica Tertiary Education Commission n.d.-a).  
One of its mandates is to conduct research that will provide the data needed to drive decision 
making toward improving the quality of higher education (J-TEC 2020).   

Despite the existence of the UCJ and J-TEC, the higher education landscape in Jamaica today 
remains largely unregulated. According to the Jamaica Education Transformation 
Commission (2021), the J-TEC has been ‘unable to distinguish itself as the principal oversight 
body of the sector due to the absence of clear legislation on its functions’ (p. 233). Higher 
education institutions have no obligation to register with either the J-TEC or the UCJ, nor are 
HEIs required to apply to the UCJ for the accreditation of their programmes (Jamaica 
Education Transformation Commission 2021). There is no obligation to submit annual 
performance data and no basis on which accountability systems can be established for 
unregistered HEIs. There is also a dearth of data within the sector which hampers efforts to 
implement data-driven decision making. Finally, there is need for greater synergy between 
the J-TEC and the UCJ. The absence of regulation in the context of the massification of higher 
education can have deleterious effects.  

Without adequate regulation, there is limited accountability and little basis on which to affirm 
the quality of programmes offered by all HEIs in Jamaica. In instances where quality is 
compromised, employment prospects can be jeopardised as well, thereby dashing the 
prospect of economic advancement and social mobility. Stakeholder confidence in the value 
of higher education can be eroded. 

Regulation can also provide an opportunity to maximise resources. For example, according 
to the Jamaica Tertiary Education Commission (n.d.-b), within the parish of Kingston and St. 
Andrew alone, five HEIs offered a Bachelor of Science Degree in Business Administration in 
2021-2022. (The number could be higher as it is possible that all institutions did not submit 
these data to J-TEC since it is not a requirement to do so). Of interest was the fact that the data 
revealed that the highest tuition fee charged was 197.5 percent higher than the lowest tuition 
fee charged. In order to defend the necessity of so many offerings of Business Administration 
within one parish, one would have to, at minimum, have access to the enrolment data at the 
respective HEIs as well as labour market data. Enrolment data would reveal whether there is 
a social demand for training in Business Administration – with the class size being a 
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significant indicator. The labour market data would indicate labour market demand. Armed 
with this information, strategic decisions can be made as it relates to the possibility of 
consolidating resources, the formation of partnerships (combining classes) or the need for 
rationalisation. In this way, limited resources can be maximised. Regulation, within the 
context of massification, has the potential to support a robust and relevant higher education 
sector. 

Insufficient Trained Workers 
Despite the large numbers of the certified labour force that are unemployed, the Planning 
Institute of Jamaica ([PIOJ] 2017) has reported that Jamaica does not have sufficient trained 
workers to meet the demand of foreign direct investments. What can account for this 
conundrum? The problem of insufficient trained workers could be due to multiple reasons. 
Either no one is being trained in the specific areas of demand, workers are being trained but 
in limited numbers, or workers are being trained but they are graduating with inadequate 
competencies. This introduces once again the issues of programme relevance and quality, 
which were previously discussed. However, it also brings to the fore the issue that despite 
the significant increase in the number of HEIs in Jamaica, and greater enrolment numbers, 
there is still work to be done. There continue to be inadequate numbers of individuals who 
are accessing training opportunities. 

In 2016, the percentage of non-certified individuals of prime working age (i.e., 25–59) in 
Jamaica, was 70.7 percent. Over a four-year period, the number of non-certified individuals 
of prime working age increased instead of decreased. These data suggest that either these 
individuals did not pursue higher education, or that they did, but failed to complete 
successfully, further suggesting that there continue to be significant issues relating to the 
access to higher education and/or the successful completion of same. Additionally, Jamaica 
has not been meeting its targets in this regard.  

According to the PIOJ (2018), the target for the gross enrolment rate in higher education for 
2018 was 38 percent; however, Jamaica achieved a rate of 32.9 percent (PIOJ n.d.). While there 
is evidence of massification in Jamaica, there is still need to further broaden access but this 
has to be guided by a more strategic vision. Higher education institutions must offer 
programmes that are relevant and of good quality in order to ensure that graduates are ready 
for employment upon graduation. This is of paramount importance.  

Failure to improve programme relevance and quality could exacerbate the problem of the 
insufficiency of trained workers, and result in a policy decision to import foreign labour to 
compensate for the deficit (PIOJ 2017).  This would be unfortunate.  

Making Sense of It All: Implications for Policy, Practice and Research 
In light of the foregoing, the following recommendations are made in pursuit of a 
strengthened higher education sector in Jamaica, in the face of massification. 
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Policy 
In education, policies have been described as the ‘roadmaps’ that give ‘shape and structure’ 
(Miller 2018: 45) to the education systems. As it relates to higher education in Jamaica, there 
is a great need for regulation within the sector. This should ensure that minimum quality 
standards are satisfied before an entity establishes a higher education institution in Jamaica. 
Additionally, regulation should lead to greater maximisation of limited resources, the 
offering of relevant programmes that align with national imperatives, and greater quality 
output among graduates. There needs to be closer alignment and synergy among the efforts 
of Jamaica’s Ministry of Education and Youth, the UCJ and J-TEC. With greater alignment, 
there should be greater accountability, and greater accountability should result in higher 
returns on educational investments (Miller 2018). In truth, higher returns on educational 
investments can be obtained through tighter accountability systems (Miller 2018). 

Practice   
The misalignment between social demand (that is, programmes sought by students) and 
labour market demand, as well as the challenges of some graduates to gain employment after 
graduation, emphasise the need for career counselling services. According to Musset and 
Kurekova (2018), research has established that the career ambitions of many young people 
are not usually in alignment with the demands of the labour market. It is imperative therefore 
that stakeholders are educated and guided as to the careers that are in demand, based on 
labour market data, so that intelligent career choices can be made. The pursuit of labour 
market driven programmes should improve students’ possibilities for employment upon 
completion. Additionally, there is a need for greater levels of forecasting – predicting future 
labour market needs and preparing for same, in the present. Given the role of 
entrepreneurship in stirring economic growth (Ahlstrom, Chang & Cheung 2019), another 
useful strategy for combating unemployment after graduation may be the promotion of 
entrepreneurship and the inclusion of entrepreneurial competencies as part of the higher 
education curriculum.   

In order to promote data-driven decision making, higher education institutions should collect 
relevant student performance data annually. Student profiles, throughput rates, graduation 
rates, attrition rates and employment data of graduates represent some of the data that will 
be useful as institutions seek to improve their effectiveness and relevance.  

While the massification of higher education has led to increasing enrolment numbers, 
students must be retained if their certification is to be a possibility. To this end it is 
recommended that higher education institutions give consideration to the identification and 
implementation of effective student retention strategies. This includes the implementation of 
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early alert systems (which are triggered when a student exhibits signs of attrition), peer 
mentorship programmes, academic advisement services, supplemental instruction (in which 
difficult first year courses are tutored by senior students who have successfully completed 
said courses in an earlier period), among others.  

As higher education institutions contend with large class sizes and a greater diversity of 
students in the classroom, it is imperative that the professional development of the faculty is 
not ignored. While admittedly there are various factors that lead to student attrition, faculty 
engagement does play a role. Understanding their student profiles, as well as utilising 
effective instructional delivery strategies for large group sizes, are useful endeavours. 

Research   
This reflective piece has revealed that there is need for a caucus of literature on higher 
education in Jamaica. Proposed are large-scale, comprehensive studies on the Flexibility of 
Learning within HEIs, Quality Assurance, Leadership and Management, Access and 
Participation, Destination and Employability, Quality of Teaching, Quality of Facilities 
including IT infrastructure, Ease of Setting up an HEI in Jamaica, Value of Higher Education 
(for example, contribution to gross domestic product [GDP]), as well as Graduate Outcomes 
and Labour Market Contributions (such as direct employment and job creation). If HEIs in 
Jamaica are to consistently offer programmes that align with labour market demand, then the 
challenge of embracing programme flexibility while promoting sustainability are areas that 
must be addressed. Having spent millions of dollars to erect and outfit a facility to support a 
particular programme, how does one then readily discard it to invest in another because the 
labour market demand has shifted? Or is the achievement of flexibility and sustainability a 
misnomer? More research is needed in these areas. 

Conclusion 
The massification of higher education, on the surface, appears to be a welcomed endeavour, 
especially since higher education is touted as a vehicle through which social mobility and 
economic prosperity can be achieved. However, as can be seen from an examination of the 
impact of same globally and locally, there are certain mechanisms that must be in place to 
ensure that maximum benefits can be derived.   

To mitigate against high levels of unemployment among the certified labour force, HEIs 
should offer relevant programmes that align with labour market demand. Additionally, 
training in entrepreneurship is recommended. In order to promote alignment between labour 
market demand and social demand, career counselling services should be accessible to 
stakeholders. In addition to relevant programmes, the offering of quality programmes is of 
paramount importance if the benefits of the massification of higher education are to be 
derived. The regulation of the higher education sector can aid in this regard; thus, the 
operations of the UCJ and J-TEC need to be re-evaluated and re-aligned to minimise 
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overlapping and to ensure that collectively they support the emergence of a cohesive and 
relevant higher education sector.  

While ready access to higher education is to be applauded, also of great importance is the 
successful completion of same. Higher education institutions should therefore ensure that the 
necessary student support services are put in place to assist students, especially those from 
diverse backgrounds as they navigate through the higher education terrain.   

Finally, there is need for more research and data to support the growth of higher education 
in Jamaica. A data-driven approach should guide the decision-making process and research 
findings should be readily accessible to all stakeholders. In so doing, Jamaica would be better 
poised to reap the benefits that massification has the potential to provide. 
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Sixty Years of Financing Education in 
Jamaica  
Kofi Nkrumah-Young 

Abstract: Jamaica, in educating its populace, over the 60 years of its independence, had to address 
several issues as it seeks to settle on the underpinning guiding philosophies for this task. These issues 
include having the suitable economic base, gaining public acceptance of the expressed policy, and 
settling on the country’s ideology of responsibility for educating the citizenry. This article describes the 
features of the policy enacted against the proposed guiding philosophies of the theoretical framework of 
the Nkrumah-Young (2005) Decision Path, the Johnson (2004) Cost Sharing Stages and the Marcucci 
and Johnstone (2007) Education Financing Ideology of Responsibility. It also addresses the role of the 
Students Loan Bureau in assisting tertiary students to cope with the funding challenges and 
recommends a path for the future. Emphasis is placed on the tertiary sector since most of the changes 
affected this sector. 

Keywords: Financing education, resource allocation, students loan, economics of education, 
dual track financing, cost sharing, free education, targeted taxation for education 

Jamaica’s Education Financing Policies 
The financing of education in Jamaica has fallen into four quadrants since its independence 
from the United Kingdom in 1962. The four quadrants are: 
• Mixed 1962–1973, 
• Free Education 1973–1986, 
• Targeted Taxation – since 1982, and  
• Cost Sharing – since 1993 

The Mixed System 1962–1973 
Between 1962 and 1973, there was no uniformity in the financing of education. The approach 
differed according to the education levels, whether primary, secondary, teacher training, 
technical and further, and higher education. Primary education was free to all who attended 
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public or publicly supported institutions. There were two ways of financing the secondary 
education school system. The technical high schools and the junior secondary schools (owned 
and operated by the government) were treated similarly to the primary schools and were 
funded totally from the national budget. Students were not required to pay tuition fees. Some 
secondary schools, referred to as traditional high schools, were owned and operated by the 
churches and trusts but supported by the government. These were operated under a scheme 
called ‘grant-aid’ where the government awarded tuition scholarships to students who were 
successful in an examination. The following excerpt from the 1970 Budget document explains 
the ‘grant-aid’ system:  

This provision is intended to finance the operations of 40 grant-aided high schools to 
the extent that the Government has accepted liability for such financing. All these 
schools are managed by Boards of Governors and receive some revenue from fees 
payable by fee-paying students. The bulk of their revenue comes, however, from 
public funds in the form of fees payable in respect of students awarded scholarship, 
free places or grant places on the basis of performance in common entrance 
examinations which are held annually, and also for pupils from Junior Secondary 
Schools who graduate at age 15 and pass a test as to their suitability for further 
secondary education of the academic type. The fees which are payable from public 
funds are related to the per capita cost of teachers’ salaries, a per capita grant towards 
the cost of general administration and maintenance and per capita grants for class 
materials. Other special grants are also made from public funds to assist the schools in 
financing their operations. (GOJ Estimates of Expenditure 1970) 

Teacher training was regarded as a government priority and fully funded from the national 
budget. In addition to the support given to the institutions, grants were awarded to trainees 
to cover living expenses and accommodation costs. The 1970 Budget document stated the 
following about financing teacher training: 

Existing policy provides for free tuition for all students attending any teacher training 
college. Those students who live in accommodation provided at the colleges or in 
hostels operated by the colleges also receive free board and lodging. Other students 
who live in private homes are paid an allowance at the rate of $10 a week towards 
their living expenses. (GOJ Estimates of Expenditure 1970: 528) 

The College of Arts, Science and Technology (CAST) and the Jamaica School of Agriculture 
(JSA) were during that period, classified as technical and further education institutions, and 
financing was a joint effort of the government and the students. The government awarded 
grants to cover recurrent and capital expenditure, and the institutions were allowed to charge 
fees to supplement the grants. During the period 1962–1973 the government of Jamaica 
contributed 75 percent of the total income of CAST, and students’ fees accounted for 13 
percent. In 1971 the tuition fee at CAST was J$50 per annum for full-time students, J$6 per 
subject hour for day release and evening students, and boarding cost was J$322 per annum 
per student. The Board of Management of the institution was responsible for setting the fees. 
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Government also granted scholarships and grant-in-aide’ (bursaries) to needy students. These 
were intended to cover tuition, boarding, and other education related expenses for those 
students.  

During the period, the University of the West Indies (UWI) was the only provider of higher 
education for Jamaicans. Those who did not attend the UWI journeyed to Britain and other 
countries for this level of education. The Hon. Donald Sangster, Deputy Prime Minister and 
Minister of Finance, outlined the arrangements for funding the UWI as a regional higher 
educational institution to the House of Parliament on 3rd September 1963, in Ministry Paper 
No. 351/01 where he stated that a levy was placed against each participating country to cover 
the expenses of the university. In addition, each student was required to pay a fee. 

Support was also available for the neediest students in the form of scholarships and bursaries. 
The Estimates of Expenditure for 1971, for example, had provisions as follows: 
• 250 bursaries ranging from J$300 – J$500 each, 
• Jamaica government exhibitions including vacation allowance – J$21,944, 
• Travel grants to Jamaican students at the UWI – J$3,000, and 
• Assistance to private students – J$3,000. 

Free Education 1973–1986 
A major policy shift came when Prime Minister Michael Manley announced the policy of free 
education from the primary to the higher education level on May 2, 1973. The policy was 
intended to widen access to education in Jamaica. There were four distinguishing features of 
the free education system as identified by the interviewee and corroborated by the historical 
record. The first feature was that unlike the previous period which lacked uniformity, there 
was a single policy for the entire education system. At no level of the education system were 
students required to pay fees. The government assumed financial responsibility for the 
administration, development, and delivery of the programmes of all publicly supported 
educational institutions.  

The second feature was that there was guaranteed financing for any Jamaican student who 
was accepted to study at any tertiary institution. The Prime Minister was recorded in the Daily 
Gleaner on May 18, 1973, as saying that: 

… because of the importance of higher skills and our determination to bring these 
skills within the reach of the poorest in the land the government would be making 
available free tuition for university education for all Jamaicans qualifying for and 
gaining entrance at the UWI. (p. 1) 

The third feature was that the government accepted responsibility for funding the living 
expenses of all the students during their course of study. Students at the further and higher 
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education levels were therefore brought on par with those in the teacher training colleges and 
were awarded boarding grants to cover their residential expenses whether or not they lived 
on campus. Recall that in the previous period only the teacher training colleges were provided 
with expense paid boarding by the government. Sherlock (1986) noted that the boarding grant 
programme was a part of the Free Education Policy of 1973. In the case of the UWI, Sherlock 
(1986) noted that initially government provided: 

a. full boarding to all students living in halls of residence up to a maximum of J$1,300, 
b. boarding assistance to those boarding off campus, and 
c. some assistance to students living at home. 

After July 21, 1975, Sherlock (1986) pointed out, Cabinet changed the parameters when it took 
the decision to provide every student entering the system after September 1, 1975, a fixed 
grant of J$760 per annum (J$20 per week for 38 weeks) irrespective of the place of abode, 
residence or need.  

Under Free Education, CAST and JSA were awarded grants called subventions for recurrent 
and capital expenditure. The subvention was determined from negotiations between those 
institutions and the Ministry of Education. The subventions were to cover all personnel costs 
for teaching and administration, class material and overheads expenditure. The other 
institutions were given warrants to cover salaries and other expenses. Subventions were block 
grants but were unlike warrants which were for specific lined items and for which unspent 
amounts in any line had to be returned. The UWI was also provided with subventions under 
Free Education. Its expenditure was determined by the budget as agreed by the University 
Grants Committee (UGC) and distributed by an ex-poste arrangement among the 
participating governments according to the number of full-time equivalent students it had 
enrolled. 

Targeted Taxation Since 1982 
In 1982, the Human Employment and Resource Training Trust (HEART Trust) was 
established as a body corporate to, among other things, ensure technical and vocational 
training, approve, and certify courses for vocational training, and certify technical and 
vocational instructors. In pursuit of its functions, the HEART Act, 1982 levied a payroll tax 
on employers. This signals Jamaica’s first attempt in using targeted taxation for financing 
education.  

The second aspect with the use of targeted taxation for education came into being on July 4, 
1983, when the Education Tax Act was enacted. This act levied a payroll tax on all employees 
(non-self and self-employed) and on employers for their non-self-employed staff. The act, 
however, does not specify that the funds must be used for educational purposes.  

The HEART Tax (1982) and the Education Tax (1983) were preludes to the official change of 
policy from free education. Those taxes however enabled the government to continue the 
funding of education at all levels without the charging of fees directly to students. 



            ISEA • Volume 50, Number 2, 2022 | 97  
 

 
 
 

On February 18, 1986, there was an increased use of targeted taxation for financing education 
when the Government announced the charging of a Cess on the students of the UWI and 
CAST. Cess is a tax or a levy and is the concise version of the word ‘assessment’. The 
announcement of the Cess immediately resulted in massive student protests. This prompted 
the Cabinet on April 14, 1986 to set up the Sherlock Task Force to review the issue. The 
resultant Sherlock (1986) Task Force pointed out that the reasons for the change in 
Government policy were: 

a. dramatic increases in the cost of education,  
b. accelerating population pressure, and consequent increases in the number of 

students at the secondary and tertiary levels of the education system, 
c. a sharp fall in government revenue from the bauxite/alumina industry, and 
d. the need according to Ministry Paper 10 of 1986, to rebalance the educational budget 

without sacrificing the maintenance and development of the basic education system. 

The Cess was levied on only the students of the UWI and CAST who were required to pay 
the Government a fee (tax) that was pegged to the economic cost of their education. The rate 
was announced at 30 percent of the economic cost and as such a CAST student was asked to 
pay J$900 per annum and the UWI students’ amounts varied depending on the faculty of their 
study. On the recommendation of the Sherlock (1986) Task Force, however, the rates were 
reduced. CAST students were asked to pay J$450 and those of the UWI varying amounts as 
per Table 1. 

Table 1: The UWI Cess 1986/87 

 CESS Economic 
Cost 

CESS as % of 
Econ. Cost 

Original Level of 
CESS as a % of 
Econ. Cost 

Agriculture 1,650 67,223 2.4% 7.3% 
Arts & General 
Studies 

1,400 17,600 7.9% 28.1% 

Education 1,400 20,500 6.8% 20.5% 
Law Year 1 2,000 67,223 3.0% 8.9% 
Law Yrs 2 & 3 1,650 21,500 7.7% 23.0% 
Medicine – 
Pre-Clinical  

1,650 48,290 3.4% 10.2% 

Medicine – Clinical 1800 30,000 6.0% 20.0% 
Natural Science 2,000 43,000 4.6% 13.9% 
Social Sciences 1,650 22,400 7.4% 22.1% 
Engineering 1,400 17,600 7.9% 23.9% 

Source: UWI (1991, June 8). Report of the Committee on Tuition Fees.  



98 | ISEA • Volume 50, Number 2, 2022  
 

Along with the establishment of the Cess was the abolition of automatic boarding grants for 
all students of the two affected institutions of the UWI and CAST. The Government 
announced at the time that the boarding grants of J$760 per annum to the students of the two 
institutions would be abolished but later accepted the recommendation of the Sherlock Task 
Force that the boarding grant should be continued for students who could demonstrate the 
need for such assistance (Sherlock 1986). 

The Cess was abolished in 1993 but the HEART and Education taxes have continued. 

Cost Sharing Since 1993 
As of September 1, 1993, the Government which was formed by the People’s National Party 
(PNP) announced the policy of cost sharing for all educational institutions from the secondary 
to the tertiary level. In this regard, it gave sanction to what existed because several institutions 
out of desperation started charging fees under various guises. After the policy was 
announced, the government developed regulations for its governance. In June 1994, the 
Ministry of Education and Culture (MOEC) published a document entitled ‘Policies and 
Procedures for Administering the Cost Sharing Scheme for Financing Secondary Education’ 
and in October 1994, it accepted the Davis Task Force Report, ‘A Cost Recovery Programme 
for Tertiary Education’. 

The bases for the Cost-Sharing programme for the tertiary level as contained in the Davis 
Task Force Report of 1994 included: 

i. Funding of secondary and tertiary education was a shared responsibility between the 
state, corporate sector, students, and educational institutions. 

ii. The state, as the major partner would continue to provide a significant portion of the 
funds and would be responsible for creating policies to facilitate the participation of 
the other partners. 

iii. The state would ensure the most effective use of resources and equity in the allocation 
of available benefits. 

At the tertiary level, the Davis Task Force Report (Task Force on Educational Reform, Jamaica 
1994) noted that there were two separate arrangements for determining resources to those 
institutions – one for the regional university, the UWI and another for the national tertiary 
institutions. With respect to the UWI, both the contribution from the government and the fees 
charged to students were determined by the University Grants Committee (UGC). The 
process required that budget for the central administration (the Centre) were first reviewed 
by the University’s Technical Advisory Committee (TAC) and recommended for inclusion in 
the total budget to UGC. The requirements for each Campus were routed to the individual 
Campus Technical Advisory Committee (CTAC). The CTAC would then recommend to the 
Campus Grant Committee (CGC) which would again consider and make a final 
recommendation to the UGC. The UGC is responsible for approving both the centre budget 
and those of the campuses. The UGC comprises the Ministers of Finance and Education from 
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Jamaica, Barbados and Trinidad and Tobago, Minister (education or finance) from the 
Windward and Leeward islands and Minister from British Honduras. The UGC’s decision is 
final. The governments are expected to be bounded by its decision and the Council approves 
the fees to be charged to students accordingly. The original intention was that ‘the fee should 
be set at a level of 10% of economic cost for the academic year 1992-1993 and 15% of economic 
cost for the triennium 1993-94 – 1995-96’ (UWI 1991: 19). The Government of Jamaica had 
hoped to incrementally increase the percentage contribution to a maximum of 35 percent by 
1999 but in 2005 the maximum contribution for students for that institution was less than 20 
percent. Over time there have been cuts to the agreed contribution resulting in reduced funds 
to the UWI. The university responded by capping the number of students that are supported 
by the government funds and charging the others the full economic rates. 

For the national institutions, submissions were first made to the MOEC which reviewed and 
recommended expenditure support (called subvention) to the MOF. Subventions are 
determined by the staffing approved for each institution. It is the policy of the government 
that it pays the salaries for the staff. There is no set basis for determining the staffing levels 
for the various institutions. At the tertiary level, there was mention of a 12.5/1 students to staff 
ratio, however this is honoured more in the breach than the observance. For example, in 1997, 
the MOEC based its provision for UTech on an agreed staffing level for the new university. 
The university has grown considerably since, yet the government has not adjusted it records 
to recognise the increased staffing requirements which would result in increased subvention.  

At the secondary level, cost sharing was regarded as a lifeline for the institutions as it 
provided needed funds which the central government found it difficult to provide. In 2002, 
the then opposition, the Jamaica Labour Party (JLP) announced as part of its election 
campaign, the elimination of tuition fees at the secondary level if it was elected in October 
2002. The governing party, the PNP, responded by announcing a freeze on the amounts being 
charged by secondary school and further that it would eliminate school fees by 2006. The 
President of the Jamaica Bursars’ Association, Kofi Nkrumah-Young, at the Caribbean 
Bursars’ Conference in November 2003, cautioned the Government against abolishing school 
fees and ‘argued that the decision will be detrimental to schools which are already facing 
financial stress, notwithstanding an additional $85 million allocation to 108 secondary 
institutions to help cushion the impact of the freeze’ (Keep School Fees, Jamaica Observer, 
Friday 28 November 2003).  

Alfred Sangster, former President of CAST, pointed out that:  

The JLP government, on return to power in 2007, initiated a modified form of free 
education by abolishing the tuition fee component for the secondary-school system. 
Auxiliary fees, which, by this time, had become an entrenched feature of the schools 
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budgeting system, remained, and had to be approved by the ministry. (Free Education 
and the Auxiliary-Fee Debate, the Daily Gleaner, August 10, 2010).  

In 2012, the PNP Government made the payment of auxiliary fees mandatory at the secondary 
level. The Minister of Education, Rev. Ronald Thwaites announced in parliament that: 

Auxiliary fees, therefore, represent a necessary part of a school’s ability to finance their 
operations. These fees, which are worked out in conjunction with representatives of 
parents and principals, are not optional extras which you pay if you feel like. (Parents 
Must Pay Auxiliary Fees – Education Minister, The Gleaner, Wednesday June 20, 2012) 

On its return to government in 2016, the JLP announced the elimination of auxiliary fees in 
2017. This met with much resistance as administrators feared that without this fee they would 
be starved of resources. The current situation remains that secondary schools cannot charge 
tuition fees but are allowed to charge auxiliary fees which parents are not compelled to pay. 

The Theoretical Frameworks 
Research in education financing covers several angles. Nkrumah-Young (2010) introduced 
the Resource Allocation Debate Pendulum which was developed from an analysis of the 
debates on higher education resource allocation models. The pendulum provided a 
framework to assess the education funding model against the level of transparency, the extent 
to which the model allows institutional flexibility and the amount of control that it provides 
on the institutions that receive the funds. Ziderman and Albrecht (1995) covered the 
mechanics of funding models and revealed the basics as incremental budgeting, ad hoc 
negotiation, and fixed revenue agreement. Nkrumah-Young (2015) demonstrated that there 
is a link between funding models and the quality assurance mechanisms and argued that 
efforts should be made to ensure consistency between the two. As per the Nkrumah-Young 
(2015) review, Voucher System is linked with the Marketing/Ranking Quality Assurance 
Mechanism, Performance Based Funding is linked to Output Control Quality Assurance 
Regime, and Discretionary Budgeting is linked to Input Control Quality Assurance. 
Nkrumah-Young and Powell (2008) explored the link between funding models and 
accountability and concluded that politically based accountability models are linked to input 
financing models (line-item budgeting and per student funding) and market-based 
accountability models are linked to output funding models (per graduate funding). In this 
article three additional links with financing models are hereunder discussed. 

Education Financing and Its Link to Economic Systems 
The first is the links that education financing has with a country’s economic system. 
Nkrumah-Young (2005) argued that the three broad policy options available to the state, 
privatisation, total state financing and partial state support are linked to specific economic 
conditions. Absence of state support is associated with the free market conditions, total state 
funding is associated with planned economies and partial state funding with the mixed 
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economy. There are also conditions precedent to the financing policy options and these led 
Nkrumah-Young (2005) to the development of the Financing Decision Tree. The decision tree 
outlines stages and questions that must be answered before a decision on a choice for 
financing can be made. This is depicted in Figure 1 where the decision pathways are shown. 

Figure 1: Nkrumah-Young (2005) Financing Decision Tree 

The use of the decision tree is explained hereunder. 

Consideration 1: Financial constraints of the country: Does the country have financial 
constraints? If the country has severe financial constraints, then it cannot offer any state 
support to fund education, and this could lead to privatisation of the education system. If the 
constraint is not deemed severe, then it can offer state support. 

Consideration 2: Level of the financial constraint: What is the level of the financial 
constraints of the country? If the level is deemed low, then the country can offer total state 
support leading to free education. If it is moderate, then partial state support may be offered, 
and this could lead to cost sharing. 
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Consideration 3: The financial conditions of the country’s subjects: What is the likely 
financial condition of the students? If students are unlikely to have financial problems, then 
they could pay the fees upfront. If they lack the ability to pay the fees upfront, then they could 
be assisted with mortgage type loans or opt not to access higher education. The country must 
however in such instance ensure that there are: 
• institutions specialising in lending for human capital development,  
• large enough capital funds for the loan programme, and 
• labour market certainties. 

Consideration 4: The country’s ability to manage deferred payment schemes. Having 
determined the path of deferred payments the country has to determine the answers to 
several questions related to its ability to manage the options of deferred financing such as 
income contingent loan programme or a graduate tax system. These questions are as follows: 
• Can the national budget manage upfront cost that the students would have been required 

to pay? 
• Is the taxation system able to track all citizens throughout their lifetime? 
• Is there information to encourage participation in the programme from the low-risk high-

return graduate? 
• Is there an opting out provision for early repayment? 
• Is there capacity for the provision of the society to absorb risk for non-payment? 

Negative answers to most of the above questions or the inability of the country to implement 
mitigating strategies should lead to a rejection of the income contingent loan option in favour 
of a graduate taxation system. However, the success of a graduate taxation system requires 
mandatory participation of all graduates and an efficient income tax collection system (García-
Peñalosa & Wälde 2000). 

Education Financing Policy and Its Link to Political Resistance 
Johnstone (2004) identifies 11 levels of cost sharing with each being linked to political 
resistance for implementation. Table 2 gives the summary of the levels, their potential 
revenue impact and political acceptability and examples from African and other countries.  

Table 2:  Johnstone (2004) Forms of Cost-Sharing 
 

Type of Cost-Sharing African 
Country 
Examples[s] 

Other 
Country 
Example[s] 

Potential 
Revenue 
Impact 

Potential 
Political 
Acceptability 

1 Small, earmarked fees 
(e.g. registration, 
examination, or 
‘caution’ - but not yet 
tuition 

Most African 
countries (e.g., 
Nigeria) 

India, Egypt Generally 
small 

Quite 
acceptable 
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Type of Cost-Sharing African 

Country 
Examples[s] 

Other 
Country 
Example[s] 

Potential 
Revenue 
Impact 

Potential 
Political 
Acceptability 

2 Freezing (lessening the 
‘real’ value) of student 
grants 

Most African 
countries 

U.S. (Pell 
grants, 
Russia, other 
post-
communist 
countries 

Generally 
small but 
continuous 

Relatively 
acceptable 

3 Reducing or 
eliminating some 
student support grants 

Most African 
countries 

UK 
(eliminated 
mandatory 
grants) 

Small to 
large 

Unpopular 
(protest in 
Ghana, 1991; 
also in Kenya 
and Tanzania) 

4 Encouraging and even 
providing revenue to 
support the tuition-
dependent private 
sector 

Kenya, 
Tanzania, 
Uganda, Ghana 

Pervasive 
(especially the 
Philippines, 
Japan, Korea, 
Brazil, Russia) 

Significant 
over time 
but requires 
tuition fees 

Quite 
acceptable 

5 Introducing fees for 
lodging and food 

Most African 
countries 

Most OECD 
countries, 
China, 
Vietnam, 
Mongolia 

Can be 
large 

Unpopular, 
but can be 
done 
gradually and 
has precedent 

6 Introducing tuition 
only for students not 
given a free slot (dual 
or parallel track) 

Uganda, Kenya, 
Ethiopia, 
Tanzania 

Russia and 
other 
countries of 
the former 
Soviet Union 
and most 
countries of 
post-
communist 
cultural and 
Eastern 
Europe 

Can be 
large 

Acceptable: 
provides 
opportunities 
to students 
who had none 

7 Introducing tuition 
only for certain public 
institutions or 
programs 

Nigeria (Tuition 
for state, but 
not federal 
institutions) 

Mexico (state 
and federal 
universities 
other than 
National 
Autonomous 

Medium to 
large 

Relatively 
acceptable 
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Type of Cost-Sharing African 

Country 
Examples[s] 

Other 
Country 
Example[s] 

Potential 
Revenue 
Impact 

Potential 
Political 
Acceptability 

University of 
Mexico) 

8 Introducing tuition 
mainly in the form of 
deferred contributions 

Reportedly 
under 
consideration in 
Ethiopia 

Australia, 
New Zealand, 
Scotland, 
Wales, 
proposed for 
UK 

Governmen
t-held loan 
notes 
essentially 
unsalable in 
private 
capital 
market; all 
revenue 
impact in 
future. 

Relatively 
acceptable 

9 Introducing up-front 
tuition fees at all public 
institutions 

South Africa, 
Mozambique 

Britain, 
Netherlands, 
Austria, 
China, 
Mongolia, 
Vietnam 

Large Unpopular 

10 Enhancing recovery on 
student loans 

South Africa 
(successful); 
Kenya and 
Ghana 
(attempting) 

U.S.A Potentially 
significant, 
but 
extremely 
difficult to 
effect 

Relatively 
acceptable 

11 Large increases 
(beyond the rate of unit 
cost increases) in 
tuition: increase in % of 
costs recovered. 

 
U.S.A  In response 

to state cuts, 
so no net 
revenue 
impact 

Angers 
politicians 
and press; 
moderately 
unpopular 
with public 

As shown in Table 2, levels 1 to 5, according to Johnstone (2004) consist of the introduction of 
small fees on noninstructional activities, freezing or reducing of student support grants, 
channelling of students into the tuition-dependent private institutions or, increasing interest 
rates on students’ loan programmes with the aim of improving collections. Level 6 is the 
introduction of dual track payment systems where some students are allotted free places and 
full upfront tuition fees are charged to those to whom no places are awarded. Levels 7 to 9 
involve the introduction of tuition fees where they did not previously exist. At level 7, 
students of some programmes and or institutions are required to pay tuition only. At level 8, 
students pay their tuition in various deferred forms and at level 9 all students at all public 
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institutions must pay the upfront tuition fee. At level 10, countries heighten the increases in 
the interest rates charged to students’ loans programmes and at the highest level (level 11) 
there is the removal of most subsidies on tuition, lodging and food. 

Education Financing and Its Link to the Ideology of Responsibility 
Marcucci and Johnstone (2007) argue that education financing is linked to a country’s 
ideology of responsibility. The ideology of free education, they argue, is based on the concept 
of education being a fundamental right which provides social returns to society and hence 
should be afforded to all and not dependent on socio-economic status. This belief has led 
some countries to enact laws to prohibit the charging of tuition fees (Marcucci & Johnstone 
2007). The education financing/political ideology link is outlined in four categories and 
depicted in Table 3. These categories are as follows: 
• Upfront tuition fee which assumes that parents have a responsibility to cover some 

portion of their children’s higher education costs and that they should pay according to 
their ability. 

• No tuition and deferred fees which assume that parents are not financially responsible for 
their children’s higher education but the children themselves cannot be expected to cover 
its cost while they are studying.  
o Free education more specifically is based on the philosophy that it is the society which 

benefits from the more educated populace hence it should invest in the task to 
guarantee its benefit. 

o Deferred tuition fee aims further to reconcile the idea that students are unable to pay 
while they are studying with being able to do so after they have acquired the benefit. 

• Dual track tuition fee system is based on the idea that since some parents can pay and 
others are unable then a certain number of free places should be awarded by the state 
based on qualification criteria and those than can afford it should pay the full fee. This 
policy, however, is usually adopted to overcome legal restrictions or popular resistance.  

Table 3: Marcucci and Johnstone (2007) Education Financing/Ideology of Responsibility Link 

Up-front Tuition Fee No Tuition Fee Dual Track 
Tuition Fee 

Deferred 
Tuition Fee 

Austria Mongolia Brazil Australia Australia 

Belgium Netherlands Denmark Egypt Scotland 

Canada Nigeria (State) Finland Ethiopia New Zealand 

Chile Philippines France Hungary Ethiopia 
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Up-front Tuition Fee No Tuition Fee Dual Track 
Tuition Fee 

Deferred 
Tuition Fee 

Hong Kong Portugal Francophone 
Africa 

Kenya England 

India Singapore Germany Poland Wales 

Italy South Africa Greece Romania 
 

Japan Spain Ireland Russia 
 

Kenya Turkey Luxembourg Tanzania 
 

Korea United States Malta Uganda 
 

Mexico 
 

Nigeria (Federal) Vietnam 
 

  
Norway 

  

  
Sweden 

  

  
Tanzania 

  

Assessing The Jamaican Education Financing Policies 
The various approaches to finance the education of the Jamaican citizenry will now be 
assessed against the three theoretical frameworks indicated above. 

Assessing the Jamaican Mixed/Dual Track Financing System  
The mixed system of financing education in Jamaica up to 1973 is similar to the dual track 
tuition fees being implemented in some countries today. Marcucci, Johnstone and Ngolovoi 
(2008) examined this system in East Africa and found that although it rewarded ability, it 
offered few educational opportunities for the poor. Smolentseva (2022) validated Marcucci et 
al.’s finding and pointed further that the dual track tuition model created profound inequities 
and provides incentives to raise revenues without regards to quality. The Jamaican experience 
is an example of how such created inequities. Under this system only a very few individuals 
met the qualification criteria and were awarded places in secondary and tertiary institutions.   

The system has re-emerged under the cost sharing policy because of the restriction placed on 
institutions to increase their fees. The UWI and UTech have responded to the limited funding 
being received from the Government of Jamaica by embarking on the strategy of capping the 
number of students that are covered under the Government’s subvention and charging 
increased fees to other students. The law students at the UTech, for instance, are charged the 
full economic cost. Other students are charged less than the economic cost. At the UWI, 
students are classified as sponsored and non-sponsored students from contributing 
governments. Marcucci and Johnstone (2007) point out that the dual fee policy is 
implemented in countries to overcome legal restrictions where laws forbad the charging of 
tuition fees. The country should take heed that the dual track practice does not force a return 
to the period of education for the very few. 
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Assessing the Jamaican Free Education System  
According to the Nkrumah-Young (2005) financing decision tree framework, there are some 
fundamental steps that policy makers must address to ensure that the conditions precedent 
are met before embarking on a path to financing education. Hence, before embarking on free 
education, the following conditions had to be in place: 
• Total state control of the educational planning and productive processes. This is intended 

to ensure that the institution train only the amount that can be utilised by the country. 
• No competition in the educational market. This would illuminate the need to battle for 

resources from government by competing institutions. 
• The country’s ability to provide all the resources for the educational institutions. 

A review of the education system in Jamaica during the period of free education revealed that 
the path was chosen without regard to the country’s ability to satisfy these pre-conditions. 
This resulted in the economic decline of Jamaica in the 1970s. According to Rae Davis 
(Interview November 13, 2003): 

The problems started probably in the mid to late 1970’s then the weight of 
responsibility of funding all the different elements of tertiary education including 
providing a boarding grant and so on began to take its toll on the economy and they 
started thinking of a different model and from even in the early to mid-1980’s studies 
were being done to look at an alternative to funding education in general and tertiary 
education. 

Nkrumah-Young (2005) highlighted the findings of Sharpley (1984) and Killick (1984) that 
free Education was one of the wide-ranging social programmes which resulted in government 
expenditure exceeding the approved estimates by over 20 percent in 1974/75. By 1975/76 it 
resulted in a budget deficit of 37 percent which was escalated to 75 percent by 1976/77. The 
estimates of consumption and investment rates for the public and private sectors showed that 
the total public sector expenditure increased from 18.6 percent to 26.3 percent of GDP 
between 1973 and 1976. The increase was used mainly for consumption which included 
supporting the free education policy. The economy eventually plunged into prolonged 
recession and disequilibria, and between 1972/80 the real GDP per capita declined at an 
average annual rate of 4 percent.  

The free education policy also resulted in financial difficulties for all education institutions 
(Nkrumah-Young 2005). The policy, which eliminated fees and increased the access rate, had 
in turn led to increased cost to the Jamaican Government. The government was unable to 
provide the funding in a timely manner resulting in cash flow difficulties for the institution.  

Flowing from the financial difficulties was the consequence that the policy placed a strain on 
the resources for capital/infrastructural development and that was a factor which limited 
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capacity and restricted access. A bursary document from the UWI entitled ‘Capital Needs’ 
dated January 1975 pointed out that the physical facilities could not support the burden of 
the free education policy. The document noted that further increase in enrolment was no 
longer possible because the facilities were up to capacity and no funding was being provided 
for additional infrastructure. Between 1965-66 and 1974-75, the enrolment had doubled 
without increased capacity being provided. 

Another problem encountered was the threat to the quality of some programmes. The 
Administrator of the University Hospital of the West Indies informed the Financial Secretary 
of the Ministry of Finance in a letter dated July 12, 1983 of the threat in having the 
accreditation of the medical faculty and hospital as a teaching institution withdrawn if 
funding was not provided to maintain the plant and buildings. 

In assessing Free Education as adopted by Jamaica against the Marcucci and Johnstone (2007) 
ideology of responsibility, it can be determined that the country in paying too much attention 
on the social rate of return did not recognise that there is also a private rate of return hence 
the society alone could not be expected to bear all the costs.   

Assessing the Use of Targeted Taxation to Fund Education 
The use of targeted taxation for funding education in Jamaica started with the HEART Tax of 
1982 and expanded with the Education Tax of 1983 and the Cess of 1986. The HEART Tax of 
1982 has proven very successful in financing post-secondary technical and vocational 
training. The financial records of the HEART/NTSA Trust revealed continuous successes in 
having sufficient funds to finance its programmes. In 2021, for instance, it raised J$12.8b from 
taxes to engage 102,270 learners.  

The experience of HEART/NTSA has also demonstrated how a country can address the first 
consideration of the Nkrumah-Young (2005) decision tree, that of overcoming the financial 
constraints. By levying a payroll tax on the employers (the users of the results) the financial 
constraint was reduced and technical and vocational education could be provided without 
the charging of fees. 

The education tax of 1983, on the other hand, is not an earmarked tax and has been the subject 
of resistance from the teachers’ unions. The intention at the time of introduction was to close 
a budgetary gap to facilitate a salary increase for teachers. Currently, it is unclear as to its 
purpose and if there is any justification for it being termed an education tax. However, 
according in the 2021/2022 Budget it provides the equivalent to 27 percent of the budget of 
the Ministry of Education. The revenue from the education tax is projected to be J$31.9b and 
the expenditure of the Ministry of Education is J$117.8b. 

The Cess was introduced to provide earmarked funds to finance two higher education 
institutions, but it exacerbated their financial difficulties. The receivables difficulties 
worsened and consequently made the institutions illiquid. During the period the UWI 
increased its dependence on loans and overdraft to finance the operations. This only resulted 
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in additional cost of operations. In 1993, the receivables to government ratio was 85 percent 
showing that the source of the financial problem was with the governments, the main source 
of income for the institution. On February 12, 1985, the Hospital Administrator advised the 
Vice Chancellor that because of the level of indebtedness by the government ‘for February, 
the Hospital will not be able to meet its payroll commitments. 

The receivable management difficulties of the Cess forced the institution to impose its own 
fees in order to survive. The past President, Dr. Alfred Sangster, stated, that: ‘Secondary 
schools and CAST went slightly through the Machiavellian method because we adjusted the 
so-called ancillary fees to cover the so-called fee difference’ (Interview November 7, 2003). 
The Machiavellian method to which the President alluded was the charging of various user 
fees to the students. Boich, Anderson, Lamoureux and Matsushita (1992) confirmed this and 
reported several fees that were being charged to the students to include: 
• Part-time fees, 
• Evening fees, 
• Identification cards, 
• General services, 
• Clinic fees, 
• Instructional material, 
• Examination fees, 
• Laboratory fees, 
• Sport fees, 
• Library fees, and 
• Degree Fees. 

The introduction of the Cess which was done to maintain the myth of free education while 
attempting to counteract the negative effects of public protest was, therefore deemed a failure. 
The Cess along with the withdrawal of support for boarding grants at the two top tertiary 
institutions reflects a combination of levels 5 and 9 of the Johnstone (2004) stages of Cost-
Sharing where at level 5 non-tuition fees are withdrawn and at level 9 some upfront fees are 
introduced. Both are unpopular and the Jamaican experience provides an example of the 
negative political and financial consequences of these strategies.  

The targeted taxation for financing education revealed two results when assessed against the 
Marcucci and Johnstone (2007) ideology of responsibility. The HEART and Education taxes 
suggest that it is the society’s responsibility. The Cess, however, suggests that it is the 
students’ responsibility since they are the beneficiaries. It, however, did not address the 
mechanism for enabling the students to pay while studying.   
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Assessing the Cost Sharing Policy 
Cost sharing recognises the shared responsibilities of both the private and social beneficiaries 
of education. Jamaica’s case agrees with the Marcucci and Johnstone (2007) ideology that 
parents are responsible for a portion of their children’s education cost and should pay 
according to their abilities. The practice, however, evolved out of the financial difficulties of 
the educational institution. At the College of Arts, Science and Technology, various fees were 
being charged to students before the government declared that such could be done (Boich et 
al. 1992). The government’s 1993 declaration was therefore a sanctioning of what existed. 

Nkrumah-Young (2005) determined that there needs to be additional considerations to the 
policy because most of the conditions necessary for its successful implementation are not 
being addressed. Of the six conditions precedent to the implementation of cost-sharing in 
education, only that of the students being free to choose which institution to attend is met. 
Table 4 outlines the assessment. 

Table 4: Jamaica Against the Conditions Precedent to Cost-Sharing 

General conditions Precedent to 
Cost Sharing 

Existing Conditions 

Disequilibria between social and 
private rate of returns to educational 
offerings 

Education, Town Planning, Public Administration, 
Nursing and Social work are in low demand. These 
are programmes with high social and low private 
rates of return. However, instead of higher subsidy 
they are given the same level of subsidy to the high 
private rate of return programmes. 

Market-based accountability 
mechanisms 

Politically based accountability - Institution are 
required to prove that subvention and fees are spent 
according to predefined rules rather that its level of 
efficiency in spending.  

Students are allowed free choice of 
institutions. 

Students are free to choose which institution to 
attend. 

Staff are employees of the institutions 
and conditions of service are decided 
on by the institutions and its staff. 

Staff are employed to the institutions, but the state 
is involved in the negotiation and can exert undue 
control. 

Institutions determine their own fees. Institutions needs approval of State on fees to be 
charged. 

Government determines its own level 
of support independent of the 
institutions’ fee. 

Government support is linked to the fees charged. 
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Nkrumah-Young (2005) suggests that failure to meet most of the conditions precedent to cost 
sharing has resulted in the inequity in the provision of resources to the educational 
institutions. Two aspects of the resource allocation system have been cited by Nkrumah-
Young (2015) as causes for the inequity at the tertiary level. These are: (1) the structure used 
for determining salaries, and (2) the dual process for determining budgets of the regional 
versus the national educational institutions. The state’s subsidy is based primarily on it being 
responsible for the salaries of the staff of the national institutions. According to Sherlock, 
Miller and Wynter (1991), the regional institution is ranked higher and hence staff of the 
national institutions are paid lower rates. This results in higher salaries being paid to the staff 
and hence its ability to attract the better-quality ones (Nkrumah-Young 2015). The different 
resource allocation processes described above revealed that the budget of the regional 
institution is determined by a committee (the UGC) headed by the Minister of Finance and 
the national institution budgets are determined by the technocrats of the Ministry of 
Education. 

Jamaica’s cost sharing policy is deemed to be at level 9 of the Johnstone (2004) scale. At this 
level, up-front tuition fees are charged at all public institutions, which is expected to result in 
large revenue impact but is unpopular among the people. The Jamaican experience supports 
the large revenue impact for the institution, but the policy is not unpopular as the experiences 
of South Africa, Mozambique, Britain, Netherlands, Austria, China, Mongolia and Vietnam 
proved. The evolutionary path that gave rise to the Jamaican policy seemed to be responsible 
for the level of acceptability. 

It was previously pointed out that the inequity in the resource allocation system has led to 
the reintroduction of the dual track system where students are classified as sponsored and 
non-sponsored and charged either a subsidised rate or the full economic cost. This could lead 
to reduced opportunities for those at the lower economic levels. 

Student Loan  
The Students’ Loan programme first came into existence during the mixed/dual fee system 
and underwent modifications in the other periods. The Students’ Loan Bureau (SLB) was 
established in 1970 and was given legal status under the 1971 Students’ Loan Fund Act of 
Jamaica to administer a loan scheme for students at the tertiary level. The Act empowered the 
SLB to make loans to Jamaican nationals pursuing studies in tertiary institutions at prescribed 
local and international tertiary institutions. This facility enabled students to access loans for 
tuition, accommodation, purchasing of learning materials, travelling expenses and other 
education related expenses (World Bank 1996). 
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During the free education era the scheme assisted students to provide for their personal non-
tuition expenses related to education such as books and subsistence. Tuition and boarding 
were free in Jamaica hence it was no longer necessary to grant loans for those purposes to 
students who were studying locally. Loans for tuition and boarding, however, continued in 
force for those persons studying overseas. Dr. Rae Davis pointed out that receiving a loan 
from the SLB was virtually automatic because once someone applied, it would be granted 
(interview November 13, 2003).  

During the Cess, loans for tuition resumed. Additionally, during Cost Sharing, to ensure that 
access was not denied to needy students the GOJ entered a US$38.5M project with the World 
Bank (1996) to: 

a. provide Jamaican students (especially the neediest) with adequate financing options 
to pay for their share of higher education on an ongoing basis, 

b. increase equitable access to tertiary education and improve targeting of grants, and 

c. increase financial sustainability and administrative efficiency of the SLB through a 
consolidated student loan program. 

A component of the World Bank Project was the provision of US$8.5M to provide funds for 
accommodation, maintenance cost and books. According to the Report: ‘the project will also 
support a targeted grant scheme for full-time UWI and UTech students only to help meet a 
share of outlays not covered by sub-loans (grants) for students from low-income families’ 
(World Bank 1996: 13). Qualified students receive a grant of J$35,000 per annum.  

Since the 1996 World Bank Project, there has been no major injection of capital to that fund. 
Small amounts, however, have been provided to fill short-term gaps. In 1995, the tertiary-
student enrolment was approximately 21,000 and the average fee charged was about J$25,000 
per annum. In 2010-11, according to the Social and Economic Survey Report 2012 (PIOJ 2013), 
the tertiary-student enrolment was 68,993, a growth of 228 percent. The average fee charged, 
based on a composite of the major universities in Jamaica, was approximately J$382,000 per 
annum in 2011. Both population and fees had increased tremendously, yet the fund level at 
the SLB had made no commensurate growth.  

By 2011, the SLB was unable to provide the amount of funds necessary to pay the tuition fees 
for the number of students it had approved. The main cause was due to undercapitalisation 
of the fund and the delinquency problem. This was determined from an assessment of the 
loan portfolio and demand levels. The loan portfolio, according to the 2011 financial 
statements of the Bureau, stood at J$6.4 billion. Of this amount, J$3.6 billion fell in the 
moratorium category, i.e., that portion not scheduled for repayment. The remaining amount 
of J$2.8 billion was scheduled for repayment but the need was for J$4.2 billion. This meant 
that even if the repayment was on schedule, there would be a shortfall of J$1.4 billion. The 
conclusion was, therefore, that the funding problem of the SLB was due more to 
undercapitalisation. The delinquency had only exacerbated the funding problem, instead of 
causing it. 
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Summary of Jamaica’s Efforts at Financing Education 
Over the 60 years of financing education, Jamaica had four strategies, the Mixed/Dual System, 
Free Education, Targeted Taxation and Cost Sharing. The Free Education strategy was 
partially responsible for the poor economic performance of the country during the period 
1973 to 1985. Furthermore, it created financial and other administrative problems for the 
educational institutions. Targeted taxation was an attempt to introduce fees without 
accepting that the Free Education era had ended. The HEART and Education Taxes remained 
but the Cess failed. Cost Sharing replaced the Cess and was created by the educational 
institutions as a survival measure. The Government in 1993 endorsed the practice and 
officially declared a Cost Sharing policy. Concerns currently exist among the various tertiary 
institutions about the inequity in how government remits its share to the various educational 
institutions. There appears to be no rationale basis of how the subsidy is determined hence 
no equity in the allocations. 

Free education continues to exist at the primary level and attempts have been made to 
re-introduce it at the secondary level, however, there has been resistance to this move by the 
administrators of these schools because of fear that there will be a return to financial crises 
for these institutions. 

The period also saw the introduction and growth of the Students Loan Bureau to assist 
students in financing their tertiary education. During the Free Education era there was no 
need for it to assist with tuition and boarding fees for students studying in Jamaica. With the 
introduction of the Cess, it had to resume funding for those two areas. Under Cost Sharing, 
the SLB provided loans only for tuition expenses. By 2011, the Students Loan Bureau was 
determined to be undercapitalised as it did not have enough funds to maintain the rotational 
lending. The following section will make recommendations for future reforms based on the 
issues identified above. 

Recommendations For Future Reforms 
There are several recommendations for improving the cost sharing financing policy of the 
country. These are as follows:  

1. Free education to the secondary level should be fully instituted.  

2. There should be the decoupling of the financing of teaching from that of research at 
the tertiary level. This would ensure that the research-intensive universities are not 
starved of pertinent resources. 

3. The Government should allow each tertiary institution to set their own fees based 
on their own delivery cost per student and should not be involved in approving fees. 
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Therefore, the students/market should be allowed to choose based on perception of 
quality and rate of return.  

4. The Students’ Loan Fund should be adequately capitalised for it to grant loans to all 
students who so require. Subsidy to needy students should be by way of loan 
forgiveness to those who agree to be bonded for a minimum service period in the 
public sector, areas of high social needs or areas identified as being of national 
priority. 

5. Government could continue to assist tertiary institutions by way of grants for capital 
development. This would be a signal of social investment in the development of 
human capital. Tertiary institutions, however, should recover their recurrent costs 
from fees and other income earning ventures. 

6. The stratification of the tertiary system for the purpose of determining salary levels 
(Sherlock et al. 1991) is currently not justifiable. Such a policy is believed to have led 
to deliberate restriction of some institutions and the promotion of others. Therefore, 
the Government should abandon the hierarchical tertiary institutional framework 
for the purpose of setting salaries and remove itself from the process thereby 
allowing each institution to negotiate with its staff and settle compensation based 
on its ability to pay. 

7. With the decoupling of teaching and research costs, institutions should compensate 
its academic staff for their teaching separately from their research activities. If the 
state continues to be involved in the salary negotiations, then it could be concerned 
with one teaching rate across the tertiary system. Those members of staff who are 
involved in both teaching and research should be compensated separately for each 
function. Compensation should be based on predetermined outcomes. 

8. The main hindrance to the Students Loan Bureau to assist students in financing their 
tertiary education is the undercapitalisation of the fund. To solve this problem, 
Jamaica needs to: 

i. Set up a national tertiary education savings scheme modelled off the National 
Housing Trust Act. The amounts derived from the contribution should be used 
to capitalise the revolving student loan scheme.  

ii. The scheme should have the following features: 

i. Jamaican citizens would be required to contribute a portion of their salary 
to the fund. 

ii. The contribution would be repayable with interest after 7 years (similar 
to the National Housing Trust Scheme for Jamaica) thereby satisfying the 
notion of contribution rather than a tax. 

iii. Employers would also be required to make a non-refundable contribution 
to the scheme (an extension of the HEART Act) and in this regard that 
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would serve as a tax thereby ensuring that the employers who benefit 
from the educated employee contribute to the cost of the benefit derived. 

iv. Students of approved higher education institutions would be able to 
access the fund as a source of financing their education. 

v. The amounts borrowed would be used to cover tuition and education 
related expenses such as learning materials and accommodation.  

vi. The repayment amounts would be income contingent. As such the 
amounts would be determined by the salary level of the beneficiary. In 
the event of unemployment, repayment would be suspended until the 
beneficiary has joined or re-joined the labour market. The matter of the 
capitalisation of the interest during the moratorium period, which 
increases the effective cost to the students’ loan would also cease. 

Conclusion  
The analysis against the Johnstone (2004) political acceptability/education financing link 
revealed that Jamaica has based its financing policy on the perception of political 
acceptability. The other considerations of the economic basis or a philosophy of responsibility 
had not been as prominent in its decision. Thus, the change from the mixed/dual system to 
free education contributed to the economic difficulties of the country. Under Cost Sharing the 
institutions have had improved financial performance, however, there is inequity in how the 
state funds distribute support to educational institutions. In addition to political 
consideration, the country needs to link economic consideration and its ideology of 
responsibility with regards to educational financing to its strategy of funding. 
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Educational Policy Making and 
Implementation in Jamaica: Process, 
Product, Implications 
Paul Miller and Maxine Henry-Wilson 

Abstract: Educational policies are fundamental to the effective running of an education system, and to 
good educational governance within that system. Nevertheless, educational policy making in Jamaica 
cannot be described as a systematic affair, although there are some processes in place to ensure this is 
the case. This article locates the practice of educational policy making within establish frameworks – 
providing examples and evidence of where and how these have been used, and their impacts. This article 
also provides examples of policies developed and implemented, not located within any established 
framework, thus raising more questions about their coherence and likely impacts. The main conclusions 
in this article are that education policy making in Jamaica is a fluid and imprecise ‘science’ with mixed 
evidence of stakeholder engagement, and which as a result hampers the potential of the system to 
galvanise widespread support from those who must deliver and/or otherwise experience the policies of 
government. The article ends by signalling to the field some of the areas in need of urgent attention in 
so far as policy research and development are concerned. 

Keywords: Educational policy, Jamaica, educational leadership 

Introduction 
A policy is a statement or set of principles that aims to provide standardisation and 
uniformity – the end result of which is a sense of confidence among stakeholders. 
Consequently, a policy can be viewed as the parameters (product) or as setting the parameters 
(process) for actions and behaviours of individuals and groups within a system – whether 
national or institutional (Miller 2018). No system can function without policies, and no 
educational system can function effectively without a suite of policies that complement and/ 
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or are in synergy with each other, which are directed towards shaping behaviours, 
expectations, processes and outcomes. Educational policies exist to create order within an 
education system as well as in individual institutions, and in doing so they establish levers 
and constraints in areas such as the authority of the political directorate (Minister) and other 
governance arrangements throughout the sector, principles and practices of teaching and 
learning and of quality standards and operational issues such as procurement. Accordingly, 
Olssen, Codd and O’Neill (2004) note: ‘There was a time when educational policy as policy 
was taken for granted…. Clearly that is no longer the case. Today, educational policies are 
the focus of considerable controversy and public contestation…. Educational policy-making 
has become highly politicised’ (pp. 2-3). Despite this, Miller (2016) describes educational 
policies ‘are the fuel on which education/schooling is run, simultaneously establishing 
parameters and providing direction’ (p. 142) and that ‘[e[ducational policies give shape and 
structure to an education system and can lead to both coherence and mayhem for those who 
must enforce, deliver or otherwise experience them’ (p. 142).  

Educational policy making tends not to be a linear or predictable process, often not being 
transparent and invariably inviting or contributing to chaos and uncertainty experienced 
within the system. Miller (2016) reported that some Jamaican school leaders felt ‘left out’ (p. 
82) of the policy making process. Olssen et al. (2004) reported that educational policy making 
has become an intensely political activity. 

One characteristic of policy debate in education is the wide and diverse stakeholder interests 
it stimulates at both the informal and formal organisational levels. The adage ‘education is 
everyone’s business’ is reflected in the practice in Jamaica with almost every individual 
having an opinion on education. Teaching in Jamaica (and elsewhere) is sometimes viewed 
as a para profession1, that is, not having any particular or peculiar body of knowledge and 
expertise when compared with fields such as medicine, law etc. The view, as a consequence, 
is that anyone can prescribe for the sector, hence, public interventions in educational debates 
tend to be ill-structured, individualistic and inputs from the mass public are inconsequential 
in terms of the policy outcome.  

Political leaders and policy makers do not always understand how educational policies 
impact schools (Bell & Stevenson 2006). This lack of understanding contributes to ‘relatively 
fragmented approaches’ to educational policy-making which ‘often fail to provide a cogent 
account of the policy process’.  This sometimes makes it difficult ‘for those working in schools 
that are subject to educational policies to make sense of the policy contexts within which they 
have to operate’ (Bell & Stevenson 2006: 2). In Jamaica, educational policy making is 

 
1 https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/paraprofessional  
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centralised in the Ministry of Education2 which has portfolio responsibility for education. The 
Ministry’s organisational structure and responsibilities include a division responsible for 
planning and development which has as its remit to ‘provide strategic leadership and policy 
direction for quality education for all Jamaicans’ (Ministry of Education and Youth n.d.). The 
policy-making process of the Ministry, as a government entity, includes the development of 
a strategic plan and policy priorities which are then distilled into an operational plan for all 
its functional divisions. The preparation of the strategic plan presumes that there is a 
systematic process involving the stakeholders. However, it is widely held that policy 
processes are often reactive, guided by the prevailing public discourse rather than by long- 
term rigorous analysis of the education ecosystem. The Dress and Grooming Policy is an 
example worthy of highlighting. This policy illustrates the tendency to engage in reactive 
policy making which lacks clear objectives and outcomes. This Dress and Grooming Policy 
was developed in response to the outcry of some secondary institutions that students were 
not observing the dress code and that school administrators had little recourse for corrective 
or disciplinary action due to the limited provisions in the Code of Regulations (1980) and the 
Education Act (1965). The National Council on Education affirms that over 500 students 
participated in the development of the Guidelines on Dress and Grooming with the final 
document being submitted to the Minister of Education in June 2008 (National Council on 
Education 2018).   

It is noteworthy that the matter of the Dress and Grooming Policy continues to be a subject of 
public debates with some principals arguing that the Ministry of Education is not willing to 
act on their suggestions for improving the policy. The most recent debate occurred in April 
2022, arising from the decision of a primary school to exclude a student due to his 
‘unacceptable’ hair (Radio Jamaica Limited 2022). The nature of the debate led to an officer of 
the Jamaica Association of Principals and Vice Principals scolding school leaders who, having 
participated in the recommendations in the Guidelines failed to take ownership of their role. 
This has led to questions about the nature, scope and the impact of such participation.3

 
2 The education ministry has been known by different names, including: Ministry of 
Education; Ministry of Education & Youth; Ministry of Education, Youth & Culture; Ministry 
of Education, Youth & Information. In this article, we use the term ‘Ministry of Education’.  
3 During the early weeks of April, 2022, the parents of a young boy retained a lawyer to sue 
the administration of his primary school because he was excluded from school based on the 
school’s claim that his hair did not conform to the school’s grooming policy. This has led to a 
public debate by many school administrators and leaders disagreeing about the purpose and 
content of this policy. 
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Despite these tensions, it is worth remembering that ‘[i]t is the responsibility of a government 
to create the context and framework in which education/schooling can be provided to and 
accessed by citizens’ (Miller 2016: 141).  Crucially, through education ministries, governments 
own the policies and dictate their content, and in most countries they (governments): 

… decide the curriculum students should pursue, the number of years of compulsory 
schooling, the number of years and programme content of initial teacher training, the 
number of contact days in a school/academic year, and whether education should be 
free to users or subsidized. (Miller 2016: 141).  

Shilling (1993) however questions ‘whether education systems have the capacity either to be 
fully controlled, or to accomplish planned social change with any degree of accuracy’ (p. 108). 
Our intention in this article is not to resolve the tensions in how educational policies are made 
in Jamaica. Rather, our intention is to examine how educational policymaking is done in 
Jamaica (process) – situating this within a broader framework of approaches to educational 
policy making. It will also examine some of the policies being developed (product). Further, 
it will examine several of the implications of the policy-making process as they pertain to 
policy makers and those who must deliver and/or enforce educational policies.   

The Education System in Jamaica  
Education in Jamaica is administered primarily by the Ministry of Education (MoE), through 
its head office and seven regional offices. Formal education is provided mainly by the 
government, solely, or in partnerships with churches and trusts. Formal education also is 
provided by private schools. Based on the stipulation of the Education Act (1965) and its Code 
of Regulations (1980) the education system consists of four levels:  
• Early Childhood,  
• Primary,  
• Secondary, and  
• Tertiary. 

The education system caters to approximately 600,000 students in OVER 994 public 
institutions at infant, primary and secondary levels. On top of this, there are circa 150 
privately run primary and secondary institutions. The precise numbers of students attending 
the country’s circa 2,300 Early Childhood Institutions (ECIs) are not known. Furthermore, the 
precise numbers of students attending the country’s 20 tertiary institutions are not known. 
Notwithstanding, the vision of the education ministry is: a globally competitive and 
innovative education and training system, producing informed, socially conscious and 
empowered citizenry; and its mission is: providing quality education and training in a caring, 
inclusive and enabling environment to engender sustainable development.  

Table 1 shows the current policy priorities for the education ministry and the Government of 
Jamaica. 
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Table 1: Current Policy Priorities  

Item # Ministry of Education priorities GOJ priorities 
1 Child and Youth Development Youth Development and Career 

Advancement 
2 Child Care and Protection Early Childhood Care and Development 
3 Lifelong Learning TVET Integration and the STEM 

Methodology 
4 Governance and Accountability Safety, Security and Uniformed Groups in 

all schools 
5 Information and Communication Technology in Education and 

Administration 
6 Quality Education and Training Differentiated Instruction for effective 

teaching and learning 
7 Stakeholder Engagement Efficiency in Public Information and 

Communication 

Source: Ministry of Education: About the Ministry – Ministry of Education, Youth and 
Information (moey.gov.jm)  

Funding for education is provided primarily by the Government of Jamaica through 
allocations from the annual budget. In a speech to parliament, the Minister of Finance 
acknowledged tensions concerning current funding levels compared with other Caribbean 
and international jurisdictions. He asserted: 

While Jamaica’s expenditure on education, averaging 5.8% of GDP or 19% of non-debt 
budget, is relatively high and adequate when compared to that of other Caribbean 
States and is consistent with international standards, there are concerns relating to 
sector wide resource allocation and underutilisation of capacity in some areas.45

Major Achievements  
Many initiatives and policies have been implemented at all levels of the education system in 
order to improve the offerings and outcomes of educational achievements in Jamaica. Set out 
in the Vision 2030: Education Sector Plan (PIOJ 2009: 8), some of these are highlighted below:   

1. Universal access to education at all levels,  

 
4 Excerpt from presentation to Parliament by Minister of Finance, Nigel Clarke, on his receipt 
of the Public Expenditure Review, February, 2022.  

about:blank#:%7E:text=A%20globally%20competitive%20and%20innovative,socially%20conscious%20and%20empowered%20citizenry.&text=Providing%20quality%20education%20and%20training,environment%20to%20engender%20sustainable%20development.
about:blank#:%7E:text=A%20globally%20competitive%20and%20innovative,socially%20conscious%20and%20empowered%20citizenry.&text=Providing%20quality%20education%20and%20training,environment%20to%20engender%20sustainable%20development.
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2. Development of standards to guide the delivery of early childhood education, 
including the establishment of the Early Childhood Commission, 

3. National standardised textbooks and workbooks, provided free of cost at the 
primary level, 

4. Increasing school places by constructing additional schools to cope with demand,  

5. A fully subsidised scheme for supplying books to students at the secondary level, 

6. The School Feeding programme which provides a cooked meal per day for students 
who are in need,  

7. A standardised national primary curriculum, 

8. Strong civil society engagement in the education process, resulting in additional 
funds being provided for the system, 

9. Training of principals through the National College for Educational Leadership 
(NCEL),  

10. Quality monitoring of education at the primary and secondary phases through the 
National Education Inspectorate (NEI), 

11. Training of Education Officers in Action Research through the Institute for 
Educational Administration & Leadership – Jamaica (IEAL-J), and 

12. Development and implementation of a series of policy proposals, for example: an 
ICT policy for Education, a Language Education Policy, a Mathematics and 
Numeracy Policy, a National Policy for HIV/AIDS Management in Schools and a 
Special Education Policy.  

Major Issues and Challenges  
Criticisms have been levelled against the educational system in areas such as: the quality of 
graduates from government funded or co-funded institutions; the examination success rate 
of students at all levels of the system; and the high rate of illiteracy among individuals who 
have benefited from the school system. These outcomes have been linked to a range of 
weaknesses in the system. Set out in the Vision 2030: Education Sector Plan (PIOJ 2009: 9), 
some of these are highlighted below:    
• Insufficient access to quality facilities, especially at pre-primary, primary and secondary 

levels, 
• Inadequacy of space to cope with demand, especially at secondary and tertiary levels, 
• Performance targets, set in the Ministry, are not sufficiently cascaded throughout the 

system which result in little or no accountability for performance at the various levels, 
• Inadequate number of trained teachers at the pre-primary level, and teachers of 

mathematics and language arts throughout the system,  
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• Negligible use of educational technology at all levels due to lack of digital infrastructure, 
cost, availability and relevant skills among the teaching cohorts, 

• Embeddedness of teacher-centred teaching methods at the early levels, 
• The inability of some parents to pay fees,  
• Inadequate facilities to accommodate students with special needs and disabilities, as well 

as those considered gifted, 
• Inadequate involvement of parents in the education of their children, 
• Poorer outcomes for males compared to females at all levels of the school system, 
• Anti-social behaviour and increased violence in schools,   
• Inadequate managerial training among some school leaders, 
• Shrinking student cohorts, and 
• Environmental factors/hazards such as community violence, hurricanes and seasonal 

flooding.  

Successive governments continue to grapple with these and other challenges, alongside other 
issues such as how to recruit and retain the best teachers in the face of teacher migration, and 
the country’s inability to pay competitive salaries. 

Educational Policy Making in Jamaica  
Educational policy formulation in Jamaica can be distilled into three (3) essential groupings, 
viz:  
• Catalytic effect of the international funding and donor agencies in terms of policy content; 
• A pattern of representation of social and professional (education) groups in policy design; 

and  
• Political elite dominance of policy making primarily through the executive arm of the 

government viz the Cabinet and the legislatures in a two-party competitive system. 

Each of these is described below. 

Catalytic Effect of International Funding and Donor Agencies 
Drivers of education policy have changed over the 60 years of Jamaica’s political 
independence in 1962. For Jamaica, a fairly comprehensive vision for education, articulated 
through the policy and programme document titled ‘New Deal for Education’ (Government 
of Jamaica/World Bank 1966) set out the long-term goal of education which was to provide 
all children with the ‘best education the country could afford’ (p. 3). Several policies were 
elaborated in this document including initiatives to achieve universal primary education. A 
newly developed curriculum provided post primary courses to thousands of children with 
an emphasis on technical and vocational education in preparation for the world of work. 
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The momentum for these policies originated both domestically and externally in terms of 
agenda setting, policy formulation and policy content. With respect to the New Deal for 
Education, the World Bank provided the technical assistance support for policy design while 
the local political directorate defined some of the domestic policy parameters including the 
establishing of comprehensive high schools and the changes in the criteria for placement in 
secondary schools through Common Entrance Examinations to give advantage to students 
from public primary schools over those from private primary institution. Financing for the 
New Deal was provided primarily through the World Bank with some programmes funded 
through other donor agencies such as USAID and CIDA.  

This pattern of external technical assistance in policy making has evolved over the six decades 
of Jamaica’s independence. An analysis of successive National Education Plans (1972; 1990; 
1995) including the National Vision 2030 Plan reveals an increase in the technical competence 
of the home-grown planning expertise through public entities such as the Planning Institute 
of Jamaica (PIOJ) – previously the National Planning Agency (NPA). Both the 1973 GOJ/IBRD 
Jamaica Education Sector Assessment and the USAID/CIDA Education Thrust of the 
Seventies speak to the educational policy-making process as being undertaken by a ‘joint 
team comprising members of the Planning Unit in Jamaica’s Ministry of Education and 
external consultants’ (Morris 2011: 33). This is evidence of capacity building in the 
‘formulation and integration of educational policies and co-ordination in respect of 
multilateral, bilateral and technical co-operation initiatives’ (Morris 2011: 33).   

The Ministry of Education is reliant on bilateral and multilateral funding in establishing 
several policy priorities and implementing commensurate programmes. Many of these 
represent policy transfers or policy borrowing based on Jamaica being a signatory to 
international and regional conventions, and agreements such as the Convention on the Rights 
of the Child, the International Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disability, the 
Declaration of Education for All, and the (April 2000) Dakar Framework for Action committed 
Jamaica to meeting specific performance targets in the reform of the education system (Task 
Force on Educational Reform 2004).   

A Pattern of Representation of Social and Professional (Education) Groups in 
Policy Design 
Working groups have been one conduit for policy inputs in policy domains such as teacher 
professional appraisals, curriculum development and criteria for the appointment of 
principals. In the 1990s a Public Consultation Policy was developed at the level of the Cabinet 
Office of Jamaica which mandated all public sector agencies to obtain inputs for their policy 
development from the affected publics by way of a Green Paper (Office of the Cabinet of 
Jamaica 2018). While this mandate may have been carried out, the issue has always been the 
breadth and the depth of such consultation.  
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The National Council of Education (NCE) institutionalised consultation through group 
representation. The NCE was established in 1993 as the policy advisory body for the Minister 
and had the explicit mandate to ensure consensus, coherence and continuity in policies. Its 
structure and composition mirrored the wider society with it being a representative body of 
formal education stakeholders. It was mandated to accommodate ‘community participation 
in educational policies through broad based community involvement and to allow a wide 
range of ideas and views to contend’ (n.p.). The Council’s own review of its policy-making 
and advisory role could be assessed as ‘not satisfactory’. It was responsible for gestating 
several policies such as Safe Schools, Special Education, School Improvement and Special 
Measures Reforms. These were then referred to the Minister with an uneven take-up in terms 
of promulgation of the Council’s recommendations to become policy in action. 

In the case of education, public participation has depended on the mass public’s perception 
of the salience of the particular policy issue to their lives and livelihoods. Consultations to 
discuss students fees are usually well-supported as are discussions around a national 
parenting policy, for example. In other instances of what may be perceived by the public as 
more technical and less individually impactful policies, attendance at these sessions is sparse. 

One of the recommendations of the 2004 Task Force Report was the establishing of the Jamaica 
Teaching Council through legislative authorisation. In 2008, this process began with the 
appointment of a working group consisting of representatives of some stakeholder groups 
and the major Opposition party, the People’s National Party. The working group defined the 
policy parameters and this group then morphed into a steering committee that was more 
widely representative of stakeholders in the sector. There were also several regional 
consultations targeted primarily at members of the teaching profession. The attendance at 
these sessions varied usually with moderate turnouts. A similar pattern of working groups, 
followed by steering committees, was established for the policies suggested in the Education 
Sector Transformation Programme (ESTP 2010-2018) through which the reforms of the 2004 
Task Force report were to be delivered.  

Of relevance to sense making in this discussion is the power and extent of group aggregation 
in the Jamaican environment. Jones (1987), in locating the interest group theory in the context 
of the Caribbean, concludes that there is a poor level of aggregation among lower socio-
economic groups and their influence is weak compared with those drawn from the highest 
economic quintile. The latter have access to resources which support them in their 
representation, and they also have access to power and, therefore, voice. The mass public 
tends to be weak stakeholders with few vehicles through which they can make effective policy 
inputs. According to Jones (1987), their most effective modality for representation is to form 
Coalitions that threaten and can disrupt the status quo. 
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Recent decades have seen an increase in the types of organisations through which the public 
can make contributions to policy making. These include Parish Development Committees 
(1990s), community organisations (1970s–1990s), a National Parent Teachers Association 
(2006), and principals and vice principals associations (1980s–1990s). These are in addition to 
a strong and influential teachers union – the Jamaica Teachers Association, through which 
policy discussions are channelled. The pattern has generally been to invite representatives of 
these bodies to the discussion table. However, a common  complaint is that either some 
groups are excluded, or the delegates/representatives do not accurately convey the 
information from the membership.  

The national comprehensive national education policy documents – the Report of the Task 
Force on Educational Reform (2004) and the more recent Report on the Reform of Education 
in Jamaica (2021) were developed by two different approaches to policy making. The Task 
Force Report was based on the creation of a discussion document which was then taken 
around Jamaica for public input. An estimated 500 persons drawn from representative 
organisations participated in what was termed the final validation session. In the case of the 
Reform of Education in Jamaica 2021, by the Jamaica Education Transformation Commission, 
the document was developed over an 11-month period through a 14-member Commission 
with Chairs of subcommittees drawn from the education sector and other public, private and 
non-governmental sectors (Office of the Prime Minister Jamaica 2021). The Ministry of 
Education’s report of the National Education Strategic Plan affirms that the Revised Primary 
Curriculum was developed after a significant period of stakeholder participation and broad-
based consultative approach. Although, it was also reported that regarding the curriculum 
for the Reform of Secondary Education (ROSE) programme, significant sectors of the 
secondary system did not participate (Ministry of Education 2012).  

Political Elite Dominance of Policy Making Primarily Through the Executive 
Arm of the Cabinet and the Legislatures in a Two-Party Competitive System 
It is the Cabinet of Jamaica that makes or confirms policy. Policy submissions usually are 
made through the Cabinet Office which refers them to the Human Resources Sub-Committee 
of the Cabinet which peruses the content, ensures consistency with other similar policy types 
and makes a final recommendation to the Cabinet. Policy proposals are subsequently routed 
to the legislature as decisions.  In line with the Standing Orders of the Houses of Parliament, 
Jamaica, sensitive policies can be referred to a joint select committee of the Parliament for 
further debate and provides the opportunity for civil society input through appearing at the 
‘bar of the House’. This tends to be a process dominated by the political elite. The Ministry of 
Education presents formal Cabinet Submissions and the decisions of the Cabinet are 
conveyed to Parliament by way of Ministry papers. 

Policy by announcement is another genre of elite policy making. The Prime Minister and the 
Minister of Education in their Annual Budget speeches often present new policies or the 
amendment to existing ones. Arguably the executive at the level of the Ministry of Education 
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would have been given an opportunity to discuss and make suggestions about such policies. 
The level of scrutiny and popular participation in such discussions is moot.  

Educational Policy Development Approaches  
The examples cited in the sections above present different instances of policy making in the 
education sector in a process that could be described as ‘eclectic’, representing a hybrid of the 
various theoretical and conceptual frameworks. The analysis below supports the view 
frequently expressed in the literature that not only is it difficult to define policy but also to 
arrive at any consensus as to the type of policy making that characterises the education sector 
(Cooper, Fusarelli & Randall 2004; Dye 1972).  

We discuss four of these approaches below:  
• Group Theoretic Model, 
• Elite Theoretic Model, 
• Incremental Model, and 
• Rational Model.  

Group Theoretic Model  
Group theory is an approach which seeks to explain political behaviour primarily through 
the study of the nature and interaction of social (e.g., a teaching association or union) as well 
as political groups (e.g., a government) (Dye 1972). It is often associated with process and 
equilibrium analysis that offer systemic approaches to the study of group objectives, the 
balancing of group interests, and the process of adjustment. In other words, educational 
policy is the product of group struggle involving the interests of individuals and groups 
juxtaposed against the interests of governments and finding ways for both interests to achieve 
their ends or equilibrium.  

From the group theory standpoint, educational policy represents a balance which the 
contending factions or groups instantly strive to tip in their favour. The government referees 
the group struggle, ratifies the victories of the successful coalitions, and records the terms of 
surrenders, compromises and consequents in the form of policies produced or agreed. Every 
policy produced represents compromises because the process of accommodating conflicts of 
group interests is one of the deliberations and consent. For example, the drafting of the 
Jamaica Teaching Council Bill, while controversial, has really only been a conflict between the 
teachers and the embryonic Council itself. Successive Ministers of Education have acquiesced 
to the teachers’ representatives – primarily the Jamaica Teachers’ Association – for 
amendments to be made.  
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Jones (1987) disputes the applicability of the traditional group theory to the Caribbean policy 
making experience. He asserts that there is a fragmentation of the group process in the 
Caribbean which leaves them open to manipulation and co-optation. The limited group 
power results in these entities influencing ‘no fundamental changes in the economy or the 
social system….’ (p. 1). According to Jones (1987), there has to be bargaining and compromise 
hence one task is to determine how to have historically disadvantaged interest groups enter 
into the policy process more constructively. Jones’s contribution to this theory points to the 
ad hoc nature of the formal and informal consultations with representatives of the education 
sector and other stakeholders. The struggle that is described above is usually not very fierce 
unless it relates to issues such as wages and salaries, teachers’ leave entitlement or any issue 
that may be categorised as impacting the industrial relations and conditions of service of the 
teachers. 

Group theory views the policy making process as a ‘significant political activity’ about group 
struggle, where competition among groups does not permit any group to become overly 
powerful, thus producing equilibrium. In the jostling for power, groups gain and lose power 
and influence. In this ongoing process of group struggle, educational policy gets attention in 
favour of the interests of those gaining influence against the interest of those losing influence.  

Elite Theoretic Model 
According to this model, educational policy is the product of elites, reflecting their values and 
serving their interests (Dye, Schubert & Zeigler 2015). This model suggests that society is 
divided into the few who have power (governing elites and their supporters) and the many 
who do not have it (Jones 1987).  Policy, in this social setting, is not determined by the people 
or the masses but rather the ruling elite which decides the content and focus of policies which 
is then carried out by the bureaucracy. By implication, the elite model is top down. 
Furthermore, changes to policy are often incremental rather than revolutionary since 
incremental changes limit alteration and/or dislocation resulting from events that threaten a 
social system. For example, the passing of the Parliamentary Resolution in 2003 which bound 
the Government of Jamaica to increasing the percentage of the National Budget that was 
allocated to education. The observation above of the role of the Cabinet and of Parliament is 
consistent with this model.  

This elite consensus is perhaps best reflected in the contribution of a former Minister of 
Education to the Parliamentary Debate on the legislation for the National Council on 
Education (2018) when he said: 

Mr. Speaker, the Minister and myself have always endeavoured to work together. 
Whenever a matter is coming up I can approach the Minister or his Permanent 
Secretary to get a full briefing. (National Council on Education 2018: 20) 
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This approach as adumbrated by the former Minister confirms a level of consultation and 
agreement among the political elite even prior to policies becoming public. Parliamentarians 
can be classified as a powerful group that build consensus across party lines.  

The elite model does not only demonstrate their consensus around policy that should be 
made but also, sometimes by default, policy recommendations that they believe should be 
ignored. The Report of the Task Force on the Reform of Education recommended that the 
National Council on Education should stop inviting members of Parliament to submit 
recommendations for the appointment of chair of the Boards of Management of public 
institutions (Taskforce on Educational Reform 2004). On three separate occasions, the 
National Council on Education (NCE) prepared submissions to the Cabinet so that this policy 
recommendation ‘could be taken to Parliament for debate and decision. However, none of 
these attempts were successful’ (National Council on Education 2018: 65).  

Incremental Model  
The incremental nature of most education policies is a consequence of the number of 
stakeholders who may have an interest and who are important voters and supporters. In any 
event, the reality of competitive party politics in Jamaica and the generally centrist ideological 
positions of the two dominant parties – the People’s National Party and the Jamaica Labour 
Party – result in conservative policies that do not significantly challenge the status quo. As 
alluded to above, in the main both the process and the product of policy making in the 
Jamaican educational landscape tend to be incremental. Grindle (2004) distinguishes between 
access policy reforms and quality enhancing reforms. She asserts that while the former were 
‘easy’ from a political economy perspective, the latter were contentious with unions tending 
to resist such reforms, ‘politicians wishing to avoid promoting such reforms’ and ‘many 
voters unaware of the changes’ (Grindle 2004: 6). She identifies teacher education and 
enhancing of teacher quality as two of the reforms which tend not to attract popular support. 
The Jamaican experience supports the latter conclusion, with evidence of ongoing struggles 
around establishing the Jamaica Council of Education as a regulatory body and the revision 
of the teacher appraisal process.  

The incremental model draws attention to several real-life constraints on public functions and 
constraints of the public administrators ‘restrict their attention to relatively few values and 
relatively few alternative policies’ (Lindblom 1977: 13). Educational policy making from this 
viewpoint is conceived realistically as marginal and uncoordinated ‘adjustments’ in 
situations of conflicting demands and interests and in the fear of unforeseen consequences 
that are likely to flow out of actual division. According to Lindblom (1977), ‘democracies 
change their policies almost entirely - through incremental adjustments’ (p. 10). Policy makers 
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in the actual world of administration have to start with already existing programmes and 
budgetary allocations. In effect, they have to add to or modify what already exists. The 
incremental approach, thus, presents a picture of successive limited comparisons in the 
background of historically evolved chain of past decisions which, under practical 
circumstances, cannot be thrown overboard. Past decisions are often accepted as the basis of 
future choices. The popularity of the incremental model is since it generally fits well with 
what goes on in government and, therefore, conforms to real life administrative situations.  

Although popular, ‘political feasibility' (Rein 1976) in policies is closely associated with the 
incremental approach which holds that, in the end, muddling and compromise are the only 
rational approaches to the management of conflicting multiple and ambiguous goals, 
incrementalists regard resistance to change not as stupidity but as ‘the muffled rationality 
which is the outcome of political bargaining’ (Lindblom 1968: 55). Incrementalism describes 
the reality, although public policies at times substantively do break with the past. Although 
‘[a] sudden transformation of the public policy making system is not possible’ (Dror 1968: 
158), incrementalism has been criticised on the basis that problems being encountered by 
governments are so crucial and critical in nature that the policy changes introduced through 
incrementalism are not sufficient to cope with them. Thus, incremental policy making could 
paralyse efforts, restrict creative solutions and long-term thinking.  

Institutional Model  
This is perhaps the model that could most consistently be applied to the education policy 
making in Jamaica as it acknowledges the dominance of institutional elites in agenda setting 
and policy development. It also provides ‘space’ for the pre-eminent role of the political elite 
through the Executive and the Parliament and of the external funding agencies. As discussed 
above, educational policies are formulated and executed through institutions (e.g., a 
government). An institution is an established pattern of behaviour consisting of structured 
interaction within a framework of relevant values. Thus, institutions not only represent a 
crucial and significant juncture for policy making but they also determine the formulation or 
adoption of policies, the content and direction of policies, and the likely impact a policy might 
have (Koenig 1986). An institution, like the government or the judiciary, can be viewed as a 
set of regularised patterns of behaviour persisting over time. Educational policies therefore 
usually revolve round governmental institutions such as political parties, the legislatures and 
so on. The institutionalist approach emphasises formal or structural aspects of institutions 
and draws our attention to the pivotal role of institutions in the shaping and making of 
educational policy.   

The establishing of the National Council on Education represents this institutional model. The 
Council was deliberately established to formalise consultations among groups. It acted as a 
‘proxy’ for the Minister/Ministry of Education to which it reported. While its structure and 
function facilitated wider participation, it embedded the policy-making process within the 
Ministry. There are several instances in which the Council made recommendations based on 
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consultations but the policy matter was not taken further. This includes but is not limited to 
the School Improvement and Special Measures Reform and the Special Education policy 
proposals (National Council on Education 2018). This confirms the role of the Ministry and 
the claim by the report of the KPMG (1998) and the Report of the Task Force on Education 
that the policy making is entrenched in the Central Ministry as an institution and travels 
primarily through the Cabinet of Jamaica to Parliament etc. 

The emphasis of the institutional model is almost exclusively on the formal aspects of 
government and politics. Notwithstanding, we should not forget that the institutional 
structure and educational policies are within a given environment having a culture, set of 
traditions and values of its own, therefore, as far the environmental factors don’t change, the 
educational policies will usually not undergo any considerable change. 

Rational Model 
This model is far more sophisticated than the earlier ones. It is an efficiency maximisation 
model which postulates calculation of policy efficiency (hence rationality) on the basis of all 
social, economic and political values achieved and/or sacrificed by the adjudication of policy. 
In framing a policy, all relevant values have, therefore, to be explicitly considered and trade-
offs must favour the benefits and not the costs. Simon (1960) suggests there are three kinds of 
activities included in the policy-making process: intelligence activity, design activity, and 
choice activity. The first phase involves searching the environment for conditions; the second 
phase involves inventing, developing, and analysing possible courses of action; and the third 
phase is characterised by selecting a particular course of action from those available.  

This process model indicates discrete steps that are taken in the course of policy formulation. 
For example, the political system presents some of the constraints associated with the 
incremental model as outlined above. It also militates against full rationality and functions 
along the reservations made by Simon (1960) in terms of a ‘bounded’ rationality. What this 
means in practice is that the political administration has severe limitations of resources – 
financial and human – and, therefore, do not have the kind of capital to maximise efficiencies. 
The annual budget exercise perhaps most graphically demonstrates this. Agency heads are 
constrained in the introduction of new programmes and processes due to the tight budget 
situation. The education recurrent budget consumes over 80 percent of the allocations. There 
is little margin for manoeuvre, given the constraints of the national budget itself. While the 
planners may wish to start from ‘ground zero’ and build rational programmes, there is little 
scope for that. Even where external funding may be possible, the Government of Jamaica 
must provide some matching funds – new money.  
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Lindblom (1977) however highlights the practical difficulties (e.g., in terms of information, 
time and funding) facing a leader in an actual decision-making situation. As a result, the 
rationalist model has been viewed as somewhat unrealistic since it does not quite fit in with 
the actual modus operandi of a political administration such as the timing of the budget cycle, 
the time, capital and human resources (viz, the Fiscal Responsibility Framework) to take such 
an approach to policy making.  

Making Sense of Education Policy Making in Jamaica  
One of the recommendations of the Review of the National Council on Education (2018) was 
that the Council’s policy making should be more proactive instead of being reactive. This was 
based on the responses of the surveys by the NCE in its evaluation of its contribution to policy 
advice over its 25 years of existence. Only 22 percent of the respondents identified this specific 
role as a part of the mandate of the Council. 

A report from the consulting firm KPMG (1998) confirms the centralisation of decision 
making in the Central Ministry and basically an elite approach. The report states: 

Although the creation of regional offices for the Ministry of Education signals a 
marked shift in the operations of the Ministry, many problems associated with a 
centralised bureaucracy remain to be resolved…. The current system also resembles 
in its overall management culture the view that people and organisations look to 
higher up the hierarchy for solutions or decisions and as a result people do not resolve 
problems themselves. (p. 20) 

The analysis of policy making in Jamaica provides a view of a largely top down, expert driven 
policy making with the latter being the product of external stimuli and Jamaica’s membership 
of several international organisations. This does not prevent home grown demands and 
domestic stimuli for policy action. However, the heavy reliance on external funding 
compromises the potential for indigenous policy product. It also defines the timing and the 
space for new policies with wide participation. 

The approach is a hybrid of the group theoretic and the elite models. The institutional and 
financing constraints result in the dominance of the incremental model which is further 
affected by a two-party competitive political system in which education is an important and 
credible political force with influential players. The representative of the political parties 
usually uses the Parliament and those debates to signal their opinions on these policies. The 
parties attempt to take ownership of whatever takes place in the sector and position their 
arguments to appeal to their political constituents. Arguably, the most radical policy may 
have been that of free education of the 1970s which itself led to political polarisation. There is 
ambivalence around the view that education policy should transcend the two-party 
polarisation. The National Council on Education (NCE) was established in March 1993 as the 
‘principal advisory body to the Minister of Education’ and the legislation to establish the NCE 
was ‘supported unanimously by both sides of the Houses of Representatives and the Senate’ 
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with the explicitly main purpose being ‘to ensure continuity and coherence in educational 
policy development even when there were changes in administration’ (National Council on 
Education 2018: 5). However, the ambivalence around a non-partisan approach to education 
policy making is demonstrated by Members of Parliament regarding the appointment of the 
chairs of Boards of Management for Schools (Hutton 2015).  

Education policy does not emerge or exist in a vacuum – it is the product of the political 
system and any inherent structural constraints such as economic organisation and rules and 
functions of institutions (Bell & Stephenson 2006). It is the product of societal culture. Jamaica 
has an inherited Westminster Whitehall system that is non-participatory. It is authoritarian 
and elitist in its functions and responsibilities. Over the past six decades, attempts have been 
made to make the system more participatory providing some channel for democratic voices. 
The reforms of the Local Government system with the introduction of Parish Development 
Committees have had a variable outcome with some parishes embracing and stimulating the 
practice. Professional associations such as the Jamaica Association of Principals and Vice 
Principals and the Association of Principals have allowed for pronouncements on policies 
from the school site. There is little evidence to support any claim that the policy making from 
the level of the Ministry of itself has encouraged such participation in a systematic way.  

Policy Making and Implementation in Jamaica – Implications  
We have set out above that educational policy making is not a perfect science, and in Jamaica 
this is no different. We acknowledge that educational policy making in general is subjective, 
fraught and contested. In Jamaica, these tensions are exacerbated by several processes issues 
including over-centralisation, lack of or no consultation, and giving policy instead of evolving 
policy. Together, these issues have significant implications for what our educational 
institutions are required to and expected to do, and for the quality of leadership required and 
practiced. Miller (2016) described national governments as the ‘owners’ and ‘narrators’ of 
educational policies (p. 140). That is, they decide what policies are developed, and they decide 
the content of a policy. Miller also described educational leaders as the ‘drivers’ of educational 
policies, tasked with their implementation at the institutional level, and tasked with ensuring 
the wishes of a government and the ambitions of a nation state are carried out. But tensions 
in how the driver perceives the actions of the narrator may lead to problems in the policy 
implementation process. Three specific observations are made below.  

Policy Being Done To 
Educational leaders have described the policy making process in Jamaica as top down or 
centralised – a situation widely acknowledge to be the case (Miller 2016; National Council on 
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Education 2018). A corollary of such a centralised system is that ‘…in some respects, many 
headteachers are more like branch managers… handed down expectations, targets, new 
initiatives… all of which may or may not be manageable in their context’ (Lewis & Murphy 
2008: 135-136). In the words of one school principal:  

Reforms to education provide opportunities and challenges for the way schools 
operate. There are plenty [of] opportunities to get rid of outmoded and outdated 
practices. But the government has got to be careful to allow principals and teachers to 
stand still, ‘to catch their breath’; to internalize a policy before another one is 
introduced. Otherwise, schools will be caught in a whirlwind and that could 
undermine their effectiveness. (Principal 10, Jamaica, female, in Miller 2016: 85)  

The sense of being overwhelmed and needing ‘to catch their breath’ underlines the problem 
of a highly centralised policy-making system where, according to Gunter (2012) ‘school 
leaders are caught in a game where those outside of schools are in control of school leaders’ 
(p. 18).  

Policy Being Done Without  
Some educational leaders in Jamaica have described feeling ‘shut out’ of the policy process 
due to the rural/remote location and small size of their school, characteristics they perceive 
result in a lack of political capital or a lack of invitation by policy makers to contribute to 
policy development (Miller 2016: 90). Ball, Maguire, Braun and Hoskins (2011) note that 
policy actors are positioned differently in relation to policy implementation, based on their 
role in the institution. For example, there are:  
• narrators: interpret, select and enforce – usually principals and the leadership team; 
• entrepreneurs: advocacy, creativity and integration; 
• outsiders: entrepreneurship, partnership and monitoring; 
• transactors: accounting, reporting, monitoring; 
• enthusiasts: investment, creativity, satisfaction and career; 
• translators: production of texts, artefacts and events; 
• critics, union representatives: monitoring of management, maintaining counter-

discourses; and 
• receivers: mainly junior teachers and teaching assistants – coping, defending and 

dependency. (p. 626) 

Ball et al. (2011) described educational leaders as narrators. Miller (2016) however described 
educational leaders as ‘drivers’ and the government as ‘owners’ and ‘narrators’. This 
difference in conceptualisation aside, the Jamaican school leaders in Miller’s (2016) study 
appear to feel they are more like receivers and less like ‘drivers’ or significant players in the 
educational policy leadership landscape, a situation which could unwittingly de-legitimise 
them resulting in disengagement from policy processes.   
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Being Driven, and Not Led by Policies  
Educational policy is high on the agenda of governments worldwide, driven by the need to 
secure economic transformation. Miller (2018) reasons that:  

[E]ducation is being positioned as a golden ticket to individual and national prosperity 
and a hedge against social displacement, since through education students should be 
in a better position to assess and develop their talents and to produce goods and 
services that are more highly valued and more useful to society. (p. 41) 

Despite the increasing attention on the outcomes of education policy and on their implications 
for economic prosperity and social citizenship, ‘there is often an underdeveloped 
understanding of how education policy is formed, what drives it and how it impacts on 
schools and colleges’ (Bell & Stevenson 2006: i). The highly centralised nature of educational 
policy making in Jamaica appears anathema to driving forward improvements in educational 
outcomes, since, as Miller (2018) reported: 

… school leaders… felt they were being driven instead of being led by policies [where] 
being driven by policies derives from and is the result of a policy context where policy-
making is rapid and ad hoc [and where] the favoured approach to policy 
implementation is short-termist, [and where] those required to implement policy are 
not provided with adequate time or resources to do so (effectively). (p. 49)  

These concerns have also been noted by Thompson (2016) who described the approach to 
policy making in Jamaica as ‘unsettled’ and ‘unsettling’. 

Framing the Field: Educational Policy-Making in Jamaica – Looking 
Forward  
In this article, we set out four clear things:  

1. The content of policies is largely dictated by government. 

2. The educational policy making process is largely controlled by the government.  

3. What amounts to an educational policy is subject to personal and/or professional 
interpretation.  

4. Those responsible for implementing policies are challenged by the policy-making 
process.  

Whilst these may not be new or whilst they may be true for educational systems globally, 
these have not previously been studies in the context of Jamaica.  

The educational policy process is a partnership-based, grounded in and reliant upon a series 
of relationships between government and several actors or stakeholders including 
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technocrats, educational leaders, school boards, parents, students and civil society. The 
educational policy process is also outcome based, measured by changes brought about by (i) 
the nature and content of policies and (ii) by those implementing them. Miller (2016) reasons 
that educational leaders:  

[W]ant to comply with national policy requirements in a way that produces deep and 
meaningful change for students and their families. However, their ability to effect such 
changes is tested due to what a policy sometimes demands of schools, and also in 
terms of the manner in which policies are developed and implemented. (p. 89)  

There is no corpus of literature in Jamaica currently focused on educational policy making 
and/or implementation, and much of the available literature could be characterised as: 
• single issue focused,  
• mostly qualitative,  
• not phase specific,  
• unintegrated, and    
• outcomes and not process focused.   

To improve our understanding of educational policy making and its relationship with and 
impact on educational outcomes and educational leaders, we propose a comprehensive 
national study or several national studies framed around:   
• how educational policy making as a process is understood and experienced by different 

stakeholders,  
• how educational policy as a product is understood and experienced by different 

stakeholders,   
• how educational policy making has shaped each of the four educational phases in Jamaica,  
• global and national conditions influencing local policy options and approaches, 
• how state actors (e.g., National College for Educational Leadership, National Education 

Inspectorate, Jamaica Tertiary Education Commission, University Council of Jamaica) are 
consulted and engaged in educational policy processes,  

• how educational leaders across a range of institutional types, sizes and locations are 
consulted in educational policy processes, 

• how technocrats and senior officials in the education ministry view and describe the 
educational policy processes,  

• the extent to which leaders of specialist institutions (e.g., HEART Trust, VTDI, etc.) are 
consulted in educational policy processes, 

• how the management of educational quality is framed in policy processes,  
• how the higher educational landscape is framed in policy processes, and  
• how policy actors at the level of educational institutions understand and interact with 

policy processes that are relevant to the phase of education in which they work. 

In addition to the topics identified, and as signalled above, current studies are largely small 
scale and qualitative in nature. Accordingly, large scale studies, quantitative and mixed 
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methods studies could be beneficial to researchers, practitioners and policy makers alike, to 
enable them to draw authoritative conclusions and to make meaningful comparisons. Bowe 
and Ball with Gold (1992) assert that as policy is ‘made’ it is also constantly being shaped and 
re-shaped. Thus, it should be seen as a cycle, made up of ‘policy contexts’. Additionally, and 
crucially, involving educational leaders and different policy actors in research on policy 
processes and impacts would be beneficial in integrating multiple perspectives and also in 
de-mystifying conceptions that research is something that is done to others by a small elite. 
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