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ABSTRACT 

This study presents the results of a longitudinal research of rural guatemalan 
school children participating in a program based on active learning and 
constructivist approach. The experimental program is based on the Escuela 
Nueva model taken from Colombia and implemented and adapted to the 
Guatemalan rural area in 1993. 

Whereas most studies done in this area are based on data from controlled 
experimental settings. this study examines the interactions and achievement of 
young children in the naturally-occurring contexts of classrooms. The sample 
consisted of 122 experimental and 106 control children. taken from 10 
experimental and 10 comparison schools. 

Results of the first two years of the implementation of the program, showed 
significant differences in social behaviors and creativiy of children in the 
experimental group and in the quality of their interactions with peers and 
teachers. Such differences were reflected in significantly lower droup out rates 
but not in achievement gains. 



INTRODUCTION 

The Improving Educational Quality (IEQ) Project is an applied research project, 

financed by USAID that assists Ministries of Education in the implementation of 

educational reforms in five countries. The local research teams in Ghana, 

Guatemala. Mali. South Africa and Uganda use multi-methodological techniques to 

study the implementation of reforms at the classroom and school level. The results of 

the studies are shared with teachers. supeNisors and administrators in participatory 

workshops designed to aid these individuals in improving educational practice. 

In Guatemala. the IEQ project is working with the Ministry of Education (MINEDUC) to 

study the implementation and impact of the Nueva Escuela Unitaria (NEU). The NEU 

program was developed to meet the needs of multigrade schools in the rural areas of 

Guatemala. The program is based on the Escuela Nueva model developed in 

Colombia. but is being adapted to the cultural and linguistic characteristics of 

Guatemala. The NEU program can be seen within a socio-constructivist paradigm as 

it stresses active learning (Resnick. 1989) that emphasizes collaborative learning 

(Brown and Palincsar. 1989). peer teaching. use of self instructional guides. 

participation in school governance and the like. The objectives of the program 

include to prov;c1e studen~s v."ith ~he oppor.unlty fo co:-nple79 tt-.9 six grades of primary 

school, to create flexible. lifelong learners. and to promote the development of 

participatory. democratic behaviors. 

The Nueva Escuela Unitaria emphasizes the importance of providing children with the 

opportunity to become active ~esponsible participants in their own education. This 

includes self-directed small group work and a variety of other decentralized learning 

contexJs. Pa~ticipaticn in such learning contexts is felt to contribute to the 

development of democratic attitudes such as camaraderie. cooperation. solidarity, 

and participation (Colbert et al. 1990). 

This approach is aimed at improving student achievement in rural multigrade schools 

and providing an education linked to the reality in which the students live. Of equal 

interest. however, especially in emerging democracies like Guatemala, is NEU's focus 
on creating situations that allow children to practice democratic behaviors from a 

very early age. Little is known about the effects of constructivist approaches as they 

pertain to social behavior, especially in naturally occurring classroom contexts of the 

developing world. ' 



METHODOLOGY 

Eadici PJ:tots 
The study used the database of the IEQ project for the 1993 and 1994 school years. 

These data were collected over the entire course of each school year in NEU and 

comparison schools. The sample consisted of 10 experimental schools implementing 

the NEU methodology selected at random and 10 multigrade schools with similar 

characteristics but not using the NEU program. Five of the experimental schools were 

selected from Educational Region II (Alta and Baja Verapaz), which has a large 

indigenous, Mayan-speaking population. Five NEU schools were also selected from 

Educational Region IV (Jalapa, Jutiapa, and Santa Rosa) which is made up entirely of 

a Spanish-speaking, "Iadino' population. The same number of comparison schools 

which used a traditional methodology and were similar to the experimental schools in 

number of students, distance from a municipal center and number of teachers were 

selected in each Region. The general sample consisted of all of the children who 

attended first and second grade in the 20 study schools during 1993, the first year of 

the study. In addition a sub sample of 12 children (six in first grade and six in second) 

was selected for in-depth observation. This sample was randomly selected by sex 

from among all the children in the samp[e. Three boys and three g:.ls were selected 

at each grade level. In each case one of the children of each sex was repeating the 

grade and the other two were not. The subsample children were observed for 

periods of 10 minutes during classes of Spanish and Mathematics over different days 

of the week until an hour of observation for each child was reached. Over the two 

years of study the children were observed in this manner a total of five times. The final 

observgtional sample \'/OS made up of 220 children (116 in NEU schools and 104 in 

comparison schools). 

los1rumeots 
Academic achievement of the students was measured with the following instruments: 

Reading: Comprehension and vocabulary were assessed with the Inter American 

Series. Levell, form A and B was used for first and second grade students and Level 

2. form A was employed with the children in third grade .. 

Mathematics: The mathematics tests were designed by the project, using as criteria 

the objectives of the NEU program, which in turn were based on the general learning 

objectives published by the Guatemalan Ministry of Education. One test was 

developed for first and second grade and another for third grade. 



Creativity: To measure the construct of creativity, an instrument designed by the IEQ 

project was used. This test asked the children to list all of the possible uses of six items 

that were common in the local rural environment. 

Participatory or Democratic Behaviors: Indicators were developed by reviewing the 

'SuNey of Democratic Knowledge, Attitudes and Behaviors· developed as part of a 

democratic initiatives project funded by USAID. General concepts were taken from 

the questionnaire and adapted to the behavior of young children in the classroom 

environment. The school can promote democratic or participatory behaviors 

through creating situations that allow children to: 1) demonstrate or express rational, 

empirical, and egalitarian beliefs about how to function in social situations; 2) 

practice interacting appropriately with peers and adults; and 3) become involved in 

the social and political life of their school (and eventually their community' arid 

nation). 

BEHAVIORS 

Egalitarian Beliefs 

Interpersonal Effectiveness 

Leadership / Involvement 

. 
DESIGN AND PROCEDURES 

INDICATORS 

a. Takes turns 

b. Assists other students in an activity 

a. Expresses opinions or attitudes to peers or adults 

b. Chooses among viable options 

a. Participates in school organizations 

b. Directs other students in an activity 

The study had a longitudinaL multi-method, multi-site research design. The 
achievement measures were administered and the end of each year and 
used as a pre-test for application of the measures in the following year. 
The data from the tests were analyzed using analysis of covariance, controlling 
for the pre-test. Data were analyzed by grade and Educational Region. 
In order to examine participatory, democratic behaviors, codes were 
developed to characterize each individual interaction of the subsample 
children. The occurrence of each indicator with individual children was then 
tabulated and chi-square analysis was used to make overall comparisons 
between groups of. children as well as comparisons between NEU student and 
students in traditional multi-grade classrooms by region and gender. 

{ 



FINDINGS 

In terms of reading achievement, no significant differences were found 

between children who participated in the NEU program and those who attended 

traditional multigrade schools. 

Although differences favoring the NEU children were found at the end of the first year 

of investigation, by the end of the second year there were no differences in reading 

between the groups. The ANCOVAs, controlling for pretest showed no significant 

differences in any of the comparisons made by region and by grade. 

With one exception, there were no significant differences between NEU schools 

and comparison schools in mathematics achievement. 

Analysis of the second year data, again controlling for pretest. showed one significant 

difference (F (1.33) = 9.75. p= .004) in favor of the NEU schools at the second grade 

level in Region II. However. no differences were found at the third grade level in this 

region or at either grade level in Region IV between the two types of schools. 

Dropout was significantly lower in NEU schools than in traditional multigrade 

schools in both years of the study. Lower dropout rates were especially pronounced 

among NEU girls. 

Durlng the first year of the study, which included first grade. \vhere dropout is highest 

throughout Guatemala. children in comparison schools had dropout rates of above 

20% whereas those of NEU children were significantly lower at below 10%. At the end 

of 1994, only 4.4% of the students in NEU schools had left school. whereas 7% of the 

comparison children had dropped out. Again these differences where significant. In 

each year girls had much lower dropout rates than boys in the NEU program. 

whereas children of both genders dropout in similar percentages in comparison 

schools. 

Children participating in the NEU program had consistently higher scores on the 

measure of creativity than did children in comparison schools. 

Over both years of the study. children in the NEU program had higher means scores 

on the creativity measure than children in the comparison group. In 1994 these 

difference were significant in Region IV where NEU children in both second (F(1.?1)= 

14.49. p=.OOO) and third grade (F( 1,61 )=8.11. p=.006) outperformed comparison 

children. In Region II the same tendency was found as the adjusted means in both 

grades were higher .for the experimental children. although the ANCOVAs did not 

show these to be significant. 



Children participating in the NEU program were observed to engage in 
significantly more democratic behaviors than children in traditional multigrade 
schools. 

As can be seen in the following figure, children in the NEU program were significantly 

more involved in turn taking episodes. expressed significdntly more personal opinions 

and directed or assisted other with greater frequency than children in comparison 

schools (See graph). 

The observed democratic behaviors were not only more frequent in the NEU 
program, but were qualitatively different than the types of interactions observed in 

traditional schools. 

The majority of the behaviors obseNed in the NEU schools occurred in the naturally 

occurring interactions between students. In comparison schools, on the other hand. 

when such behaviors occurred. they were generally directed by the teacher. 

NEU children participated in significantly more democratic behaviors 

regardless of ethnic origin or gender. 
The general tendencies obseNed were similar when the data were analyzed by 

region. In both the Indigenous region and the Ladino region, significant differences 

were encountered in turn taking. helping others and directing one's companions in 

an activity. Similarly. significant differences were found favoring both NEU girls and 
boys over comparison children of the same gender when regional comparisons were 

made. 

1 



CONCLUSIONS 

This study shows that an active learning program that promotes decentralized child

centered learning through small groups and collaborative stUdent activities can 

contribute to the development of participatory behaviors in young children. Children 

in first, second, and third grade of the NEU program were 'obseNed to be significantly 

more egalitarian in their behaviors than children in traditional schools. Children in NEU 

schools consistently took turns in practicing with academic content, whereas turn

taking was almost non-existent in comparison schools. Similarly, NEU children were 

more likely to express personal opinions to others than comparison children and 

exhibited greater leadership through directing others and participating in stUdent 

government. 

Teachers participating in an active learning program are more likely to provide 

positive feedback to children than teachers in traditional schools. This is especially 

true in terms of encouraging children to elaborate on their verbal and written 

responses (see vignettes for examples). 

The opportunity to participate actively in the classroom appears to be encouraging 

rural children to stay in schooL as children in the NEU program had significantly lower 

dropout rates than children in comparison schools. This is especially true for femc!e 

students, who generally have higher dropout rates than boys in Guatemalan primary 

schools, but have lower rates in the NEU program than both comparison girls and their 

male NEU counterparts. 

The participatory nature of the NEU classroom also promotes creativity. However, at 

least in' the first years of implementation, greater participation and heightened 

crec': ,/.. .:. -. - -'-r '. . - - _L __ C~CC'_~l~ ,-~h:~,,~~_~~~ ,....~ "rerl ,....,t-.:rrl,c,,", llY" 1 L.&U l,vl Ut-'t--'=U lU "C\...A~ IV ~I c,-",c. __ -=-11,. ___ I I.~" .:.., .. :.;, .1, '-.:> 1 .. _"- _I .. _. _ i 

-
perform no better in reading and mathematics than children in traditional schools. 

REFERENCES 
Brown, A. & Palincsar, A. (1989). Guided, Cooperative Learning and Individual 

Knowledge Acquisition. In L. Resnick (Ed.) fuo~---.and Instruction. 

Hillsdale, N.J.: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates. 

Colbert, V., Chiappe, C. & Arboleda, J. (1990). IDe New School ProgLarnm~QLe.. 

QIlcLB.etleilrimaryJduc.atioDIOLCbiLdLen in Rurql AreOS-L Paper presented at 

the World Conference on Education for All. Jomtiem, Thailand. 

Resnick, L. (1989). Introduction. In L Resnick. Koo..w.ing.j.eQmioQ...-codJostruction. 

Hillsdale, N.J.: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates 



VIGNETTES 
Takes turns 

Flor, a third grader at Carrillo, a NEU school, is sitting with another girl working 
with the self-instructional guide. Flor listens attentively as her classmate reads 
"Palabras bien acentuadas, ideas bien comunicadas" (Well expressed words, 
well communicated ideas). As soon as Carmen finishes reading, she says to 
Flor, "Now it's your turn to read" (Ahora a usted Ie toea leer). Flor reads 
quietly so that she almost cannot be heard. Her classmate is distracted and 
doesn't listen well. Flor continues reading for about one minute. Then she 
finishes reading and hands the guide to Carmen. She begins to read but 
cannot find the place where Flor left off. Flor tells her, "No, you're not reading 
the part" (No, alii donde est6 leyendo no es). Carmen asks her where she 
should read and Flor points to the right place. Carmen begins reading and 
Flor listens quietly. 

Directs Others 

Carlos, a first grader at NEU Pantanal, is in Spanish language class. He is 
serving as the monitor in a small group with three other children. The teacher 
has told them to write ten words with the letter "d" and frequently checks on 
their progress. After several minutes of writing words on each other's backs, 
Carlos says, "Now we have to write in the air" (Bueno, ahara nos falta en el 
aire). _He calls on a classmate, Sonia, comes up ana wille dania" (30i~,;G, 

pase usted y escriba "dama"). She writes' dado' in the air and all of the 
students in the group say, "No! Erase it and write nama" (No! Berra y 
escribes otra vez "dama"). She writes it correctly and Carlos tells her, "That's 
right" (Eso. As! es). 
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