
Bolivian secondary school teachers as agents of intracultural, 
intercultural and plurilingual education? 

 
Joëtta Zoetelief 

MSc International Development Studies 
 

Research question 
 
How can we understand the agency of Bolivian secondary school teachers to adopt 
strategies for or against intra-/intercultural and plurilingual education, concepts included in 
the education governance context in Bolivia, from a theoretical critical intercultural 
education perspective?  
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Main findings 
 
Education policy and implementation 
-ASEP Law  policy discourse closely related to theoretical CIE dimensions. But:  

- Incongruence CIE dimension ‘culture & identity as complex and dynamic’ 
              - Critique of Andinocentrismo towards policy and government 
             -  Gender, socioeconomic background, region 
 

-Participation of various actors. But lack of guidelines & resources for local government authorities to 
facilitate regional curriculum development   
-National curriculum not communicated to teachers & critique that too abstractly formulated 
-Official training through UNEFCO, but few indigenous languages, promoting critical thinking?  
-Institutes of Educational Investigation and Study of  Languages & Cultures not yet implemented 

 
Secondary school teachers’ diverse perceptions  
-Welcoming perceptions, shift to intra 
-Resisting perceptions: only for rural areas; preference of foreign languages and knowledge; critique 
of Andean-centrism; critique of reverse form of discrimination 
 
Teaching strategies  
Some strategies that might promote CIE, but also: 
-‘Banking’ methods  
-Additive approach instead of whole school reform  
-Folkloristic interpretation 
-Focus on intra at cost of inter  
 
(Some of) governance actors’ and teachers’ perceived challenges 
-Lack of operationalization in teacher training and curriculum: what does intra-/intercultural and 
plurilingual education mean in the classroom?  
-Lack of indigenous language skills teachers 
-Continuing undervaluing of indigenous cultures and languages 
-Resistance urban teacher union & individual teachers 
-Secondary school context: ‘Institutional inertia’ (Lopes Cardozo) and poor teaching conditions  
 
 

Conclusions and suggestions for practice & research 
 
Discourse of ASEP’s intra-/intercultural and plurilingual education supports more critical 
perspective on intercultural education 
 
But main challenge is to translate discursive imaginaries into educational realities 
 
Based on findings I suggest increased research and policy (implementation) attention to:  
 
-Teachers’ diverse perceptions and strategies in relation to education reform  agency 
-Complexity of culture, including gender and diversity of ethnic groups and languages 
-Combination of intra and inter-cultural education 
-Operationalization of CIE perspective to guidelines and training for teachers  
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

Bolivia’s context  
 
Diversity 
-36 cultural groups and languages (López & Küper 2002) 
-62% of people over the age of 15 self-identify as indigenous 
(2001 census, Benito 2009: 327) 
-Andean Highlands, Valleys, Amazonian Lowlands 
 
Education in historical perspective 
-Assimilation in education  
-1930s: Warisata and indigenous education 
-1980s and 1990s: international aid to education 
-1994 Education Reform (EIB) 
 
2010 ‘Decolonising’ Education Law Avelino Siñani-Elizardo 
Pérez (ASEP) under government of president Evo Morales 
encouraging intracultural, intercultural and plurilingual education  
for a society of ‘Vivir Bien’ 
 
 

Theory & methodology 
 
Social Justice  
-Cultural, economic and political justice (Nancy Fraser) 
Critical Intercultural Education (CIE):  
-Latin American debates modernity/coloniality (eg. Catherine Walsh, Arturo Escobar) 
-Critical pedagogy (Paolo Freire) 
-Critical Multiculturalism (e.g. Christine Sleeter, Stephen May, James Banks)  
Teacher agency and teaching strategies 
-Strategic-relational approach (Colin Hay and Bob Jessop) and previous application to 
education in Bolivia (Mieke Lopes Cardozo) 
 
-Fieldwork August 2011 – January 2012 in La Paz (4 months) and Trinidad (1 month) 
-Semi-structured interviews with education governance actors (government authorities, 
civil society actors, academics) and public secondary school teachers; (classroom)  
 

Conceptual scheme adapted from Lopes Cardozo (2011: 40) 
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