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all but about a dozen of the 300 students, pro-
fessors, and staff on site. 

Two years after the quake struck, higher 
education in the Western Hemisphere’s poor-
est nation is struggling to rebound. The al-
ways fragile sector has made only marginal 
improvements, hamstrung by a lack of equip-
ment, qualified people, and space. What uni-
versities want most is money, but most inter-
national donors either have focused their ef-
forts on elementary and secondary education 
or have been hesitant to hand over cash in a 
country riddled with corruption and misman-
agement.

Professors’ salaries are low and often go 
unpaid. Only a small percentage work full 
time. And university leaders are struggling 
not just to find the means to reconstruct build-
ings but also to reconceive the role of the uni-
versity in a nation with so few resources. 

“The quake was the opportunity to re-
build the system as a whole,” says Béa-
trice Kébreau, regional administrator of the 
Agence Universitaire de la Francophonie, a 
Paris-based group of international univer-
sities. “Governments in the past never sup-
ported higher education. The curriculum 
was weak, and the funding wasn’t there. If 
they are building buildings and not rethink-
ing the system that didn’t work in the first 
place, then things will only go from bad to 
worse.”

The 1-Percent Problem

The reconstruction process has been espe-
cially difficult because successive Haitian gov-
ernments never paid much attention to higher 
education in this nation of 10 million people. 
Only 22 percent of Haitians finish elementary 
school, and only 1 percent have completed col-
lege, according to government figures. Some 
39 percent of the population is illiterate, so the 

top priority, however badly executed, has al-
ways been elementary education.

Soon after the quake, the country’s presi-
dent at the time, René Préval, created a pres-

idential task force on education, which was 
charged with drafting a five-year “Opera-
tion Plan” for reforming Haiti’s education 
system. It proposed expanding higher-ed-

ucation enrollments and raising more than 
a half-billion dollars to rebuild and revamp 
the system. 

Haiti’s current president, Michel Martelly, 
who took power in May, named the country’s 
first-ever under secretary for higher educa-
tion, although he also emphasized that his fo-
cus is on bolstering elementary education.

So far though, grand plans have seen lit-
tle follow-through. Those in charge of higher 
education at the education ministry say they 
have had to beg for money, often in vain. 
They doubt that the appointment of Jean 
Claude François to the higher-education post 
will make much difference.

“We don’t have a specific budget,” says 

Florence Pierre-Louis, director of the high-
er-education sector at the ministry. “When I 
need something we make a request for funds, 
but it is rarely approved. I am very frustrated. 
Every time I go to the government and ex-
plain our problems, I am rebuffed and told 
the priority is primary education.”

Worse Off

There is little doubt that Haiti’s universities 
are far worse off now than they were before 
the earthquake. A study carried out imme-
diately after the disaster by the Interuniver-
sity Institute for Research and Development, 
based in Haiti, found that 87 percent of the 

Haitian Universities, Always Fragile, Languish Amid Wreckage
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At the State U. of Haiti, the country’s best-known university, many students prefer to live in tents in dormitory courtyards rather than in  
the damaged rooms. “We are in pretty much the same situation since the earthquake,” says Pierre-Richard René (left), a student leader. 
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Port-au-Prince, Haiti

On the edge of the Haitian capital 
is a large parcel of land onto which 
the State University of Haiti, the 

country’s largest public institution, wants to 
move its schools and turn them into a uni-
fied campus. About 160 miles away, near the 
coastal city of Cap-Haitien, is a new com-
plex built for the university by the Domini-
can Republic as a gift to its island neighbor. 

At the former, administrators hope the 
government will hand over $196-million to 
build and equip the complex. At the latter, 
they have no idea what to do with the new 
building scheduled to open on January 12, 
two years after a devastating earthquake.

The contrasting projects are indicative 
of Haiti’s faltering process of rebuilding. 
Some 87 percent of its biggest institutions 
of higher education were destroyed or ren-
dered unusable by the earthquake. 

But a shortage of cash means that few 
universities have been reconstructed. When 
there is money, it is often spent without 
planning or consultation. And foreign aid 
mostly goes to projects involving such 
things as curriculum development or stu-
dent and teacher exchanges, not the bricks 

and mortar that universities need and want. 
“Most of them are still in need of infra-

structure,” says Bechir Lamine, Unesco’s 
representative in Haiti. “If you don’t have 
buildings, then you can’t have libraries.”

The State University of Haiti hopes to 
bring together its 11 schools, and open 
three more, on a large complex near its 
agronomy school. The land has been set 
aside, and workers are building a wall 
around the area to keep out squatters. They 
hope to soon evict subsistence farmers us-
ing the land to grow bananas, corn, sweet 
potatoes, and green beans.

But there is a question mark about the proj-
ect’s viability. Jean Vernet Henry, the rector, 
says he needs $96-million to build the com-
plex and an additional $100-million to equip 
and ready it. He has been asking the govern-
ment for funds since June 2010, with no luck. 

Although Mr. Henry is optimistic, few 
people believe the project will ever come 
to fruition.

“They have these big pie-in-the-sky 
plans, and in terms of real action, not a lot 
gets done,” says Josiane Hudicourt, a re-
searcher at the Foundation for Knowledge 
and Liberty, an international organization 
in Haiti, supported by the Open Society In-
stitute, that is focused on education. “There 

is no trust in the Haitian government for 
such large amounts of money.” 

One project that did get done—without 
Haitian government money—is at Limon-
ade, in the north of Haiti. The Dominican 
Republic built a university 22 kilometers 
from Cap-Haitien as a gift. But it did so 
without consulting anyone in Haiti. (Offi-
cials in the foreign and education minis-
tries did not respond to repeated attempts 
by The Chronicle to contact them.)

Haitian officials were not involved in 
discussing details such as the size of class-
rooms, common areas, or green spaces. 
It has no dorms, no hotel nearby, and sits 
snug against the nearest highway.

And while officials of the state univer-
sity expect to turn the complex into the in-
stitution’s northern base, they don’t know 
if there are enough academics in the area 
to teach, or if it will be able to attract them 
from the capital.

“If organized correctly, it will relieve 
pressure on Port-au-Prince and those going 
abroad,” says Jean Claude François, newly 
appointed under secretary of higher educa-
tion. “[But] the conditions in which this has 
been done are not clear. I don’t have any 
paperwork to define the terms or conditions 
by which the university will be run.”�

In Haiti, a Gleaming Campus, but No People

“�It makes you realize how 
spoiled American students 
are when they complain �
the Internet is down.”
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country’s 32 largest universities had been ei-
ther demolished or badly damaged.

The State University of Haiti was among 
the hardest hit. It is the country’s best known 
and largest institution, enrolling as many 
as two-thirds of the 38,000 students in the 
higher-education system—across a network 
of 11 faculties, or schools, in and around 
Port-au-Prince, and seven more elsewhere in 
the country. Nine of its 13 buildings were de-
stroyed in the quake or were so damaged as 
to be unusable.

The neighboring Dominican Republic 
has built a new campus for the university 
in the north of the country (see article on 
facing page), and university leaders have 
set aside land to build a unified campus for 
its Port-au-Prince faculties just north of the 
city. But at many universities, lessons take 
place in makeshift classrooms fashioned 
from wood and wire that the instructors 
call chicken coops. Other classes are held 
in open yards or under canvas tents. Some 
happen in the shade of tropical trees, an ex-

perience one teacher good-naturedly calls 
“very Socratic.”

Agronomy students at the university live 
in buildings with big cracks in the walls; a 
few are housed in tents in the faculty patio, 
surrounded by goats, chickens, and smol-
dering garbage. Even where buildings are 
intact, some students prefer not to enter, 
because of lingering traumas. 

And at almost all of the country’s institu-
tions, vital materials that were already in short 
supply, such as books, computers, micro-

scopes, and audiovisual equipment, were lost.
“The quake destroyed a lot of what we 

had,” says Jean Monnel Fils-Aimé, a 37-year-
old senior in the school of linguistics. “There 
isn’t enough space. There is no language lab. 
There is no space to put a library. We don’t 
have enough books. And those in charge 
don’t do anything about it.”

Life Goes On

Yet the linguistics school is also a good 

By Marion Lloyd

In the aftermath of the dev-
astating January 2010 earth-
quake in Haiti, international 

humanitarian groups and volun-
teers poured into the country, bol-
stering what was already one of the 
world’s hot spots for nongovern-
mental organizations.

But the magnitude of the disas-
ter—an estimated 300,000 were 
killed and one million left home-
less out of a population of 10 mil-
lion—far surpassed the response 
capacity of the international com-
munity. It also highlighted the need 
for a more strategic approach to 
development, centered on capacity 
building in a long-neglected sector 
in Haiti: higher education. 

“Without university graduates, 
no country can survive,” says Guy 
Pierre, a Haitian historian at the 
Autonomous University of Mexico 
City, who has been involved in the 
reconstruction efforts. He argues 
that while the international com-
munity has long focused on im-
proving basic education in Haiti, 
it has paid little attention to higher 
education, leaving the country de-
pendent on outside experts to de-
sign everything from sanitation 
systems to economic policy. 

The same could be said of the Hai-
tian government, whose decades-old 
neglect of higher education has left 
the national university in shambles 
and fueled the proliferation of poor-
quality private institutions.

Perhaps ironically, however, the 
destruction of much of the coun-
try’s main universities in the earth-
quake has the potential to prompt 
a change in thinking, both on the 
part of the government and inter-
national donors.

So far, though, major reform ef-
forts have yet to get off the ground.

A government report released in 
2011 says that half a billion dollars 
is needed to rebuild and revamp the 
higher-education system. Yet high-
er-education officials there say they 
still go begging for money. 

Many of the international part-
nerships created to help rebuild the 
system have not gotten very far, 
and it remains unclear what impact 
they are having. The cholera epi-
demic in the country last year, as 
well as the violence following the 
disputed November 2010 presiden-
tial elections, further complicated 

the already daunting working con-
ditions in Haiti. 

Political infighting has been a 
problem, too. “We are really con-
cerned about these kind of nonis-
sues taking precedence over the 
real issues,” says Bechir Lamine, 
Unesco’s representative in the 
country.

And there is a lack of coordina-
tion among the different partner-
ships—a chronic problem with in-
ternational-aid efforts in Haiti.

Partnerships Emerging

To help guide its higher-educa-
tion reform process, the govern-
ment named Sharon Ravitch, a se-
nior lecturer at the University of 
Pennsylvania’s Graduate School 
of Education, as a senior interna-
tional adviser to the Haitian Minis-
try of Education. Ms. Ravitch and 
her team of Haitian and American 
scholars at the education school 
have continued to work with the 
new government of President Mi-
chel Martelly, who took office last 
May. 

While her mandate includes ad-
vising the ministry on all aspects 
of education reform, she said a ma-
jor focus involves facilitating part-
nerships between Haitian universi-
ties and Penn.

One such program will involve 
a year of intensive, capacity-build-
ing workshops between Quisqueya 
University, a leading private insti-
tution, and the Wharton School of 
Business at Penn. Penn also led a 
three-week training program in 
Haiti last summer for midlevel ed-
ucation officials, focused on man-
agement strategies, accountability, 
and vocational-technical training.

The Penn programs are among 
dozens of collaborative partner-
ships that have emerged between 
foreign universities and Haitian 
institutions in the nearly two years 
since the earthquake. They range 
from scholarships for Haitian stu-
dents to study at foreign universi-
ties to intensive training workshops 
for Haitian professors, administra-
tors, and education officials. 

Other partnerships were already 
under way before the earthquake, 
but the efforts have intensified over 
the past two years. Virginia Tech, 
for example, has received $992,000 
in grants from the U.S. Agency for 
International Development since 
2008 to improve computer-science 

programs at L’Ecole Supérieure 
d’Infotronique d’Haïti, a private 
technical institute. Of that amount, 
$300,000 was awarded in 2010 to 
deepen Virginia Tech’s work given 
the postearthquake problems.  

In addition to technical training, 
the Virginia Tech program is work-
ing with Haitian professors to im-
prove their teaching methods and 
offer more practical training in top-
ics such as English and computer 
science, as well as to strengthen 
ties between Haitian universities 
and local businesses.

“These initiatives have to be 
connected to the private sector 
somehow,” says Michael Bertelsen, 
interim director of Virginia Tech’s 
Office of International Research, 
Education, and Development. “We 
need to get students out into the 
field and get their hands dirty.”

There are also more broad-based 
efforts, such as the Consortium for 
Rebuilding and Improving of High-
er Education in Haiti, sponsored by 
the University of Massachusetts at 
Boston. The coalition, whose rough-
ly 30 institutional partners include 
Harvard University, Boston Uni-
versity, the American Association 
of Community Colleges, and the 
Association of Catalan Public Uni-

versities, is working with Haitian 
administrators and officials on the 
university-reform process and forg-
ing individual partnerships with in-
stitutions in Haiti. Participating uni-
versities make a five-year commit-
ment to their work in Haiti.

Another such effort is the con-
sortium of Mexico’s main pub-
lic universities, which Mr. Pierre, 
the Haitian historian, helped co-
ordinate. The group is advising 
the State University of Haiti on its 
reconstruction efforts, including 
helping to design the institutional 
structure for its new campus in the 
northern city of Cap-Haitien, built 
with funds from the Dominican 
government (see article on facing 
page). 

Frustrations in Haiti

Despite the diversity of pro-
grams, most of the partnerships 
share a common goal: to help 
transform Haiti’s higher-education 
system as a strategy for making 
the country more self-reliant. That 
means concentrating on capacity 
building rather than donating cash 
or equipment—to the frustration 
of many Haitian administrators, 
who say their most pressing need 
is physical infrastructure. 

But many professors at foreign 
universities defend that model as 
the best use of their institutions’ 
resources. 

“MIT is not into the business 
of building universities; it is in the 
business of creating and sharing 
knowledge,” says Michel DeGraff, 
a Haitian professor of linguistics 
at the Massachusetts Institute of 
Technology. He is working to in-
troduce OpenCourseWare technol-
ogy developed at MIT to the facul-
ty of applied linguistics at the State 
University of Haiti. “Once the in-
frastructure is in place,” he says, “it 
will allow access to quality educa-
tion that will be less dependent on 
physical buildings.”

While Ms. Ravitch is optimistic 
that such partnerships will have a 
lasting effect on Haiti’s higher-edu-
cation system, she concedes a lack 
of coordination among programs. 
In response, her team is developing 
a mapping system that will track 
existing programs, in an effort to 
foster potential partnerships. 

“If we can’t coordinate and 
align, then we shouldn’t be there,” 
Ms. Ravitch says. “I’m really hope-
ful, but we can’t squander the mo-
ment. We have to be really careful 
and do it right.” �

International Aid Offers Promise, but Roadblocks Remain
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Patrick Attié is head of L’Ecole Supérieure d’Infotronique d’Haiti, a private institute that has a partnership  
with Virginia Tech. The U.S. institution provides help with technical training as well as teaching methods.  
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example of how life goes on in Haiti. Stu-
dents and professors work in the three 
ground-floor classrooms rebuilt with bricks 
and wooden partitions. Classes take place 
in windowless chambers filled with wood-
and-metal school chairs facing a white-
board or blackboard.

When there is electricity (it cuts out on a 
daily basis), a fan buzzes away in the cor-
ner.

One recent afternoon when a profes-
sor failed to show—not an unusual occur-
rence—several students, many of whom have 
nowhere else to go, sit at the back of the room 
chatting. A few others sit outside with their 
heads in their books. The lucky ones cram 
themselves into what passes for a library, a 
tiny room with a desk and two cabinets of 
books.

Out back, against a makeshift wooden 
wall, broken chairs and desks are piled up. 
Occasionally an instructor will pass by and 
almost apologetically wedge himself into the 
equally tiny lounge.

“We didn’t have enough space before, and 
now it is even worse. We do our best with 
the little space we have, but it is more dif-
ficult than ever,” says Saintfurmé Dorgil, a 
language professor who was in the building 
when it collapsed. He lost three fingers on his 
right hand but says he was one of the fortu-
nate ones. 

Although it educates an enormous number 
of students, the university’s budget is almost 
$10-million a year—a sum so small that ad-
ministrators say it makes rebuilding nearly 
impossible.

“It was very difficult to restart because 
we lost our labs and all our infrastruc-
ture,” says Jean Vernet Henry, the rector. 
“We built some shelters to restart courses, 
but the hands-on aspect is difficult because 
you can’t practice in shelters. And teaching 
conditions are very difficult. We have tried 

to find funds and financing to rebuild, but 
we can’t.”

Reluctant to Help

Haitian universities have no tradition of 
planning ahead, and so foreign donors are 
reluctant to offer help without a clear idea of 
where their money is going to be spent. In 
comments echoed by other administrators, 
Mr. Henry says much of the assistance of-
fered by partner universities from abroad is 
dependent on the Haitian institutions’ being 
up and running again, something they can’t 
do until they have new homes.

“We have received a lot of universities who 
can help us, but they don’t have the resourc-
es to build,” he says. “They can help us with 

distance learning, scholarships, student and 
teacher exchanges.”

The main problem for the university’s 11 
faculties is a lack of money, the rector says. 
And while assistance from abroad was vital in 
helping universities get through the weeks and 
months following the disaster, longer-term aid 
is less focused on rebuilding infrastructure. 

Construction costs are just one of several 
financial issues facing Haitian universities, 
though. Around 80 percent of the State Uni-
versity of Haiti’s annual budget goes to pay 
professors. And finding qualified staff who 
will accept low salaries—which are frequent-
ly not paid on time—is a constant headache.

In Haiti, more than half of university pro-
fessors hold only bachelor’s degrees. Just one 

in 10 has a Ph.D. Most teach part time, earn-
ing around $12 an hour for the privilege. The 
university’s 100 full-time professors earn 
about $1,000 per month.

“It is very difficult to find quality teach-
ers because we cannot pay,” Mr. Henry says. 
“When they get a Ph.D. they leave because 
we cannot keep them. They go to an NGO 
and get four or five times what they earn here. 
If you don’t have full-time teachers, then it is 
very difficult to orient students.”

Other experts agree and say most profes-
sors work other jobs during the day and teach 
classes in their specialized subjects in their 
spare time. As a result, few form close links 
to their students, and mentoring is rare.

Reform Efforts Stalled

There is talk of abolishing the senior the-
sis at the university because the lack of help 
from professors means that many students 
submit work of poor quality.

Efforts to reform the antiquated curricu-
lum have stalled. Second-year students study-
ing agriculture, for example, spend 46 hours 
a week in the classroom, including half a day 
on Saturday. First-year medical students sit 
through 44 hours of lectures a week, most 
days entering at 8 a.m. and not leaving until 
5 p.m., not even for lunch.

“There is no time to digest this informa-
tion. There is no time to read. There is no 
time to reflect. There is no time to do proj-
ects,” says Conor Bohan, an American who 
runs HELP, a foundation set up to give schol-
arships to Haiti’s top high-school graduates. 
“There’s no focus on critical-thinking skills 
in the Haitian education system.”

Such problems can be traced to the coun-
try’s history of poverty and oral traditions. 
Jane Regan, an American professor of audio-
visual communication at the state university, 
reckons that her students are at the level of 
high-school juniors in the United States.

In a country where almost three-quarters 

of the population survives on less than $2 
a day, many students can’t afford to eat, let 
alone buy books. Others travel for hours on 
packed buses to get to classes—or walk for 
miles because they can’t afford the bus fare.

And yet, says Ms. Regan, who has been 
teaching here for a year, the vast majority 
turn up on time, impeccably dressed, and 
with an exemplary attitude. “It makes you 
realize how spoiled American students are 
when they complain the Internet is down or 
the food is bad.”

Measures of Success

Some reform and rebuilding efforts, how-
ever modest, are under way, with foreign uni-
versities providing training and technical as-
sistance to some Haitian universities (see ar-
ticle, Page A9).

Another major issue is the proliferation of 
unaccredited universities. Government offi-
cials and heads of the top private universi-
ties agree that Haiti must crack down on the 
many such enterprises that have sprung up in 
recent years.

Although Haiti has around 200 higher-edu-
cation institutions, only 50 or so are licensed 
to operate, with most of the others bare-bones, 
storefront operations. The education ministry 
employs just three people to accredit new in-
stitutions and review existing ones.

The new under secretary for higher educa-
tion says he plans to draft legislation by the 
middle of this year to establish firm accredi-
tation and regulation guidelines.

That timeline might be optimistic given 
Haiti’s chronically slow pace of change, but 
administrators at private universities say they 
would support such an initiative as long as it 
is introduced gradually.

“You can’t close 150 universities over-
night because they are not up to scratch,” 
says Patrick Attié, head of L’Ecole Supérieure 
d’Infotronique d’Haiti, which offers programs 
in business administration as well as computer 
science. “It has to be a smooth process so they 
fall by the wayside. It’s better to have students 
in bad universities than on the streets.”

Mr. Attié is more optimistic than most aca-
demics about Haitian higher education’s abil-
ity to bounce back, and not just because his 
small institution is one of the few using the 
earthquake to start from scratch.

Some others have also rebounded relatively 
quickly, including highly regarded Quisqueya 
University. The private institution took out a 
bank loan to replace five-story buildings de-
stroyed in the quake with solid one- and two-
story structures.

Quisqueya and the State University of Hai-
ti also are jointly developing a “doctoral col-
lege,” through which they aim to produce, in 
the next three years, at least 40 Ph.D.’s who 
will focus their research in areas of impor-
tance to Haiti’s development. Financing will 
come largely from the French government, 
French partner universities, and the Agence 
Universitaire de la Francophonie, says Jacky 
Lumarque, Quisqueya’s rector.

It is a rare piece of positive news, and Mr. 
Lumarque believes the foreign aid is a sign 
that support is available for those universities 
that can guarantee the money will be spent 
productively.

Haitians are understandably reluctant to 
talk positively about a disaster that killed as 
many as 316,000 people. But they acknowl-
edge that there are advantages in treating it as 
a watershed for the country—and for higher 
education.

“The quake brought the attention of the 
university world like never before,” says Mr. 
Lumarque. “That is a paradigm shift. This is 
a new trend and a great opportunity. We need 
to take it.”�
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Gertrude Pierre, a nursing student at the State U. of Haiti, lives in a tent made of tarps and wooden poles. “I’m finishing up this year,  
but I still have a year or two more,” she says. “Hopefully one day my education will help me improve my situation.” 

“�The quake was �
the opportunity �
to rebuild the system �
as a whole.”
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