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There are many thousands of stories. What 

Ceibal taught me was to learn how Uruguay really 

is. Not the Uruguay next to beach, the Uruguay 

where the problems are.  

One day I was in a school. I was with a sixth 

grade kid; he was probably 11 or 12. I asked him 

“How old is your mom? He tells me 25. I was so 

dumb to think that he was doing the wrong math, 

instead of realizing his mother was 13.” 

 

Miguel Brechner  

(Plan Ceibal Director) 
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INTRODUCTION 

The field of information and communication technology for development 

(ICT4D) studies human and societal relations with the technological world. ICT4D 

considers and researches the potential for positive socioeconomic change through this 

engagement (Biljon & Alexander, 2014). The central tenets of this field posit that using 

low-cost but advanced technologies can increase the well-being of people in poor and 

less developed countries. Within ICT4D, One Laptop Per Child (OLPC) projects involve 

distributing low-cost laptop computers in less developed countries with the intent to 

increase opportunities for students. OLPC is a relatively new project under the umbrella 

of ICT4D. Nicolas Negroponte, the primary advocate for this project, announced his idea 

of a low-cost laptop at the World Economic Forum in Davos, in 2005. Negroponte 

suggested that laptops and the Internet can compensate for shortcomings in the 

educational system. The improvement, he suggested, can only happen if children have 

access to a computer on a daily basis (Negroponte, 2011). The laptop Negroponte 

envisioned was presented in its prototype version at the second phase of the United 

Nations' World Summit on the Information Society that took place in Tunisia, in 2005 

(Allen, 2005).  

Currently over 1 million laptops have been deployed worldwide in 40 countries 

including Ethiopia, Afghanistan, Argentina, and the United States. OLPC projects 

worldwide differ in the way they are established, managed, financed, and supported. In 

general, the technology has yielded mixed results in regard to overall success, 

implementation of one-to-one laptop per child programs, and educational achievements 
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(Barrera-Osorio & Linden, 2009). 

This descriptive study investigates Plan Ceibal, an OLPC project based in 

Uruguay, and posits that Plan Ceibal has been very successful. The project distributes and 

manages laptops for pre-schools, primary schools, secondary schools, and technical 

careers programs, currently serving over 700,000 students and teachers nationally out of a 

population of 3.4 million. Plan Ceibal has also launched a number of online tools such as 

an adaptive math platform, an online digital library, a social inclusion computer program, 

and English classes for primary students. Uruguay has become a vanguard for the OLPC 

project and is recognized globally as the only country to provide a take-home laptop for 

every child and teacher, at every grade level, and to create different educational platforms 

for students, teachers, and parents. 

Why has the country become a model for OLPC projects worldwide? What makes 

Uruguay so successful? This study provides two answers to justify the success of Plan 

Ceibal. The first answer posits that to achieve this success, Plan Ceibal enjoyed specific 

strengths, unique to Uruguay. These factors include: Uruguay’s political and economic 

stability, a local, thriving software industry, and historical evidence that highlights the 

commitment to education in Uruguay, one of the pioneer countries in education reform in 

Latin America. In addition, a nationally owned telecommunications company, a relatively 

small and flat geography with a population of less than 3.5 million people, and a single 

spoken language are also important factors that contributed to the uniqueness of Uruguay. 

These characteristics facilitated the implementation of the project and made Plan Ceibal 

unique compared to other OLPC projects worldwide. 
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The second reason for the success of Plan Ceibal encompasses the national 

stakeholders’ ability to integrate different agents in a process of effective participatory 

collaboration that resulted in the effective and efficient transfer of knowledge and know-

how among stakeholders. This study posits that knowledge management (KM) strategies, 

effective management of information and people, and Information Communication 

Technologies (ICT) were employed to facilitate the transmission of information and 

knowledge, and to define context specific solutions. This study examines knowledge 

transfer to enable participation and appropriation through three projects: Aprender Todos, 

and PAM, that make use of content management system technologies to enable 

participation and learning, and Ceibal En Inglés which uses state of the art video 

conferencing tools to teach a foreign language through innovative and challenging 

modalities. The role of the Centro Ceibal de Tecnología Educativa will also be described 

in detail as it represents the link between Plan Ceibal and the Council of Primary and 

Secondary Education of the Ministry of Education.  

This study encompasses a number of individual perspectives including those of 

Plan Ceibal’s employees, schoolteachers, principals, university professors, and 

administrators. Thirty-six interviews and three participant observations of an average 

length of one hour were conducted. They yielded a rich set of descriptive data. This study 

focuses on these data to demonstrate that Plan Ceibal is an OLPC project with 

distinctive, and possibly unique, traits. The OLPC projects, originally designated for the 

poor of the world, actually require a large share of human capital, a sizable financial 

investment, economic stability, and a strong education sector. The premise that 
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technological tools could reduce a country’s digital divide and possibly impact 

development is a true statement for Uruguay. Uruguay, however, is successful because 

the country was able to build the necessary infrastructures and because historically and 

economically Uruguay possesses qualities that can make projects successful: an educated 

workforce, a stable economy, and economic resources to fulfill the auspices of the 

optimistic OLCP mandate. Now in its second phase, Plan Ceibal and its counterparts 

provide and facilitate effective linking mechanisms between people and educational 

communities to appropriate the laptops and support knowledge sharing among 

communities. This second phase is still in progress, but positive outcomes have been 

already observed (Behrendt, 2010). The success of Uruguay stands in stark contrast with 

other developing countries targeted by OLPC projects, which have often been unable to 

follow through on original expectations due to a lack of economic resources, and internal 

political instability (Ames & Warschauer, 2010). 

This study starts by providing a brief history of Plan Ceibal and other OLPC 

projects to highlight differences and similarities. Chapter I provides a brief overview of 

OLPC projects worldwide, the methodology employed in gathering and analyzing the 

data, and a more detailed history of Plan Ceibal’s inception. Chapter II presents the 

history of Uruguay to emphasize the country’s specificity. Chapter II also explores the 

other reasons for such success and outlines those elements that make Uruguay unique 

including its educational and economic history.  

Chapter III reviews knowledge management in the field of development to 

explore how knowledge is applied within development organizations. In Chapter IV, 
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three different Plan Ceibal projects are presented to explain the methods used in 

transferring knowledge among the various stakeholders through online platforms and the 

creation of a center to support teachers. A conclusive chapter summarizes the results.
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CHAPTER I  

ONE LAPTOP PER CHILD, METHOLOGY AND PLAN CEIBAL 

Developing countries are encouraged to appropriate the tools information and 

communications technology (ICT) offers for social and economic development as ICT 

increases access to, and participation in, aspects of our social and cultural lives including 

quality of education and equity (Mandernach, Meris, & Fagan, 2008). This chapter 

situates the reader within the ICT landscape by exploring the general characteristics of 

OLPC projects worldwide, by introducing the methodology adopted to gather and study 

the data from Uruguay, and by introducing the history of Plan Ceibal. 

One Laptop Per Child 

The One Laptop per Child (OLPC) project focused on distributing low-cost laptop 

computers to students in less developed countries with the intent to increase educational 

opportunities. The OLPC project frequently associated ICT and development to address 

the digital divide and close the gap between those who possess, or have access to, new 

technologies and know-how and those who do not (Boeri, 2015). 

The initial low-cost machines - referred to as XO laptops - were launched in 2007, 

cost less than $100, and were designed to be child-friendly. They featured a sunlight 

readable screen and open-source software. The laptops looked like toys, but they were 

quite resilient, and waterproof. In addition, they came equipped with keyboard, speakers, 

camera and gamepad. While the XO laptop had only 1 GB of memory, three USB ports 

provided the ability to connect external drives to increase storage capacity. When the 

laptop was turned on it immediately connected to any available wireless network. If no 
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network was available, it connected to the closest network by self-configuring its own 

mesh network (Mandernach, et al., 2008). The machines were distributed in many 

countries from Ecuador to Afghanistan, Argentina, and even the United States, although 

each individual country usually adopted different implementation strategies to achieve 

their own specific outcomes.  

In the United States, the city of Birmingham, in Alabama, committed to the 

deployment of XOs among fourth and fifth graders from low income areas in all its 

schools as early as 2007. In Ethiopia, XO laptops were adopted after a pilot program in 

the city of Addis Ababa. The project, started in 2008, distributed 5,000 XOs to students 

in four schools, two urban and two rural. The state, the regional education bureaus, the 

local educational administrators, and the schools were all important stakeholders in the 

Ethiopian OLPC project. Ethiopia received international assistance from the University 

of Groningen, the Netherlands, and the German Technical Cooperation Agency, both of 

which participated in the capacity-building aspects of the program, and supported the 

project during the physical deployment of the machines (Kocsev, Hansen, Hollow, & 

Pischetola, 2010). 

In 2009, OLPC Afghanistan distributed 2,500 XO laptops to students in six 

schools in Kabul, Jalalabad, and Herat. The institutions which provided funding and 

supported deployment included: (a) USAID; (b) Roshan, a private telecom company; (c) 

Paiwastoon Networking; and (d) the ministries of education and communication in 

Afghanistan. The OLPC personnel in Afghanistan monitored and evaluated the project 

(OLPC Afghanistan, n.d.). In Colombia, various stakeholders funded pilot programs in 
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primary and secondary schools in both urban and rural locales. Some laptops were even 

deployed in remote areas controlled by the FARC (Revolutionary Armed Forces of 

Colombia) rebel group. About 18,000 machines in total were distributed between Bogotá, 

Cartagena, and the region of Caldas (OLPC Colombia, n.d.).  

Following the devastating 2010 earthquake, the Inter-American Development 

Bank (IADB) distributed about 3,000 laptops to students in Haiti. On this occasion, John 

Negroponte, Nicholas Negroponte’s elder brother who was a former U.S. Ambassador to 

Honduras, and Deputy Secretary of State, commented: 

The event of near total reconstruction of Haitian education infrastructure provides 

the unique opportunity to rethink school and how children learn. Providing each 

child with a connected, rugged, hand- cranked or solar-powered laptop, to use at 

home and in school, provides a unique learning experience and makes each child 

an agent of change (Ashling, 2010, p.22). 

IADB also supported laptop distribution in Paraguay, beginning in 2009, 

deploying around 3,500 OX laptops to students in primary schools. The funding 

institutions for this effort included the Society for Worldwide Interbank Financial 

Telecommunication, the Inter-American Dialogue (a non-profit organization), and 

Paraguay Educa, a local non-governmental organization (NGO) with support from the 

ministry of education (IDB, 2011).  

Worldwide OLPC projects differ in the way they are implemented and evaluated. 

In 2010, an international conference was held in Vienna, supported by the Austrian 

Ministry of education, the World Bank, the IADB, and the Organization for Economic 
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Development (OECD). Speakers from funding and implementing agencies, governments, 

and private foundations shared their experiences and initial evaluations. Generally, the 

methodology employed in the evaluation processes varied across projects and resulted in 

a mix of qualitative and quantitative data collection strategies. Some evaluations were 

formalized in written reports while others took the form of case studies and requests for 

feedback. In most instances, evaluation of the scope of projects was limited to the 

educational effects of the laptops and their use in classroom settings. A limited number of 

evaluations focused on external (e.g. beyond the classroom) use of laptops and the 

resulting social effects. The impacts identified also varied widely. A number of common 

issues were identified across the spectrum, such as (a) teacher dissatisfaction and 

resistance, (b) machine breakage, (c) technical issues, and (d) limited use of the laptops in 

school settings (Nugroho, Dita, & Lonsdale, 2010).  

Broadly speaking, each OLPC project is unique and faces distinctive, specific 

challenges. However, as reported by Kramer, Dedrick, and Sharma “expecting a laptop to 

cause such revolutionary change showed a degree of naiveté, even for an organization 

with the best intentions and smartest people” (Kramer, et al., 2009, p.71). Although the 

XO laptops were initially deployed with the intention to be used widely, many countries 

failed to reorder additional machines because of their high cost, resistance of the teachers, 

or simply an inability to commit to larger scale implementation (Kramer, et al., 2009). 

Nonetheless, worldwide experiences with the OLPC program provide important lessons 

(Hooker, 2008). First, “diffusing a new technological innovation requires understanding 

of the local environment” (Kramer, et al., 2009, p. 72). As social, economic and cultural 
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environments vary greatly by county, successfully deploying new technologies requires 

an extensive understanding of those individual, specific environments. This 

understanding includes a thorough knowledge of the country’s national educational 

policy to select countries that offer the greatest likelihood of successful deployment, 

adoption, and implementation. Secondly, technology does not function in a vacuum. 

Instead, it enables complementary assets that must be present in the host country. 

Successfully distributing machines is enhanced when questions associated with 

marketing, implementation, educational applications, and support have been addressed 

(Krstic, 2008). Finally, governments that adopt and implement the machines in pilot 

projects must also be able to sustain this innovation through the development of digital 

education content and teacher training. If those criteria are not met, OLPC projects are 

likely to fall short of their goals. In these respects, Plan Ceibal, implemented in Uruguay, 

differs from most OLPC projects. Plan Ceibal is a national, distinctively Uruguayan 

project differing from other OLPC projects in its incidence, sustainability, and overall 

success. I travelled to Uruguay in the summer of 2015 to learn more about Plan Ceibal. I 

remained in the country for a month and a half to conduct interviews, and observations, 

which were instrumental to understand and situate Plan Ceibal’s unique strengths. The 

next section describes both the participants’ interviews and observations, and provides 

the rationale for the application of the techniques used to select and analyze information. 

Methodology 

This study focused on assessing key factors that contributed to the 

implementation and success of Plan Ceibal. The central questions were: what makes 
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Uruguay so successful? And why has the country become a model for OLPC projects 

worldwide? They were approached qualitatively by way of participant observations and 

interviews. Prior to field research, I undertook a literature review on OLPC models and 

ICT4D. I also studied the history of Uruguay and online resources about Plan Ceibal. 

Knowledge Management strategies and related literature were also reviewed gather 

important contextual information. 

My data collection took place across multiple sites in Uruguay during June and 

July 2015.  My data gathering methods included interviews, classroom observations, 

focus groups, and document. I conducted thirty-six interviews with public and private 

sector officials, university professors, and Plan Ceibal employees. The average length of 

each interview was one hour. I also observed classes, and spoke with principals and 

teachers. During observations, which lasted from one to three hours, I sat in classes and 

took notes of the events and people surrounding me. I visited five different schools. Four 

were located in the capital, Montevideo: an elementary school located in an affluent 

neighborhood, and three elementary schools located in a poorer area of the capital. I also 

visited a school in the province of Maldonado, a very remote and impoverished province 

on the outskirts of Punta del Este. At the schools I observed students using the XO 

laptops for classroom exercises and performing online evaluations. I participated in 

meetings with local school inspectors, and I have observed the English distance-learning 

classroom using high-end videoconferencing equipment.  

All the interviews were recorded on a digital recording device, downloaded onto 

my personal laptop, and uploaded to a secure server at the University of Texas at Austin.  
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The folders structure on the server would explicitly separate original and transcribed 

files. On an excel spreadsheet, each informant was assigned a pseudonym. A different 

name for their agency was also assigned. This process kept track of the informants and 

their affiliation, while simultaneously maintaining their anonymity. Multiple copies of the 

data were saved in three different secure locations for backup purposes. The interviews 

were translated and transcribed in English in Austin by an agency specialized in 

transcribing interviews for social science research projects. The transcribed interviews 

were placed in a transcription folder on the server. Observations were also uploaded in a 

dedicated folder on the server. Photos and videos were also housed in distinct folders; the 

video files were also translated and transcribed, if in Spanish. Once an interview or an 

observation was transcribed, I would download the file and then review it for accuracy. I 

also added a preface to the interviews summarizing the most salient points, the length of 

the interview, and the person’s pseudonym. 

The interviews were all conducted in person. I had a structured protocol with a set 

of questions. I selected an initial group of five informants from Plan Ceibal. 

Subsequently, I spent a week visiting governmental offices, libraries, the Republic 

University and I reached out to individuals via email. In the end, I gathered a pool of 

thirty additional informants.  

I initially closely read the interviews. In a second phase, I used ATLAS to assign 

codes to the selected interviews and observe patterns in what the informants experienced 

themselves (#first person) and what they were simply reporting (#third person).  
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The following table summarizes the number of participants, their affiliation and 

function and their age. 
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Plan Ceibal 

In 2005, during his first presidency Tabaré Vázquez, President of Uruguay, 

created the Agency for e-Government and Information Society (AGESIC) as a national 

response to ICT challenges. Part of AGESIC’s efforts, the Digital Agenda for Uruguay 

was first implemented from 2005 to 2010, with a five-year budget. The national digital 

policy of AGESIC followed three guidelines: (a) sustainability through time, (b) multiple 

stakeholders (with the collaboration of the government, the academy, and the private 

sector), and (c) an overall agenda that favored measurable goals. There are about 15 

associate organizations involved in the five-year action plans. Combined, these public 

and private institutions are responsible for executing 59 goals (La Nueva Revolución 

Digital, n.d.). The digital agenda has four primary areas of action: (a) access to education 

and culture, (b) e-government, (c) productive development and health, and (d) the 

environment. While the agenda included education, the idea of implementing an OLPC 

project was absent at the time the agenda was initially developed. 

As part of the Agenda, however, the state-run telecom company, ANTEL, 

extended the country’s fiber optics network and aggressively improved service quality 

(Invest BA, 2014). Connectivity and speed increased by roughly 150% between 2005 and 

2008. In fact, within a single year, 2012, the average connection speed in Uruguay 

increased from 7.3 to 22.6 Mbps (Internet World Stats, n.d.). Internet usage increased as 

well, from 29.4%, for the population aged 5 and above to 51.4% in 2011, and 61.5% in 

2013.  
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Two years later, in 2007, as the result of Presidential Decree # 144/007, Uruguay 

became the first country in the world to distribute a laptop to every child and teacher in 

all its primary schools, nationwide.  The decision to expand the OLPC initiative to the 

entire country followed a successful pilot program, launched in the department of Cardal. 

The goals of the project were to: (a) reduce the digital divide by providing equal access to 

the global networks for all, and (b) increase digital inclusion by empowering people to 

harness technology to increase their own opportunities to learn (Martínez, Díaz, & 

Alonso, 2009). This ambitious plan was perhaps best summarized by a statement made 

by the President of Plan Ceibal during a presentation to the IDB in 2006. Miguel 

Brechner, president of the program, commented “Lo que en 2006 era un privilegio, hoy, 

en Uruguay, es un derecho” [what was a privilege in 2006, it is now a right in Uruguay] 

(Zignago, 2009).  

Since then, Uruguay has been at the forefront of the OLPC initiative, and holds 

the distinction of having the highest-profile educational technology initiatives for 

developing countries over the past half-decade” (Trucano, 2012). The country has taken a 

considerable step toward innovation and the responsible use of ICTs (Education for All, 

2015). 

Although the OLPC initiative, as it has been implemented in many countries, has 

been criticized for being largely ineffective (Selwyn, 2011) and failing to deliver results 

(Fullan & Anderson, 2013), in Uruguay the initiative has been praised. Access to training 

and regular, continued support for teachers to identify and communicate best practices to 

integrate laptops into learning and teaching activities have been cited as key factors in the 
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success of Plan Ceibal.  

In fact, while the project originated within the OLPC theoretical framework, its 

implementation in Uruguay was quite different. The project was executed through a 

presidential decree, bypassing parliament. Further, Negroponte’s initial idea of one laptop 

per child was extended to include teachers as well. Finally, the project was initiated 

outside of the educational system which was recognized as being ill prepared to launch 

and sustain such a comprehensive initiative.   

The project in Uruguay is part of a larger digital effort that aims to equip the 

country with the best tools and knowledge to develop a proficient information society. 

Uruguay’s OLPC initiative is truly an inter-institutional effort, involving the President of 

the Republic, the Technological Laboratory of Uruguay (LATU), the National Public 

Education Administration (ANEP), the Central Directing Council, the Primary Education 

Council (CEP), the Ministry of Education and Culture (MEC), the Agency for the 

Development of Electronic Government and the Information and Knowledge Society 

(AGESIC), the National Research and Innovation Agency, and the National 

Telecommunications Administration (ANTEL) (UNESCO, 2015). 

The state-run LATU managed the original distribution of XOs. However, after the 

positive evaluation of the pilot program in the Cardal department, the Centre for 

Educational Support for Children and Adolescents (Plan Ceibal) was created to oversee 

the project. 

The Plan has high levels of popular acceptance. It is seen as part of a larger state 

goal to rethink and overhaul the educational system to close the digital gap in the country 
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and democratize access to information by introducing ICTs in the educational system. 

Public support is so high that voluntary civil society initiatives like the CEIBAL Support 

Network, or Flor De Ceibo, have been established to further support the achievement of 

objectives (UNESCO, n.d.). One of my interviewees, Marta, was a founding member of 

Flor de Ceibo. She told me that Flor de Ceibo, started in 2007, is an initiative from the 

Engineering School of the University of the Republic in Montevideo. “This is pretty rare 

in Uruguay,” she said, because Uruguay does not have a large voluntary sector, “It 

doesn’t exist in Uruguay, or, it didn’t exist.” Due to the Uruguayan welfare state, she 

continued, “Social movements are more political than interventionist.” The professors 

from the Engineering School, however, independently created Flor de Ceibo, and invited 

colleagues from other disciplines to join them. At first, they helped in the field with the 

delivery of computers. Later, they taught people how the computers worked and how to 

take care of them. Eventually, they started working with children and families to become 

proficient using the applications installed on the laptops. One example of educational 

applications that come with the laptops is Scratch, a programming system that allows 

students to create animated stories, learning programming code in the process. Marta 

believes Flor de Ceibo was able to establish relations with communities by understanding 

their needs.  

Marta further recognized that Plan Ceibal’s greatest asset, since its beginning, has 

been popular acceptance. She observed that politicians from the opposing political party 

were unable to criticize the plan because of its widespread popularity. In fact, even if 

Frente Amplio, the party in power since 2004, had lost the election, Plan Ceibal would 
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not have disappeared. Plan Ceibal is now entrenched as state policy, regardless of who 

occupies high level political positions.  

Another participant, Alvaro, emphasized how Plan Ceibal received support from 

both the conservative and liberal parties. Alvaro mentioned that in the 2010 elections, 

Graciela Bianchi, a Blanco senatorial candidate, criticized Plan Ceibal for creating a 

generation of alphabet agencies and technological idiots. She lost the race and LaCalle 

Pou, the party forerunner, publicly distanced himself from his fellow candidate (El 

Observador, n.d.). 

The capillary distribution of ceibalitas, the popular term for laptops (UNESCO, 

2015), was intended to promote education and technological literacy also outside the 

school system inclusive of friends, parents and relatives alike. Students take the laptops 

home to do their homework, read e-books, communicate through social network, and 

share them with their friends and families for whom Ceibal offers specific training. 

(OLPC News, n.d.) 

Plan Ceibal is constantly re-evaluated. In the initial pilot phase, in Cardal, 

LATU’s project manager, Silvia Gonzáles Mújica, evaluated the first pilot project 

(OLPC, n.d), and concluded there was legitimate teacher resistance and concerns.  

Gonzáles commented that teacher’s opinions mattered and Plan Ceibal worked with them 

to integrate the laptop into their educational methodology. According to data released by 

the Plan Ceibal evaluation team, the plan has made it possible to close the digital divide 

and expand the use of ICTs on a massive scale. Further, according to Plan Ceibal data, in 

2007 the difference in access to computers between the richest quintile of the population, 
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and the two poorest quintiles was more than 40 percentage points. By 2013, this gap had 

narrowed to less than 17 percentage points. Household data showed that fewer than 20% 

of households in the two poorest quintiles had access to computers. Again, by 2013, 

access had increased to 66% and 58%, for the two poorest quintiles respectively (Inter 

America Development Bank, 2010). 

In 2009, the government carried out a more comprehensive evaluation, and 

administered a survey to 5,600 children, 1,000 teachers, 200 administrators, and 7,500 

families. This second evaluation focused on the social aspects of Plan Ceibal.  The 

findings were positive, and many of the resulting recommendations focused on 

integrating the XO laptop into students’ family lives more inclusively, and encouraging 

creative uses for the XO. In their 2012 report, Ana Laura Rivoir and Lucia Pittaluga 

presented a paper for the Economic Commission for Latin America and the Caribbean, 

which evaluated how Plan Ceibal supported the development of skills associated with 

mastering information and communication technologies, and discussed how distributing 

the tablets had made significant contributions to bridging the digital divide. They 

concluded that Plan Ceibal and the educational system jointly played a leading role in the 

struggle to universalize access to ICTs. They also observed small reductions in the digital 

divide as a result of the laptops distribution. (Pittaluga and Rivoir, 2012). 
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CHAPTER II 
 

WHY IS URUGUAY UNIQUE? 

This chapter investigates Uruguay’s strengths from a political and economic 

angle. A thorough history of the political scene and the country’s focus on education 

policy, since its inception, is presented to emphasize the important role education has 

played in Uruguay since the 1800s. More recent trends in the Uruguayan economy are 

also discussed to contextualize the country and differentiate it from other OLPC 

recipients. Uruguay’s economy is relatively stable, and has a thriving ICT sector which 

was fundamental to the success of Plan Ceibal. 

Education and Politics in Uruguay 

The Eastern Republic of Uruguay (República Oriental del Uruguay) is a relatively 

small country. Located between Argentina and Brazil, it covers an area of about 176,221 

square kilometers (68,039 square miles). Most of Uruguay is a rolling plain with 

elevation that seldom exceeds 200 meters. It is currently home to 3.4 million people, 

mostly living in the capital city of Montevideo. The country’s only language is Spanish 

(UNESCO, 2008-2009).  

According to UNESCO (2008-2009), “Uruguay is one of the 96 countries in the 

world ranked as middle income economies, and within that group one of the 41 countries 

labeled as upper middle income economies.” (p. 5). Despite setbacks and declining 

growth forecasts, the World Bank (Social Progress Imperative, n.d.) attests that in 2013 

Uruguay had a GDP of $55.71 billion. About $4.4 million was spent on education, 

representing approximately 8% of GDP. Uruguay also scored highest on access to basic 
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knowledge. In the “opportunity dimension, Uruguay is strongest on personal rights and 

has the most room to improve on access to advanced education” (Social Progress Index, 

2013). 

The country has a general adult literacy rate of 97%. Primary education is almost 

universal. However, the impact on education is unequal for girls and the drop-out rate 

from primary to secondary education is a real problem. (Perspectiva de Género’ 2006).  

Uruguay has emphasized its education system since the beginning of its 

republican history. The country gained independence on August 25, 1825 after Britain, 

Argentina, and Brazil invaded Uruguay to control the port of Montevideo. At that time, 

and continuing through the 1970s, two major factions dominated the Uruguayan political 

landscape. The Blancos, represented the interests of the agrarian gentry, powerful 

Uruguayan families, while the Colorados, represented the urban, less affluent population 

sector, and were loosely associated with more progressive ideas and followers. School 

reform was launched early, in 1868, on the model of the United States, and a bill 

providing compulsory universal education passed in 1877 (Hentschke, 2012).   

A highly centralized school system was established for primary education, 

enrolling students from the age of 6 to the age of 11.  José Pedro Varela, the founding 

father of school reform in Uruguay, formulated a bill that made “education free and 

compulsory, imposing strong restrictions on religious education, and included significant 

grassroots participation in managing and directing public education” (UNESCO, 2012). 
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By the end of the 1800s, primary and secondary education (middle and high 

school) grew rapidly, and by the end of the century, secondary education was broader and 

more modern. Higher education also began to modernize. In 1875 “the department of 

medicine and mathematics were [sic] inaugurated and the University at the time provided 

middle and upper class youth the opportunity to study in non–traditional fields” (Munoz 

2008, p. 13). Over time, many constitutional amendments attempted “to equalize the 

access to knowledge for its citizens with the guarantee of freedom of education” 

(Constitucion de la Republica Oriental del Uruguay article 68), “to make primary and 

secondary education compulsory (both with a rural and an industrial/vocational focus) 

(Constitucion de la Republica Oriental del Uruguay article 70),” “to promote the 

development of scientific research and technical education” (Constitucion de la 

Republica Oriental del Uruguay article 70) and “to consider public primary, secondary, 

higher, industrial/vocational, artistic, and physical education free and a public good” 

(Constitucion de la Republica Oriental del Uruguay article 71). 

After a brief military dictatorship assumed power in 1973, the country returned to 

democratic elections in 1984. Amidst social difficulties and an economic downturn, a 

third party, the Frente Amplio, appeared on the political scene representing a coalition of 

various left-of-center factions (Governments of the World: A Global Guide to Citizens' 

Rights and Responsibilities, 2006). 

From 1985 to 1990, and from 1995 to 2000, Julio María Sanguinetti, of the 

Colorados, was president of Uruguay. His administration undertook substantial 



 

18 

educational reforms despite maintaining a centralized structure (Governments of the 

World: A Global Guide to Citizens' Rights and Responsibilities, 2006). 

In 1989, Luis Alberto Lacalle, of the Blancos, won the election and occupied the 

position of president of Uruguay from 1990 to 1995. Lacalle executed major structural 

economic reforms and pursued liberalization of the trade regime. In the education sector a 

significant change took place. In the early 1990s, the Economic Commission for Latin 

America and the Caribbean conducted a national evaluation of the education sector in 

Uruguay, and the data attested to a reality different from the utopian constitutional tenets 

of the country’s constitution. Education scholars praised universal access to education for 

children in Uruguay, but they also observed how the system failed to deliver such access 

throughout the cycles of education. The study exposed how the Uruguayan system was 

actually very self-selective, gradually restricting access to less affluent children, resulting 

in many Uruguayan schoolchildren dropping out of school in the early years of high 

school.  

As a result of this assessment, the center-right Blancos government launched a 

reform based on four pillars: (a) expanding initial public coverage for early preschool, (b) 

creating and expanding full time schools in low income areas (prior to this, public 

education in Uruguay had been part-time, with only four hours per day), (c) 

implementing curriculum reform, and (d) decentralizing teacher education by 

implementing centers throughout the country. The Rama reform was very state centered, 

and represented the first political intrusion of the state over education in Uruguay 

(Grindle, 2004). The Rama reform represented an important moment for education in 
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Uruguay because it engaged a debate regarding the role the state should play in education 

reform and the kind of reform that would best serve Uruguay. That debate lasted until the 

implementation of Plan Ceibal. 

In subsequent years, the OECD also investigated student achievement via the 

Program for International Student Assessment (PISA), a triennial international survey 

conducted to evaluate education systems worldwide by testing the skills and knowledge 

of 15-year-olds (Villatoro & Hopenhayn, n.d.). The survey is conducted in 70 countries 

worldwide. Central and South American countries of Argentina, Brazil, Chile, Colombia, 

Costa Rica, México, Peru, and Uruguay have participated in the survey since 2000 

(Southwick, n.d.).  

Over time, the surveys revealed high inequality and low performance in many 

countries in the Latin America region, and identified Chile, Mexico, and Uruguay as 

outliers (Marrero, n.d.). While Uruguayan students who performed well on the PISA tests 

exceeded their counterparts in Norway, those who scored low, performed below some of 

the worst performers in the world. The main difference in the two categories was related 

to the socioeconomic status of the children, with more affluent children scoring higher. 

Additionally, while OECD attested to full participation in primary school, they also found 

in the middle school level that a significant number of students failed to complete the 

cycle. The studies concluded that enrollment in the university level appeared to be the 

result of natural self-selection that reduced the original number of school enrollees. The 

cause of this trend seemed to be social and economic in nature, with the poorest segment 

of the population dropping out of school with more frequency (The World Bank, n.d.). 
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In 2004, the Frente Amplio won their first election, and their candidate, Tabaré 

Vásquez, became president of Uruguay. He expanded the welfare system of Uruguay, 

paying particular attention to education. His political agenda included a larger GDP 

investment in education, reaching 4% and enacted a new education law. The law aimed at 

improving the Rama reform by providing an educational option within a left leaning 

leadership (Administration National de Educación Pública, n.d.). However, Tabaré 

Vásquez and his party did not have a clear road map for education, and their election 

campaign rhetoric referred to an unspecified renewal. The large education debate that 

followed among schools, teachers, students, parents, professors, politicians, and the 

country as a whole resulted in a conflict that pitted teachers and unions against students 

and professors. 

Amidst unprecedented economic growth, which Uruguay had not experienced 

since the ’40s, and with a president who was not only a leader in his own party, but 

whose party held the majority in both cabinets (with 55 of 99 seats in the parliament, and 

17 of 31 in the Senate), Uruguay adopted the General Education Act and Plan Ceibal 

became the educational focus. Alvaro, one of my informants, commented that the 

popularity and success of Plan Ceibal may reflect the fact that it was modern, it was 

leftist, it was tangible, and it emphasized collaborative and inclusive strategies among 

stakeholders. It echoed a palpable, symbolic belief that Uruguay was the vanguard 

country in Latin America. These factors contributed to national acceptance of Plan Ceibal 

as the best transition program for the education system of Uruguay to move into the 

digital era of the 21st century.  
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In addition to Plan Ceibal, the General Education Act also established compulsory 

education consisting of two years of preschool, six years of primary school, three years of 

lower secondary school, and three years of upper secondary school. It significantly 

improved the physical infrastructure and equipment of primary and secondary schools, 

established fulltime and extended-time schools as strategies to benefit low-income 

families, introduced changes in vocational education to increase its value and build 

connections with the working world, approved the creation of the University Institute of 

Education (IUDE), supported training of early childhood and continuing education 

teachers, and created the Instituto Nacional de Evaluación Educativa. 

The Ministry of public education administers public education in coordination 

with ANEP, a public autonomous agency that oversees the management and 

administration of early, primary and secondary schools (ANEP, n.d.). ANEP is managed 

by five counselors. Three counselors are suggested by the president, and must be 

confirmed by a simple majority vote from the Senate. The two remaining counselors are 

voted directly by the teachers. These five individuals control education with a high 

degree of freedom and independence with respect to the overarching ANEP structure. 

Also, through his three counselors, the president of Uruguay has an important voice in 

education policy-making decisions.  

After the 2009 victory of José Mújica, also from the Frente Amplio, Tabaré 

Vázquez was again elected president. Currently in office, Vasquez is the 41st president of 

Uruguay. From 2004 to the present, Uruguay, and Plan Ceibal, have been the 

beneficiaries of 12 years of political stability and constant funding. Due to the provisions 
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of Uruguayan political processes, this continuity will extend to 2020, guaranteeing Plan 

Ceibal the strength and security many OLPC projects worldwide have lacked. Uruguay’s 

stable economy and thriving software industry are also important factors in the success of 

Plan Ceibal. These factors are introduced in the next section to document the 

environment in which Plan Ceibal has operated. 

Economy: An Overview 

Uruguay has a free market economy and relies heavily on both international and 

regional markets for its agricultural products which it sells primarily to Argentina, Brazil, 

Venezuela, and China. Its export economy is largely based on meat, wood, soybeans, 

leather, and rice (Observatory of Economic Prosperity, n.d.). Since the early “2000s, the 

country [has grown] yearly an average of 8%. The 2008–09 global financial crisis put a 

brake on Uruguay's vigorous growth, which decelerated to 2.6% in 2009” (Central 

Intelligence Agency, n.d.). The country invests heavily in public expenditures. The World 

Bank observes that Uruguay  

stands out in Latin America for its success as an equitable society and its high per 

capita income, low poverty rate and absence of extreme poverty. As a percentage 

of the total population, Uruguay has the largest middle class in the region. In 

general, economic growth over the past decade was inclusive and led to a 

significant reduction in poverty and the expansion of shared prosperity. (The 

World Bank, n.d.)  

Uruguay’s GDP growth reached 8.9% in 2010 (OECD, n.d.). Since the 1990s, Uruguay 

has sought to expand trade within the Mercado Común del Sur (Mercosur), a free trade 
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zone in South America, and with non-Mercosur members. Uruguay's total merchandise 

trade with Mercosur since 2006 has increased by nearly 70% to more than $5 billion 

while its total trade with the world has almost doubled to roughly $20 billion. According 

to the OECD, the country experienced remarkable progress over the past decade with 

“stable macroeconomic policies and a favorable external environment that permitted 

steady growth and improvement in several human well-being dimensions” (OECD, 

2012). 

The economic crisis that punctuated Uruguay’s economy resulted in a heavy 

contraction of exports, which, in turn, resulted in reduced profits for Uruguayan 

companies. The only industry that has grown steadily in Uruguay is the software 

industry, which has generated annual growth of about 4%. Andrea Mendaro, the general 

manager of the Uruguayan Chamber of Information Technology (CUTI) informed me 

that the chamber, founded in 1982, now counts 700 Uruguayan software companies 

producing applications for health care groups, tourism, banks, and the gaming 

community. About 40% of their products, Mendaro added, are exported to the United 

States. In 2013 exports of software and mobile services in Uruguay totaled $600 million 

(USD). 

The Uruguayan software industry has a distinctly local form. The Uruguayan 

software industry emerged from the combination of high unemployment levels in the 

1990s, and a strong education system, one of the best in South America. The fact that a 

significant proportion of the population had strong technical backgrounds enabled many 

start-up operations to tailor product and service offerings to specific industries, such as 
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banking, education, health, or transportation segments. Because of this specialized 

knowledge, some software clusters profited from economies of scale while others 

profited from economies of scope (Malerba & Mani, 2009).   

While growth was very gradual it was nonetheless constant. Just like Bangalore in 

India, and Silicon Valley, in California, the software industry in Uruguay is clustered 

around the city of Montevideo where about 98% of the companies are located (Giuliani, 

Pietrobelli, & Rabellotti, n.d.). The majority of these companies are national industries 

with only three foreign multinationals. The growth of these industries was partially based 

on spillover effects from labor market mobility, the relative small size of the country, and 

industry clustering. Studies of industrial districts in advanced “and less developed 

countries [have] shown that clustering helps local enterprises overcome growth 

constraints and compete in distant markets” (Kesidou & Romijin, 2008, p. 2006.)  

Initially, Uruguayan software development started as jobbing work, where 

companies sell the hours its employees have worked on a product “rather than 

developing, programming, and marketing a standardized software as the latter requires 

large up-front development investment.” It has been argued that jobbing firms often 

move into the production of standardized software (Kesidou & Romijin, 2008) In fact, 

despite the large initial investment in developing specialized software, replication of the 

product is quite inexpensive. This makes software development more profitable than 

jobbing, where the hours worked cannot be replicated. Only recently has the state 

invested heavily in the software cluster in Montevideo. Fiscal incentives for these 

companies only started in 1999; prior to that time, the government often preferred foreign 
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firms over local firms. Since the 1970s, Uruguay’s strong economy and talented pool of 

local engineers realized the potentials of ICT. Miguel Brechner, now director of Plan 

Ceibal, and Fernando Brum, one of his closest friends and colleagues, launched 

successful private companies and worked in telecommunications, software development, 

and medical electronics. Brechner introduced Compaq, Acer, and Newbridge to Uruguay.  

Since 1975, the technology laboratory of Uruguay, LATU,has been the catalyst 

for technological development as a form of sustainable development for Uruguay. In fact, 

it was at LATU that Plan Ceibal was first housed.  

In addition, underpinnings for Plan Ceibal coincide with an awareness that ICT 

potential can only be realized through knowledge transfer strategies. It is because of 

knowledge management strategies that Plan Ceibal has been able to share the prospects 

of an information society, positioning itself in a unique spot with respect to other OLPC 

projects. 
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CHAPTER III 

KNOWLEDGE MANAGEMENT 

This chapter posits that Knowledge Management (KM) strategies determined the 

success of Plan Ceibal as they translated ICT’s potential benefits into practical objectives. 

The diffusion of knowledge became a tangible outcome of ICTs by deploying 

technological platforms and creating professional champions, which enabled the 

appropriation of technology. Plan Ceibal and Uruguay were, and continue to be, 

committed to bridging the country’s digital divide, to educating students, and to changing 

citizens’ approach to technology. This commitment has enabled them to achieve these 

goals by way of transferring knowledge through KM participatory methods, and 

employing technology.  

KM and KM4D 

For the sake of simplicity, I conceptualize knowledge as “information whose 

validity has been established through test of proof” (Liebeskind, 1996, p. 94).  This 

concept of knowledge is inclusive of data and information, and displays the property of 

being situational (Kalling & Styre, 2003). KM posits that organizations are social 

structures which control knowledge and possess the capability to develop and share 

additional knowledge. Broadly speaking, KM is “the systematic process of acquisition, 

organization, and communication of organizational members’ knowledge for reuse by 

others” (Alavi & Leidner, 2001). The term derives from the business sector where 

existing knowledge is studied to develop new knowledge and enhance the firm’s 

competitive advantage. In this context, KM entails capturing, codifying, sharing, and 

effectively using organizational knowledge (Davenport, 1994).  
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Different KM frameworks exist to classify knowledge. Knowledge can be 

explicit, codified, and shareable or tacit, reflecting a personal set of experiences and 

know-how possessed by an individual (Nonaka, 1994).  

Explicit, codified, or declarative knowledge is easily transmitted and articulated  

(Zack, 1998). It is usually structured in organizational documentation such as manuals, 

patents, databases, letters, and financial statements (Sallis & Jones, 2002). The practice of 

codification breaks down knowledge into categories and taxonomies for easy access and 

use. Because it is tangible it is easily shared networked through databases, websites, and 

intranets (Sallis & Jones, 2002). 

Tacit knowledge encompasses a more subjective dimension of knowledge, 

reflecting insights, intuitions, and feelings. “We know much more than we can tell” 

(Polanyi, 1966) perfectly summarizes the function and production space of tacit 

knowledge. Tacit knowledge pertains to our know-how. Communication practices best 

address the “narrative aspect of tacit knowledge” (Kalling & Styhre, 2002, p. X) which is 

acquired slowly, socially constructed, and is therefore difficult to codify and store (Zack, 

1998, p. X).  

The distinction between tacit and explicit knowledge is related to the difference 

between knowing that and knowing how. The explicit knowledge practice “breaks down 

knowledge into its elementary forms” while the tacit knowledge practice “aligns 

particular forms of knowledge with resources that lies outside of the knowledge to make 

it appear intelligible to an outsider” (Kalling & Styhre, 2002, p. XI). This distinction has 

important implications for the management practices an organization adopts to share the 
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knowledge it possesses and produces, as the organization needs to find ways to foster 

knowledge sharing among employees in learning environments that encourage reflection 

and conversation (Sallis & Jones, 2002, p.66).  

Knowledge is accessed and transmitted through different strategies. While 

knowledge management does not depend on new technology, new technology is clearly 

one of the major influences that drives contextual changes in the way organizations 

communicate. It also alters the nature of their core business. Nowadays, ICTs play a 

fundamental role in the process of sharing and transmitting information.  

Established approaches to leverage and transmit knowledge in organizations 

include a codification strategy, which incentivizes keeping institutional knowledge in 

shared repositories for easy access (Knowledge Management for Data Interoperatility, 

n.d.). Emails, bulletin boards, intranets, wikis, and a large variety of software are 

available to facilitate this process. The personalization strategy in the transmission of 

knowledge involves an individual in a one-to-one or one-to-many transmission strategy 

(Snowden, 2002). This might include learning conversations, storytelling, focus groups, 

or staff and team meetings.  

Both solutions rely heavily on technology. From E-learning to enterprise portals, 

video conferencing, and chats, the role of technology in the KM field has grown 

incredibly (Snowden, 2002). Through technology, information can be structured to 

support decisions, and computerized business processes can convert tacit and explicit 

knowledge into assets.  

In the field of development, KM emerged as a result of the World Bank 
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knowledge management strategy launched in 1996. Canada and the Netherlands were 

among the first international actors to facilitate interest in KM for development. They 

emphasized learning for innovation and contributed to developing people-centric ways to 

tackle development problems (Ferguson, 2007). Using KM for development posits that 

meaningful knowledge flows occur if there is a sufficient connection between practices 

and knowledge (Ferguson, 2007). It also emphasized situated learning as “the process in 

which knowledge is appropriated and applied in the practice central to the individuals’ 

needs at group or community level” (Brown & Duguid, 2001).  

While the KM management model for development stems from a technologically 

oriented approach to development, it encompasses an ecological framework that focuses 

on the interaction of people, identity, knowledge, social, and environmental factors. In 

the field of development, KM is context-specific and stresses a practice-based view of 

knowledge where the social context, in which knowledge is created and transmitted, is 

paramount. 

In development projects efforts are directed at strengthening people’s abilities to 

respond to societal challenges they encounter in their environment (Britton, 2005). The 

political, socio-cultural, and technological aspects of KM define the sustainability of 

projects. The lack of even one those features hampers the long-term success of the project 

(Unwin, 2009). Additionally, in the development field, technology can be a driver and a 

divider, with large percentages of individuals unable to access and use the benefits of 

ICTs. The digital divide is an important political and social issue of our time. For 

developing countries, the intent of OLPC initiatives was to redress this imbalance. For 
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programs to be successful, KM should include not only technology, but human 

intervention measures, as well. Although, ICTs are increasingly used for knowledge 

management, the body of work in the field of development is mostly silent on KM as part 

of a project’s sustainability (Conger, 2013) only mentioning knowledge and information 

on what seems to be an ad hoc basis.  

KM ICTs & Plan Ceibal 

While Uruguay’s Plan Ceibal did not specifically adopt KM strategies as part of 

their digital agenda the underpinnings of the program coincide with KM implementation 

strategies used by ICTs to share and transfer knowledge among its partners. For Plan 

Ceibal and its Uruguayan stakeholders, KM signifies the opportunity and ability to bridge 

the digital divide, advance educational outcomes for students, and change the country’s 

approach to technology through ICTs.  

Broadly speaking, KM projects rely first on creating an infrastructure to function 

as the basic platform for the technology to work (Pan & Leider, 2003). As early as 2007, 

Plan Ceibal aggressively deployed the technology it acquired from OLPC to accomplish 

the goal of providing each student with a laptop. During this first phase, the technical 

departments at Plan Ceibal and the associated state agencies worked intensively to ensure 

fiber optic connectivity throughout Uruguay, and to ensure technical support was 

available when needed. The first step to bridging the digital divide was accomplished by 

defining the goal of the program to deliver a computer to each elementary Uruguayan 

child. However, during this time the national union of teachers adamantly opposed 

introducing computers into classrooms. Many of the participants I spoke with reported 
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that some teachers did not like change and felt strongly about a group of engineers telling 

them what to do in their classrooms. Others were scared because of their lack of 

knowledge and poor computer training. Few embraced the change and learned how to use 

the laptop on their own time, with little instruction or outside resources.  

This period of confrontations and disagreements led to many strikes and limited 

use of laptops in schools. The technology was deployed, but not used. The support 

system existed, but was only used sporadically. At the time, important questions that 

influenced adoption or rejection of laptops remained unanswered. These questions 

included teacher motivations for using laptops, the ability to track student information, 

the ability to development effective communications with students, and establishing 

effective support to solve problems as they developed. Around 2009, a number of 

evaluations were carried out that began to address these problems.  

In an educational setting, the process of teaching centers on the capacity to build 

tacit knowledge, especially in relation to the process of pedagogy (Sallis & Jones, 2002). 

In 2012, which roughly marks the second phase (Pan & Leider, 2003) of Plan Ceibal, the 

necessity to include the tacit knowledge of the faculty became paramount. An 

information audit was conducted in the form of focus groups and meetings. This study 

determined that teachers possess information, knowledge, and pedagogical skills that 

Plan Ceibal’s engineers lacked. The engineers were versed in technical matters, important 

for the project, but poorly adaptable to a classroom setting. This second phase enabled the 

provisioning and facilitation of an effective linking mechanism between the schools and 

the broader Uruguayan community. It also acknowledged different values and cultures 
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within the country, and this difference began to permeate the knowledge strategy. The 

Uruguayan stakeholders, Plan Ceibal, and its education partners, stressed the creation and 

integration of information. This second phase emphasized creating linking mechanisms 

among schools, teachers, principals, and the technological community of practice.  

Plan Ceibal and its Uruguayan stakeholders enabled a close, synergistic 

collaboration to assure full support of classroom teachers and to design online platforms 

with a pedagogical content agreed upon by the Council for Primary Education. 

Additionally, platforms that could facilitate transmitting and sharing knowledge, both 

technical and educational, were implemented. Tools such as portals, e-learning platforms, 

training, and intranets were created to transfer information and produce new knowledge. 

Teachers were rewarded with incentives to participate in knowledge management effort 

(Pan & Leider, 2003). A new role of professional champion was created to support 

teachers in the integration of classroom technology.  

As a result, in its most recent phase, Plan Ceibal and the National Public 

Education Administration began to focus on the bilateral creation of platforms, such as 

PAM (an adaptive math platform), Ceibal en Inglés, a distant education English Program 

Espacio Ceibal and Aprender Todos (a community and family inclusion program). Plan 

Ceibal and its governmental counterpart, the Ceibal Department of Education 

Technology (CEIP), now offer an impressive selection of workshops, training courses, 

and expert support for classroom teachers, zone and regional inspectors, students, and 

their families.  
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The technical support that Plan Ceibal currently employs to share relevant 

competencies includes a solid video infrastructure, used mainly in English classes, 

document exchange via CREA2, and two content management systems (GURI) for 

teachers. More recently, Plan Ceibal has started analyzing these platforms by employing 

state-of-the-art data analysis tools to evaluate performance and the conversion of data 

into knowledge. Its governmental counterparts have also used the technological 

infrastructure to deliver online evaluations that are immediately released to schools for 

their own planning and evaluation (Bailon, et al., 2015).  

In the KM for development field, a third stage (Pan & Leider, 2003, p.86) will 

possibly take Uruguay a step further. This stage will focus on systematic support for 

sharing communities based on common knowledge rather than geographical or cultural 

commonalities. In this last phase, “cross-organizational and global knowledge sharing in 

specific knowledge niches becomes possible, as ICT enables the natural flow of 

knowledge creation through informal, self-organizing communities” (Pan & Leider, 

2003, p.76).  
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CHAPTER IV 

TECHNICAL AND PROGRAMMATIC SUPPORT  

The Digital Agenda pursued by the Uruguayan government ties ICT innovations to a 

long-term strategy to change not only educational institutions, but the learning process 

and the country as a whole.  This chapter explores the technical and programmatic 

support implemented in Uruguay to facilitate technological appropriation and learning for 

students, teachers, and families alike. Using ICT tools such as platforms, intranets, video 

conferencing, and e-learning solutions through the laptops and tablets at their disposal, 

Plan Ceibal offered the necessary technological support and assistance to share digital 

content. Ultimately, this strategy ensured the transfer of knowledge, skills, and 

competencies.  

An important aspect of this transfer strategy relied on the programmatic support 

of governmental entities provided in the form of mentoring, professional development, 

and ongoing evaluation. This chapter focuses on Ceibal en Inglés, PAM, the adaptive 

math platform, and CREA2, a content management system for teachers, to describe some 

of the technology employed to transfer content through laptop or video conferencing 

tools. The CEIBAL Department of Technology, part of the Council for Primary 

Education, is presented to emphasize the programmatic support the government strives to 

offer to teachers. Its functions and responsibilities are therefore explained in detail to 

foster a clear understanding of its role. The Research and Assessment Unit at the National 

Administration of Public Education is also discussed as part of the governmental 

programmatic effort to assess the progress of students and evaluate their success to better 
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prepare them for the future. Finally, two mixed projects, Aprender Todos and Espacio 

Ceibal, are presented as indicators of the overall inclusive agenda Plan Ceibal and the 

government of Uruguay are pursuing.  

The Technology 

CEIBAL en Inglés 

Uruguay had a very limited pool of qualified English teachers to cover the needs 

of about 500,000 students. Ceibal en Inglés was launched in collaboration with the 

British Council to deliver English classes to Uruguayan children. One of the participants 

in this study, Graham Stanley, is Country Director of the British Council in Uruguay. He 

explained to me that a key characteristic of Ceibal en Inglés is that remote teachers 

deliver the instruction. Some teachers are located in Uruguay and Argentina, but others 

teach the students from the UK, the Philippines, or Mexico. The technology they use is 

high-end video conferencing equipment, also sometimes referred to as tele-presence. This 

application uses video conferencing, high-definition cameras, and a codec, a device or 

program that compresses and decompresses data to enable faster transmission and high-

quality reception.  The codec and camera are connected directly to a screen. The camera 

includes a high-definition microphone and allows the user to transmit and receive very 

high quality video and audio across the Internet. This sophisticated use of the internet 

requires a stable, constant stream of data, which Plan Ceibal guarantees because of 

national fiber optic cable connections. Each school has a large 42-inch monitor on the 

wall of a dedicated room. With the high-definition video conferencing equipment, the 

remote teacher can connect with the children without actually being in the room. The 
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quality is such that “they are larger than life,” according to Mr. Stanley. They almost step 

out of the screen when the quality is good, which is very often, and the remote teacher 

can easily identify each student. The video conferencing features the possibility of 

zooming in and out, so the teacher can actually focus on specific children for different 

activities. The laptop is also employed in classroom instruction as the remote teacher 

refers to exercises, videos, flash cards, and activities the student can only access with the 

ceibalitas. 

Mr. Stanley informed me that the project relies on team teaching. The classroom 

teacher supports and facilitates the work of her remote colleague in every possible way. 

She helps the remote teacher by making sure the children are grouped for each activity, 

that they pay attention, that the technology is working, and that everyone can hear and 

see well. She also distributes materials for the class and helps children with their laptops. 

The remote class takes place once a week, with two follow-up classes during the week 

that are facilitated by the classroom teacher. The classroom teacher uses the laptop and 

the exercise assigned by her colleague to support English learning in her class. However, 

there is another aspect that involves the classroom teacher, which Mr. Stanley suggests is 

the most innovative. During classroom activities, the classroom teacher is asked to model 

the language that is used before the children try it. The interesting aspect is that most of 

the classroom teachers speak very little English. In other words, the classroom teachers 

are asked to help the children practice English without being able to speak the language. 

For Ceibal in Inglés this request was the most challenging aspect of the project and the 

one that required the most work and dedication for it to be successful. It was the weakest 
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link in their methodology. The classroom teachers became very resistant because they felt 

unprepared and isolated. Some felt unconfident. They didn’t feel that they could teach the 

subject well. Some were uninterested, while others were challenged by the idea of 

learning something together with their students. The job of both Plan Ceibal and the 

British Council was to provide support for classroom teachers and to help them become 

more confident as classroom facilitators. One of the ways they improved this aspect is the 

introduction of English language training; Plan Ceibal staff members are trying to 

persuade the classroom teachers to learn more English. They feel if they are more 

confident as English learners themselves, then they will feel more comfortable with the 

students and the material. The technology worked, the system worked, the remote 

teachers worked, the children were learning, but the classroom teacher needed support, 

and their knowledge of English is central to the project success. 

Plan Ceibal and the British Council now guarantee an array of person-to-person 

mentoring and training, not only access to online information. The classroom teachers 

receive a lesson plan in Spanish, which explains exactly what to do. If they follow the 

instructions in the lesson plan, they would be able to perform and help the children in 

most tasks with or without a command of English. The lesson plans are very detailed and 

the remote teacher explains the tasks at great length, trying to shift much of the 

responsibility from the classroom teacher to the children.  

Plan Ceibal and the British Council provided additional support for classroom 

teachers to help them become more confident facilitators of classroom instruction. They 

offer teachers to voluntarily enroll in online course to improve their English. The teachers 
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can access Learn English Pathways, which takes them at their own pace through eight 

levels of language instruction, up to approximately B2 level on the Common European 

Framework scale. By enrolling in the course, the teacher receives free instruction, the 

support of a teacher expert in technology (MAC), so that the classroom teacher can fully 

focus on language instruction. Also Spanish mentorship, which is highly customizable, is 

available weekly to the teacher. The mentor helps with one-on-one English instruction, 

class material arrangement, and online exercises. 

PAM the Math Platform and CREA 

Ceibal En Inglés is administered by the British Council because of its many years 

of expertise in the field and the quality of its teachers. For the math platform, Plan Ceibal 

recognized the quality of math instruction in Uruguay and invited its education leaders to 

a round table to discuss the creation of PAM, an online adaptive math platform available 

to students and teachers through the Ceibal portal and their laptops. Through PAM 

teachers can plan their classes, establishing goals for individuals and groups, and 

assigning personalized homework. PAM has a variety of tools, supporting materials, 

glossaries, and about 100,000 exercises. It is integrated with an online evaluation system 

to provide immediate feedback to students and teachers. PAM informs and helps students 

by providing additional support in the form of alternative ways to resolve exercises or 

suggesting references for additional reading and assignments. The teacher can monitor 

each student individually and assess his or her strengths and weakness. PAM is fully 

integrated with CREA2, a learning management system with no content that can be built 

and customized as one wants. CREA2 is only for teachers, and it is presented as a sort of 
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virtual classroom that can be used for any subject. Teachers I interviewed praised CREA2 

for being an easy tool to use. The teachers have found its chat feature and the ability to 

automatically archive content by year and subject especially useful. Teachers compared 

CREA2 with Facebook and Moodle in its versatility and ease of use. CREA2 creates an 

online community of practice where teachers with shared interest discuss best practices 

and lessons learned. Martin, one of my informants at Ceibal, suggested that learning has a 

social component and CREA2 replicates this aspect in a virtual setting, which re-channels 

teachers’ conversations, generating knowledge for the benefit of the community of 

teachers. He commented that CREA2 is used by 88% of the teacher population  

Maríano, one of my interviewees from Plan Ceibal, explained that through 

meetings, questionnaires, surveys, and other participatory communication tools, Plan 

Ceibal and its stakeholders spent about six months devising the online environment for 

the PAM application. For months, Plan Ceibal representatives talked to principals, 

schoolteachers, inspectors, and superintendents of every grade to delineate the pilot 

program before testing it in the field. The pilot program included a mutually agreed upon 

content and a learning management system that the teachers, principals, and 

superintendents who participated in the round tables found easy to use, intuitive, and 

versatile. 

This pilot program was tested on about 50,000 students in 12 highly differentiated 

schools for about three months After this first phase, Plan Ceibal interviewed the teachers 

and, if the pilot were successful, the platform would be launched to all the schools in the 

country at the beginning of the new school year. The six-month implementation phase 
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included the refinement of the platform and its content, mostly performed by the 

technical department at Plan Ceibal. Also, this phase provides the deployment of a plan 

for training and developing units at Plan Ceibal to define a plan of action to instruct 

teachers how to use the platform and how to integrate it in the existing class schedule.  

When a new technological tool arrives teachers hope to integrate ICT within the 

classroom, but they often encounter difficulties (Ceibal Tecnologia Educativa, n.d.). In 

the case of the PAM platform a possible concern was the lack of time, since teachers 

would need extra time to prepare for their classes using new technology that might 

present new challenges. Teacher confidence and resistance were recognized as possible 

deterrents. Maríano told me that when the platform was launched, at the beginning of the 

academic year, Plan Ceibal was prepared to convey information about the functions of 

the platform to teachers in a very straightforward manner. They held in-person training 

sessions, offered on-site training sessions, and visited many schools. They also offered 

online courses, webinars, and provided additional material through videoconferences.  

Some teachers did not have a very positive impression of those efforts. In these 

instances, their supervisors, principals, and inspectors were informed and teachers were 

removed from training sessions. Most teachers were unhappy that the training courses 

were conducted outside normal working hours, and that no additional compensation was 

provided, particularly when teachers had to assume the costs of transportation to some 

sessions. Many teachers were also not impressed by the quality of the classes. As a result, 

based on word-of-mouth, other teachers chose not even to give the classes a chance. In 

the initial period, some teachers shared with supervisors that they felt very lucky to have 
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found extremely motivated teachers in their school who liked to spend a significant 

amount of time at home searching for ways to use the PAM platform. Maríano informed 

me that they reported they felt more connected with colleagues and found it easier to 

learn in a collaborative environment. These teachers were described as kind and 

enthusiastic. They would share their findings and often offered tips to the rest of the 

faculty in informal settings. Many teachers, who had not had an initially positive 

experience with formal training, found such help from a knowledgeable peer in the same 

school had a very positive impact.  

Principals, inspectors, and superintendents whom I interviewed recognized that 

the adoption of the platform in schools significantly changed according to the number of 

motivated teachers within the campus faculty. In essence, implementation of the program 

in the school was highly influenced by a small percentage of motivated teachers, who 

voluntarily offered to share their skills and advice in the classroom. These informal 

networks were the most helpful and reliable methods of learning about integrating the 

platform into teachers’ pedagogical practices. For teachers, it was much easier and more 

effective to meet in the faculty room with a colleague they knew, who had a personal 

interest to use the platform, and who was willing to share their experiences, rather than 

participating in a training course whose objectives were vague and uncertain. 
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Programmatic Support 

CEIBAL Department of Educational Technology  

The Ceibal Department of Education Technology provides programmatic support 

and technical assistant to teachers in the country. The department is a fundamental 

element to understand KM transmission through ICT. When Plan Ceibal was 

implemented in 2007, teachers had to learn how to use technology in a very limited time 

frame. The CEIP of the National Education Administration began to develop strategies to 

help teachers. At the time, CEIP did not have a department in charge of technology. Prior 

to Plan Ceibal, there was a technological department supporting technologies like 

television and projectors. However, when the country went from having one computer in 

a room, or having a room with 10 or 12 desktops, to having one computer per student and 

per teacher, the situation became untenable.  

At first, CEIP created the role of the Pedagogical Coordinator to oversee the use 

of technology among teachers. However, in 2010 the pedagogical coordinator and the 

existing technological departments were restructured and merged into the Ceibal 

Educational Technology Department. The department works on capacity building and 

training, and represents the bridge between Plan Ceibal technology and its educational 

counterparts. The mission of the Center is to be the pedagogical referent of Plan Ceibal in 

its institutionalization process. Its objectives are to provide pedagogical support for 

teachers by strengthening the quality and integration of ICT in the teaching and learning 

processes. The Center also oversees a larger communication strategy, which integrates 
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education policy and ICT, both supported by the CEIP and Plan Ceibal (Ceibal 

Tecnologia Educativa, n.d.). 

I spoke with the director of The Ceibal Educational Technology Department, 

Juan, who kindly organized a meeting for me in one of the most at-risk schools in 

Montevideo. Juan explained that the programmatic support offered by the technology 

department includes mentoring, networking resources, and professional development at 

both the national and local level. His main role is to manage all activities and personnel. 

There are also two national inspectors who help the director. One establishes the 

pedagogical and didactical criteria, within the CEIP curricula, to produce digital content 

for the teachers’ websites: Portal Ceibal and Uruguay Educa. The inspector oversees the 

work of the Maestro Contenidista, a district teacher who selects material to be placed 

online. 

The national coordinator of the Centers of Departmental Technology, Mrs. María, 

also agreed to be interviewed. She manages and evaluates the teachers’ activities in each 

of the 19 departments and 23 technology centers in Uruguay. In this capacity, she 

supervises the work of the Maestro Dinamizador (a teacher experienced with Ceibal’s 

platforms whose role is to help the classroom teacher build skills and confidence) and of 

the Maestro de Apoyo Ceibal (MAC). She also supervises implementation of ICT 

educational projects within each department in accordance with the national CEIP 

guidelines.  

A step down from the Director and the two national inspectors, the Inspector 

Ceibal, present in each department, coordinates all the ICT activities within her 
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jurisdiction with the goal of maintaining uniformity within her department. The 

Teacher(s) Coordinator of the Center of Departmental Technology directly manages the 

Center and develops projects that include ICT within her jurisdiction.  

Marta, another participant, is a MAC. She explained the MAC directly supports 

classroom teachers by assisting in the integration of ICT tools developed by Plan Ceibal 

within the scope of the digital projects the school has adopted. MACs are generally 

assigned to a specific school. A MAC is usually present in schools that support the 

Aprender Todos project and the Global Network of Learning. The role of the MAC is to 

work all day, every day, in the classroom providing technological support to the 

classroom teacher. The Centro Ceibal of Education Technology directly trains MACs. In 

2015, there were about 255 MACs in Uruguay.  

The Dinamizador continued Marta is an external consultant who supports teachers 

in schools where the MAC is not present. A teacher herself, the dinamizador is different 

from the MAC because she does not help directly in class. Instead, she helps the teacher 

develop pedagogical projects and content through ICT to use in class. In 2015 there were 

about 142 dinamizador teachers.  

The Maestros Contenidistas are teachers in charge of selecting, creating and 

compiling content for uploading and updating resources on the teachers’ websites. In 

each department in the country, there is a team promoting digital content, which includes 

teachers, principals, inspectors, and coordinators. Finally, the Maestro Tutor creates 

courses for distance learning for teachers all over the country. 

There are about 23 technology centers distributed among 19 departments in 
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Uruguay. Canelones and Montevideo, the largest departments, each have three centers. In 

each technology center the coordinator, who works under the supervision of Maria, the 

national coordinator, delivers training and seminars to capacitate teachers with the help of 

the MAC and the facilidador. The coordinator of the technology center supports and 

follows all of the work of the facilidador and the MAC. The coordinator also oversees 

meetings, and information conferences with all teachers in the department.  

Because each teacher can independently decide whether or not to adopt 

technology in her classroom, the MAC tries to awaken interest and involve the teacher in 

learning about technology as an additional tool for student learning. The facilidador does 

not work in the classroom unless it is necessary. However, she contributes to the 

professional development of teachers in regard to technology within the scope of the 

classroom. The facilidador works in an institutional manner outside the classroom by 

meeting with teachers one-on-one. 

Marta explained that Plan Ceibal has also a trainer who meets with the 

coordinator(s) of the Technological Centers monthly. On these occasions, directives from 

the CEIP are shared with their technological counterparts to assess whether the 

technology is in line with the pedagogy. The goal of the department is to use technology 

that is useful to children's learning. The Ceibal Department of Education Technology 

follows the educational program of the CEIP. As a result, technology has to be present, 

but the Ceibal Department of Education Technology has to articulate the technological 

support within the educational policies. The use of technology is intended to assist the 

learning process. CEIP and the Ceibal Department of Education Technology do not use 
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technology simply because it is new or to motivate the children. It may be good or 

motivating, but if it does not contribute to the learning process, it is not employed.  

Ceibal Department of Education Technology project goals are usually determined 

by specific needs in each district and locality. Each department is different and each area, 

and possibly each school, needs a different type of intervention. The Center cannot set 

uniform goals for all schools. They have to modify goals depending on the school and the 

teachers. Further, the roles of the MAC and facilidador must be adapted to each situation; 

what is good for one locale may not be good for others. As a result, the Ceibal 

Department of Education Technology often tailors a plan of intervention, with specific 

goals, for each educational institution and each district.  

The MAC, for example, has to support the teacher in the school, but his goals will 

depend on the school, the resources available, and the teacher’s needs. The department 

may also have a goal. If the department expects all teachers to work with PAM, the 

Ceibal Department of Education Technology draws a plan of action highlighting the 

strengths and weaknesses of the school. They evaluate each specific context. They assess 

the connectivity, the resources, the equipment, the availability of support teachers, the 

needs of teachers, the knowledge of teachers, family involvement, and students’ 

preparedness. The goals of the Ceibal Center for Educational Technologies must 

complement department goals. This very specific local customization precludes uniform, 

national goals which would create a restrictive, unresponsive educational environment. 

The goals, objectives, and delivery of training and development tools face similar issues. 

The Ceibal Center for Educational Technologies cannot create training courses at will. 
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The Center needs to listen to the teachers and propose solutions that address their needs. 

This responsive, personal attention encourages teachers to take advantage of courses. As 

a result, very few abandon the skills they have learned.  

Juan, the director of the The Ceibal Center for Educational Technologies, realizes 

that any intervention that deals with behavior change should always be supported by an 

efficient and mutually agreed upon strategy of behavior change. A good technical 

solution is often not enough to achieve the intended result. The effectiveness of any 

project, especially in the field of development, is tightly linked to the role stakeholders 

play in the project. If change is needed and wanted at the community or stakeholder level, 

the process becomes strategic because it is based on solid evidence and communal 

necessity. It is usually discussed, planned, and approved by the community, and it is 

supported by communication methods based on dialogue and exchange. At that point, the 

process of change happens. This process of involving the community of teachers at every 

level takes a longer time, but it is usually more successful than a simple ad hoc project 

that does not require the involvement of the community.  

Another form of programmatic support for teachers and students alike is a new 

online evaluation tool that uses Ceibal’s infrastructure to provide immediate feedback on 

students’ progress. Its history and evolution are introduced in the next section to highlight 

how ICT tools can help, over time, to reorient an entire education system.  
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Research and Assessment at ANEP 

The National administration for public education (ANEP) is the state organization 

responsible for planning, managing, and governing public education in Uruguay. Within 

ANEP the division of evaluation and statistics performs learning evaluations to provide 

substantial information to the Planning division for the measurement and establishment 

of educational goals. Mr. Delgado is the Director of the research and assessment at 

ANEP. We spoke about the history of education evaluation in Uruguay. We also spoke 

about the current digital assessment and what it meant to have a technical infrastructure 

in place inclusive of laptops for all to assess educational goals in public schools. Mr. 

Delgado told me that the current evaluation is performed for all primary students, from 

first to sixth grade, in the middle of the academic year. He reminded me that the second 

day of my stay in Uruguay, we visited a school where the evaluation was taking place. At 

that time, I observed students using their laptops to answer a series of multiple choices 

questions in reading comprehension, math, and science. The evaluation was informal and 

the students could help each other. They also asked me questions and sought help. The 

results of that evaluation, performed in the middle of the year, provide teachers and 

students with ample time to work on weaknesses and problem areas so that by the end of 

the year the student has made demonstrable progress.   

The important aspect of this online evaluation, using Ceibal laptops, is that it has 

transformed the traditional monitoring processes the inspectors previously used. Mr. 

Delgado explained that the inspectors, whose role is to monitor policy implementation 

and gather education data at the district level, used to travel to each school in their 
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jurisdiction to collect grades in math, science, and reading comprehension. They would 

eventually run the numbers, and present the results to teachers and principals but those 

results would not say much about the real learning abilities of the students over the year, 

and would be useless to help the students. Those who did not perform as expected at the 

end of the year would be required to repeat the year.  

The difference with the current system, according to Mr. Delgado, is that they are 

able to receive, immediately, responses from 30,000 students and they can effectively 

intervene when help is needed. They can now offer guidelines to the inspectors because 

the inspectors, teachers, and principals also receive immediate results. Inspectors can 

browse the results of all schools in their jurisdiction, in a single, simple process.  

This accomplishment represents a huge qualitative jump that came about through 

digital assessment. And, it is an important story, according to Delgado. It is important 

because in the past Uruguay had a problem with a high retention rate. Mr. Delgado told 

that about 20% of students typically repeated first grade because they could not master 

reading and writing. In 2007, when testing students on paper started, the results were very 

good and teachers reacted positively. In 2008, they tested second graders. Eventually, 

about 50,000 students were tested in three subjects:  math, science, and reading 

comprehension. Because of the three tests, and because each test was ten pages long, they 

calculated 1,500,000 pages had to be printed and distributed for the evaluation. At the 

time, Delgado raised the printing budget. However, increasing the budget was moot since 

he still did not have the money to print that quantity. An ANEP engineer said, “And what 

if we don’t print it?” That was how the online evaluation started. 
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Using Plan Ceibal’s laptops, they studied the possibility of delivering the tests on 

the computers.  They conducted a pilot in 2008, going to different neighborhoods and 

schools to run pilots and the results convinced them that the evaluation could be done. 

Delgado remembered an anecdote of a teacher who saw how the children performed the 

assessment. The teacher saw the activities and how the information was available on the 

teachers’ portal and said, “You just came up with this innovation and I’m retiring next 

year!” In 2009, they did the first second grade assessment, which they had not been able 

to do previously because of budgetary issues. Approximately 35,000 students 

participated. In 2009, around 90,000 students were evaluated, and in 2014 they collected 

roughly 800,000 evaluations. Mr. Delgado and his team know that the laptops and the 

Internet are opening unimaginable possibilities for the country and they hope to be able to 

evaluate the entire primary education in the not-too-distant future.   

Espacio Ceibal, and Aprender Todos 

Espacio Ceibal 

Plan Ceibal and its stakeholders collaborate on many levels to enable social and 

digital inclusion. The programs that were initially launched as a collaborative effort 

between Plan Ceibal and its educational counterparts at the school and community levels 

are: Espacio Ceibal and Aprender Todos. These are al partnerships between the Social 

Development Department at Ceibal, the Ministry of Social Development (MIDES), and 

the Ministry of Education. 

María is the Director of Social Development at Ceibal. She explained that her 

department develops and implements projects for digital inclusion in schools and 
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communities. Through these projects, she said, “We strive to use meaningfully the digital 

resources we have.” Her department does not implement the projects; responsibility for 

implementation resides with the schools and community centers that have presence 

throughout the territory. María’s department works on appropriating Ceibal's resources: 

laptops, platforms, and digital libraries to facilitate projects, programs, and training by 

strengthening the capabilities of all involved through digital tools.  

Training is designed to address individual user needs, whether they are basic, such 

as how to use a laptop or Ceibal's resources, or more advanced, accessing and using 

sophisticated platforms and the other resources. María’s department also teaches 

strategies to implement design and development projects. Often, she told me,  

Our partners are not used to working on a per project basis, or providing services 

based on specific activities. These are the competencies that we look to develop in 

our governmental partners in order to have them carry the same tasks once the 

support from Ceibal is withdrawn. 

María knows that Ceibal's resources are available in every home, in every community, for 

every child, but that does not mean people can actually access them in a significant 

manner. In many cases, there is no knowledge associated with these tools, whether they 

are the laptops or platforms. The transmission of the necessary knowledge to use the 

technology appropriately is the main goal of María’s department. María’ team facilitates 

learning and teaching, in the case of educators, and access to information, in the case of 

citizens. The goals of her department are to enable people to access services, and that, she 

adds, “isn't something that happens automatically by simply giving people access to the 
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technology itself.”  

To enable digital and social inclusion, Sara Cardosa, manager of the community 

development department at Plan Ceibal, manages Espacio Ceibal (Ceibal Space). Ceibal 

Space follows three guidelines: centralization, collaboration, and citizenship 

participation. Centralization is guaranteed by a capillary presence in the territory. Ceibal 

Space is represented in 19 capitals and 51 other locations throughout the country 

occupying pre-existing state institutions and offices. This network leads to the second 

important guideline: collaboration. 

On this project Ceibal collaborates with a variety of partners. There are MECs 

(Centro MEC), which are educational and cultural spaces focused on decentralizing 

access to education and technology for all citizens. Secondly, there is the Centro for 

citizen assistantship, or CAT, which assists citizens with matters related to internal and 

external governmental affairs. There is also the CECAP, the education and training center 

for adolescents from 15 to 20 years of age, the ANTEL centers for digital inclusion, and 

the MIDES local offices. Through MIDES, according to Sara, Ceibal can help in two 

distinctive institutions: SOCAT, which offers services to develop the community, and the 

INJU, the national youth services.  

Presently, there are 59 Ceibal Space offices with two lines of action. The first is 

called Mesa de ayuda (Help Desk) that offers first level support for software and 

hardware problems, and any general inquiry a citizen may have. The user can ask for 

information regarding different resources that Ceibal offers. Another line of action, 

suggested Sara, is digital inclusion, where activities are developed using Plan Ceibal 
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resources. She told me that through their partners, they teach everything from basic 

laptop care to imaging a disk. Everything is done with children, teenagers, and family 

members. They hold sessions for online employment, teach individuals how to create a 

resume, and how to pay bills online. Sara knows the laptop is at home and she tries to 

include every member of the family in its use and discovery. Children often teach their 

parents and grandparents how to use the laptop or navigate the Internet.  These activities 

represent a significant input for digital and social inclusion. Technology, continued Sara, 

“becomes an excuse for integration.”  

Plan Ceibal and institutional partners maintain separate operations. The local 

partner, the MEC, or the CAT provide the physical space, a person of reference, and the 

equipment. A Centro-MEC, for example, is a state agency that might include a Ceibal 

space. When a Centro-MEC becomes a Ceibal Space, it does not stop offering its normal 

day-to-day services. Instead, additional activities associated with Centro Ceibal are 

offered. The person the Centro-MEC has chosen as a reference works with Ceibal and is 

fully trained to resolve hardware or software problems and in how to use the platforms.  

Aprender Todos 

Aprender Todos is an educational program of social inclusion for schools, 

children, and families who are at risk. The main goal of the educational authorities is to 

guarantee the right to an education to every child in Uruguay. The strategy to attain this 

goal includes: (a) emphasizing the role of schools as participatory, friendly settings where 

students come to learn and grow; (b) strengthening the role of schools and their 

management; and finally, (c) strengthening public education by revising educational 
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processes, infrastructure, and strategies. On a practical level this meant targeting the most 

at-risk schools, those with high dropout rates and class repetition, and working to 

increase social inclusion and educational practices.  

The target population includes students, and families. In this project, Ceibal works 

exclusively with its counterparts at the department of education. The fist pilot project was 

launched in 15 schools in the departments of Montevideo and Canelones. The main 

strategy of the project included strengthening the role of the MAC teacher in his or her 

efforts to help the classroom teacher. The MAC can work directly with students, and 

indirectly with their families. Karen, the Ceibal manager for Aprender Todos, informed 

me that the MAC and the community teacher, a professional figure who works with 

families, complement each other in using technology to interest first the student, and 

secondly other family members. Both the MAC and the community teachers encourage 

family and students to use the laptop for homework and for work. She remembers the joy 

a father experienced when he was able to purchase merchandise for his family on 

Mercado Libre (the equivalent of ebay).  

In Aprender Todos, Plan Ceibal’s digital tools were integrated at the school and 

community levels under the supervision and direction of the school principals who best 

know the local reality of families and students. The family is encouraged to visit the 

school after hours to attend workshops focused on digital inclusion. Through these 

workshops, teachers can show parents how to support their children through the learning 

process, and to become familiar with the resources Ceibal provides, inclusive of the 

platforms and libraries. These processes bring them a step closer to claiming digital 
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citizenship and access to the e-government’s resources.  

 

CONCLUSIONS 

This study posits that Plan Ceibal is a successful OLPC project, and it explained 

the ways in which the project succeeded through qualitative data and a variety of 

examples. Firstly, Uruguay is very small and flat, and fiber optics and Internet towers 

were easy and cost effective to install. Also, having one state-led Internet provider, 

ANTEL, facilitated greatly the implementation process as this organization, operating in 

a seemingly monopolistic regime, supported and profited from the technical expansion of 

Plan Ceibal. Plan Ceibal worked because of Uruguay’s economic and political stability 

and because the country, as a whole, embraced its symbolic power and existence with a 

renewed sense of Uruguay’s grandeur. Finally, Plan Ceibal succeeded because its 

stakeholders effectively exchanged knowledge through a plethora of digital tools 

defining, shaping, and ultimately producing greater access to knowledge. 

 

More importantly, however, Ceibal is successful because the OLPC mandate was 

redesigned to fit local standards and needs. This has situated Ceibal and Uruguay in a 

unique position of self-discovery that has begun only now. By this premise, it is 

extremely hard to assess the cause(s) and the effect(s) of this program’s success. Was 

Ceibal successful because of its leadership? Or was it successful because of the immanent 

strengths of the country? Was, perhaps, the expeditious technological deployment the key 

component that guaranteed the plan’s success? Are children learning their skills or not? 
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Has the digital divide been bridged? We can certainly answer these questions, and I have 

attempted to do so. Yet, it is hard to establish an order of significance that could clarify 

the cause and the effect of this positive outcome. 

Both Ceibal and its stakeholders displayed an incredible degree of adaptability. In 

less than seven years, Ceibal and its state partners managed to fully connect Uruguay’s 

schools, plazas, and youth centers through fiber optics and Internet towers to reach and 

serve 700,000 users. However, the original three technical departments within Plan 

Ceibal, i.e., connection, support, and planning, coexist now with the newly created 

departments of education, training, and social development. Plan Ceibal discovered the 

necessity to pair its technological inclinations with a more profound knowledge of 

matters beyond its comfort zone. Plan Ceibal creates the technical infrastructure for 

educational platforms workshops, training courses, and engages its partners that 

populates it with pedagogical content. 

The separation between politics and pedagogy, a Uruguayan trait in education, 

resulted in a large bureaucracy and a system of checks and balances that moves very 

slowly. However, the education system as a whole reacted to the Plan with extreme 

rapidity. At first, there was a palpable opposition ensued by a significant turnaround and 

the subsequent creation of structures to support and encourage educators in a process of 

self-discovery.  

It would be extremely limiting to believe that the factors discussed provide the 

only reasons for the success of Plan Ceibal and the OLPC program. I do believe that a 

small country with a flat geography is positioned in an enviable spot when fiber optics 
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cables have to be installed across the nation. I have no doubt that a strong economy is 

fundamental for the sustainability of any project. I also believe, however, that a more 

profound reason for this success lies in the roles played by the individual and the society.  

I believe it is in the tension between agency, the capacity of an individual to act 

independently and make free choices, and structure, those factors of influence that limit 

an agent in his or her decision, that a better answer can be reached (Giddens, 1984).  This 

study imparts necessary knowledge for further analysis of the reasons behind the success 

of Plan Ceibal from a more sociological angle, and I am very proud to have been part of 

this research experience, and somehow have forwarded the knowledge on this fascinating 

topic. 
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