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Publishers comment: The author of this article 
did not work with quote notes. The last pages 
provide the reader with a list of sources on 
which this article refers. 

The history of the Cuban education 
system goes back to the time of the 
revolution. After Fidel Castro took po-
wer in 1959, he took care of the impo-
verished population with the “literacy 
campaign” and free education. In do-
ing so, he legitimized the socialist go-
vernment and created the myth of the 
colossal educational system.

But with the fall of the Soviet Union in 
1992, a turning point and a period of 
great economic difficulties began. At 

that time, academics left their positi-
ons to enter the tourism industry. The 
low prospects for the future meant 
that young Cubans no longer went to 
the universities.
Many today have several jobs, wor-
king as teachers during the day and 
taxi drivers at night. Teachers earn an 
average of around 22 euros a month. 
What used to be a lot of money is no 
longer even enough to survive after 
the economic crisis, cuts in food sub-
sidies and higher prices. This not only 
affects the quality of life, but also the 
quality of schooling.

fig. 1: Education in cuba / https://webdelmaestrocmf.com/portal/la-educacion-cubana-es-un-ejemplo-para-todo-el-mundo/
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STRUCTURE OF EDUCATIONAL LEVELS

fig. 2: Educational system (German) / https://www.bq-portal.de/sites/default/files/kuba-berufsbildungssystem-seit1976.pdf
fig. 3: Primary school / https://cuba-solidarity.org.uk/news/article/3771/working-together-education-and-community-in-cuba
fig. 4: Universidad de la Habana / http://www.acn.cu/cuba/61837-la-educacion-superior-en-cuba-avanza-y-se-consolida-pe-
se-al-bloqueo
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[educación de adultos] 
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Hochschulbildung 
[universidad] 

5-6 Jahre 

1. Grundschulstufe [preparatorio] – 4 Jahre 

 

Voruniversitäre 

Bildung                                         
[educación  

preuniversitaria]                                                                  
3 Jahre 

 

 

Berufsausbildung 

[educación técnica y profesional]                                                                  

3-4 Jahre (im Bereich «técnico» bzw. 2 Jahre mit vorherigem «bachiller») 
2-3 Jahre («obrero calificado» bzw. 1 Jahr in Ausnahmefällen) 

 

Berufliche Weiterbildung an höheren (polytechnischen) 

Bildungseinrichtungen 
[educación superior en institutos superiores (politécnicos)] 

 
 

Berufsbefähigung von  

Arbeitern und Bauern                                       
[facultad obrera campesina (FOC)]   

3 Jahr                                                                 

2. Grundschulstufe [culminatorio] – 2 Jahre Grundbildung für Arbeiter und Bauern 
[educación obrera campesina (EOC)] 

2 Jahr 

Aufbaustudium 
[diplomado] 

6-18 Monate 

Doktor, Master, Postgraduierte 
[doctorado, maestría, posgrado] 

2-5 Jahre 

Allgemeine Sekundarbildung 
[educación media básica general] 

3 Jahre 

Berufliche Sekundarbildung 
[educación media básica para adiestrarse en un oficio] 

3 Jahre 

Sekundarbildung für Arbeiter  
und Bauern 

[secundaria obrera campesina (SOC)] 
2 Jahre 
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The Cuban education system is cent-
rally controlled by the state and shaped 
by the basic structure of the constituti-
on (Constitución de la República 1976).

The Ministerio de Educación, MI-
NED is responsible for all educa-
tional tasks in primary, secondary 
and vocational training. The hig-
her education is assigned to the 
Ministerio de Educación Superior.

Structure of the educational levels

Basic education:
The general compulsory schooling 
is 9 school years and consists of the 
six years of basic education (Educa-
ción Primaria) and the three years of 
the first level of secondary education 
(Educación Media Básica). The lower 
secondary level follows on from the 
general basic education.

Initial vocational training:
The initial vocational training can 
be completed at vocational schools 
(Escuelas de Oficios) or workshop 
schools (Escuela-taller) instead of the 
general lower secondary level. This 
training concludes with a certificate as 
a qualified worker (Diploma de „Obre-
ro Calificado“) and opens up the pos-
sibility of continuing further education 
in the field of vocational training (up-
per secondary level) as well as adult 
education.

The upper secondary level (Educa-
ción Media Superior) is divided into 

pre-university education (Educación 
Preuniversitaria) and vocational trai-
ning. The Educación Preuniversitaria 
lasts three years and ends with the 
acquisition of the „Bachiller“. In vo-
cational training (Educación Técnica y 
Profesional) at polytechnic institutes 
(Institutos Politécnicos) or at vocatio-
nal schools (Escuelas de Oficios, it is 
possible to obtain a professional title 
as “Técnico Medio” or “Obrero Califi-
cado” or a professional qualification 
(Diploma o Bachiller en la Especiali-
dad Técnica or similar) Profesional de 
Nivel Medio Superior) The completed 
vocational training enables access to 
further professional development and 
entitles the holder to study at a uni-
versity.

Higher education:
In higher education, the tertiary sec-
tor, students in universities can acqui-
re the titles “Ingeniero”, “Licenciado”, 
“Arquitecto” and “Doctor en Medicina” 
after 5-6 years. After 2-5 years it is 
possible to obtain a “Doctorado”, “Ma-
estría” or “Posgrado”. There are also 
short certified postgraduate courses 
(Certificados de Diplomado) of 6-18 
months.
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fig.5: Participation in secondary education / http://uis.unesco.org/en/country/cu?theme=education-and-literacy
fig.6: Participation in tertiary education / http://uis.unesco.org/en/country/cu?theme=education-and-literacy
fig.7: Children not going to school / http://uis.unesco.org/en/country/cu?theme=education-and-literacy
fig.8: Literacy  / http://uis.unesco.org/en/country/cu?theme=education-and-literacy
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Illiteracy

In the first half of the 20th centu-
ry, 22% of Cubans over the age of 15 
were illiterate and 60% of the coun-
try were semi-literate, as many in 
rural areas had no access to educa-
tion. After 1959, the Castro regime 
nationalized all educational institu-
tions and created a system based 
on Marxist ideological principles.

After the country was restructu-
red, the government launched a li-
teracy campaign. Literacy centers 
were set up, and youth and other 
volunteers were sent to the coun-
tryside to teach others to read.

In a short period of time, the new 
Cuban government has fundamen-
tally changed the education system, 
and by 2000, 97% of Cubans bet-
ween the ages of 15 and 24 could 
read and write. Literacy gave poor 
uneducated Cubans a better stan-
ding in the country and in the world.

Through the education program, all 
children, regardless of financial me-
ans, were given access to education. 
Nevertheless, there are always in-
creases in the number of children who 
do not go to school. Between 2010 
and 2015, this increased from 7,000 
to a total of 44,344 children and then 
fell again to 5,703 by 2019. The num-
ber of girls who do not go to school is 
on average higher than that of boys.

School education in numbers

Participation in primary education de-
creased from 101.46% to 99.13% bet-
ween 2010 and 2015 and rose again to 
102.87% in 2019. The proportions of 
boys and girls were mostly the same.

In secondary education, participa-
tion fell minimally between 2010 
and 2019, from 88.2% to 83.4%, 
with girls attending school on 
average 1-2% more than boys.

Participation in university education 
has fallen sharply in recent years. 
From 2010 to 2018 it fell by around half 
from 94.9% to 41.4%, with a low of 34% 
in 2016. Women study with a share of 
50% in contrast to men with a share of 
30% more at universities and are more 
represented in the tertiary sector. 
The large gap could be attributed to 
the country‘s economic situation. For 
many, it is not worthwhile to study, as 
it does not bring any financial benefits 
and other jobs that do not require an 
academic degree bring in more money.

EDUCATION
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„Cuba es un ajiaco”
Fernando Ortiz

According to Fernando Ortiz, Cuban 
culture is like Ajiaco (typical Cuban 
soup). It consists of many ingredients 
that varied in each era according to 
the human substances that were 
put into the pot by the hands of the 
cook. The indigenous people of Cuba 
(Guanajatabeyes, Siboney and Taíno), 
the Spaniards, the Africans, the Asi-
ans are an important part of the mix.

The real story of Cuba is the story of 
its very complicated transcultures. 
Transculturation is an uninterrup-

ted process, it is about assimilating 
without losing one‘s roots. First, the 
transculturation of the Paleolit-
hic into Neolithic Indians and the 
disappearance of the last becau-
se they could not adapt to the ef-
fects of the new Spanish culture. In 
the first centuries of the conquest, 
groups from the Kingdom of Castile, 
especially from the south of Spain, 
predominated. Other very import-
ant groups from the Canary Islands, 
Galicia and Catalonia also joined.

fig. 9: Ajiaco cubano / https://i2.wp.com/todocubaonline.com/wp-content/uploads/2020/06/un-rico-ajiaco-cubano.
jpeg?fit=1080%2C1286&ssl=1
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The African roots have particularly 
shaped the development process of 
the Cuban culture. They came from 
different ethnic groups (Yorubas, 
Mandingas, Congos, Carabalis, Bantu) 
and were mixed as enslaved people 
in the plantations, which led to new 
cultural connections between the Af-
rican communities themselves. From 
the plantations themselves, before 
the abolition of slavery, the process 
of syncretism between the culture of 

the enslaved people and that of the 
masters began, producing a culture 
entirely new and different from that 
of their original roots. In the current 
definition of Cuban culture, these 
three roots form the basis of traditi-
ons, culture and popular religiosity.

Abb. 10: Buskers in Havana / https://www.worldatlas.com/r/w960-q80/upload/c6/3b/de/shutterstock-255106795.jpg

CULTURE
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Cuban music is the music that origi-
nated on the island of Cuba, the roots 
of which can be found in Spanish and 
African songs. The rhythm, basically 
drums, has African origins, the instru-
ment - the guitar and its variants, Spa-
nish origins. A certain Asian influence 
can also be seen in the use of the Chi-
nese cornet in the carnival. Cuban mu-
sic has been associated with dancing 
from the very beginning, in its original 
form it was present at rituals, festivals 
in elementary form and at events, ele-
gant celebrations in elaborate form.

Any classification of Cuban music will 
depend on the extent to which Spanish 

and African influences are discovered 
in it, because in reality it is the rich 
and complex creative result of these 
two sources, to which historically the 
influence of various cultures and mu-
sical tendencies has been added is.

fig. 11: Origins of cuban music / https://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/de/4/4a/Genealogie_Musik_Kuba.gif
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Although the main roots of Cuban 
music come from Spain, Africa and 
France, the US and Jamaica have had 
many influences on Cuba as well.
Cuban music has influenced jazz, sal-
sa, Argentine tango, Ghanaian high life, 
West African afro beat and the Spa-
nish flamenco nuevo, among others.

The traditional Cuban music styles 
include, among others, Contradan-

za, Danzón, Guaracha, Son cubano, 
Bolero, Mambo, Chachachá, Rumba, 
Guaguancó and Timba. Many dancea-
ble rhythms became popular during 
the 20th century, including danzón, 
guaracha, mambo, and chachachá.

fig. 12: Buena Vista Social Club, album cover / http://www.buenavistasocialclub.com/wp-content/uploads/2015/02/BVSC-al-
bum.jpg

MUSIC
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Gabriel Veyre began his cinematogra-
phic adventure in Cuba, right after the 
Lumière brothers invented the cine-
matograph. On January 24, 1897, he 
brought the first film camera from 
Mexico to Havana. The first films were 
financed by the directors‘ savings and 
received no public funding. The ear-
liest important Cuban directors inclu-
de Enrique Díaz Quesada and Ramón 
Peón. In 1923 all previous Cuban film 
classics were destroyed by a fire in the 
film warehouse and for this reason 
you can no longer watch them today.
After the triumph of the revolution, 
Cuba entered the period known as 
the „golden age of Cuban cinema“. 
In 1959 the Cuban Film Institute In-

stituto Cubano del Arte e Indus-
tria Cinematográficos (ICAIC) was 
founded by Alfredo Guevara. ICAIC 
was financed by the Cuban govern-
ment, which on the one hand led 
to a large and rapid development 

fig. 13: La virgen de la Caridad (1930)/https://www.imdb.com/title/tt0136604/mediaviewer/rm2368477696/
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of cinematography on the island, on 
the other hand the films had to match 
and reflect the ideological standpoint 
of the political system. Some direc-
tors, such as Nicolás Guillén Land-
rién, Eduardo Manet, Fausto Canel, 
made critical films despite the po-
litical pressure; these works of art 
were then mostly censored or banned.
In 2017, around 3000 Cuban film 
posters were included in the 
UNESCO World Document Heritage.

Film festivals in Cuba: Festival In-
ternacional del Nuevo Cine Lati-
noamericano de La Habana, Fes-
tival de Cine Europeo en Cuba.

Directors (selection): Enrique Díaz 
Quesada, Ramón Peón, Ernesto 
Caparróz, Manuel “Manolo” Alon-
so, Nicolás Guillén Landrién, Edu-

ardo Manet, Fausto Canel, Ro-
berto Fandiño, Alberto Roldán, 
Orlando Jimenéz Leal, Sara Gómez.

Films (selection): Casta de roble 
(1954), A Girlfriend for David (Una no-
via para David, 1985), Remembrance 
of Underdevelopment (Memorias del 
subdesarrollo, 1968), The Death of a 
Bureaucrat (La muerte de un buró-
crata, 1966) , One Day in November 
(Un día de noviembre, 1976), The Last 
Supper (La última cena, 1976), Straw-
berry and Chocolate (Fresa y cho-
colate, 1993), La bella del Alhambra 
(1989), Se permuta (1985), Siete mu-
ertes a plazo fijo (1950), Lucía (1968), 
Papeles secundarios (1989), Mada-
gascar (1995), The first battle with the 
machete (La primera carga al mache-
te, 1969), In some ways (De cierta ma-
nera, 1977 ), El hombre de Maisinicú 
(1973), Cecilia (1982), La virgen de la 

fig. 14: Lucía (1968) / https://www.imdb.com/video/vi2903227929?playlistId=tt0064609&ref_=tt_ov_vi

FILM
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Caridad (1930), Retrato de Teresa 
(1979).Spanish-language literature in 
Cuba began with the Spanish conquest 
and colonization. The conquerors 
brought with them chroniclers who 
wrote and described important events, 
albeit with a Spanish point of view 
and for a Spanish reading audience.
 
The first literary work written on the 
island dates back to the 17th cen-
tury: Silvestre de Balboa y Troya de 
Quesada (1563-1647), published 1608 
Espejo de Paciencia, an epic-histo-
rical poem in royal octaves depicting 
the kidnapping portrayed by the bi-
shop Fray Juan de las Cabezas Alta-

mirano by the pirate Gilberto Girón.
Selection of well-known Cuban wri-
ters: Reinaldo Arenas (1943–1990), 
Barnet (* 1940), Guillermo Cabrera 
Infante (1929–2005), Onelio Jorge Car-
doso (1914–1986), Alejo Carpentier 
(1904–1980), Jesús Díaz (1941– 2002), 
Pedro Juan Gutiérrez (* 1950), Nico-
lás Guillén (1902–1989), José Lezama 
Lima (1910–1976), José Martí (1853–
1895), Padura (* 1955), Zoé Valdés (* 
1959), Cirilo Villaverde (1812-1894).

fig. 15&16: José Martí and Getrudis Gómez de Avellaneda /https://www.ecured.cu/Literatura_cubana
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Cuban painting became more im-
portant at the beginning of the 20th 
century. The first plastic arts school 
in Cuba was Academia Nacional de 
Bellas Artes San Alejandro, founded 
in 1818 and still in existence. Among 
the most important painters are Wil-
fredo Lam, whose works are exhibited 
in the Museum of Modern Art in New 
York and in the Reina Sofía Museum 
in Madrid, Guillermo Collazo, Arman-
do Menocal, Mariano Tobeñas, Fidelio 

Ponce de León, Mariano Rodríguez, 
René Portocarrero, Amelia Peláez , 
Víctor Manuel and Carlos Enríquez.
In Cuba there is the Cuban Crafts-
men Association (ACAA), an organi-
zation that gathers the best craft-
speople in Cuba. These artisans 
work in their own workshops and 
are supported by the country‘s po-
litical and economic leadership.

fig. 17: La Jungla, Wifredo Lam / https://www.ecured.cu/images/6/65/Lam_jungla.jpg
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Cuban cuisine is a mix of Tain, Spa-
nish, African and Caribbean cuisine.
Typical dishes: Lechón asado, Yuca 
con mojo, Arroz congrí, Chatinos 
o Tostones, Picadillo a la criol-
la, Carne con papas, Ajiaco, Congrí 
oriental, Sándwich cubano, Caldo-
sa, Ropa vieja con vegetales (soup 
meat with tomato sauce, black be-
ans, yellow rice , Plantains and fried 
yuca), Rabo encendido, Gaceñiga

Typical cocktails: Daiquirí (rum, le-
mon, sugar, maraschino liqueur and 
ice), Mojito cubano (rum, mint leaves, 
lime, sugar, sparkling water and ice), 
Cubalibre (rum, Coca Cola, lemon and 

ice), Malecón, Ron Collins or rum co-
lins (rum, lemon, sugar, sparkling wa-
ter and ice), El Presidente (rum, oran-
ge curacao, vermouth and grenadine), 
Telegrama (rum, mint liqueur and ice).

fig. 18: Ropa vieja /https://es.wikipedia.org/wiki/Gastronom%C3%ADa_de_Cuba#/media/Archivo:Cubanfood.jpg
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Sport and politics

Since the Castro regime in 1959, sports 
culture has been shaped primarily by 
the following motives: ideology, mi-
litary, gender and racial justice, ge-
neral health and international pres-
tige. Due to historical relationships 
with the United States, many Cubans 
participate in many sports popular 
in North America rather than sports 
traditionally promoted in other Latin 

American countries. Baseball and bo-
xing are the most popular sports, fol-
lowed by volleyball, wrestling, basket-
ball, sailing and trekking. In athletics 
there are many successful teams and 
athletes both nationally and interna-
tionally. There is also national enthu-
siasm in football, but there is a lack 
of resources and professional talent 
development.

fig. 19 Baseball  / https://www.washingtonpost.com/resizer/4Xt-yKqQdc5tkeoi90p05ao368I=/arc-anglerfish-wa-
spost-prod-washpost/public/UEI56ZC2GII6TIAOAUG4POBGSM.jpg
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Cuba had numerous successful vic-
tories in the 1996 Atlanta Olympics, 
as well as titles in baseball, basket-
ball, boxing, weightlifting, and vol-
leyball. In keeping with these suc-
cesses, the joke of the three great 
successes of the revolution prevailed. 
These are: education, medicine and 
sport; the three defects of the revolu-
tion are breakfast, lunch and dinner.

Sport, health and fitness

In Cuba there are many opportunities 
to do sports in cities. Fitness parks, 
soccer fields, basketball fields, base-
ball fields and fitness studios are nu-
merous. People orientate themselves 
towards the trends and ideals of the 
capitalist countries, for example go to 
fitness studios to improve their exter-
nal appearance. A healthy diet large-

ly fails due to the existing economic 
blockade and the daily need for calo-
ries is often only consumed through 
fats and sugar, as it is impossible to 
plan a healthy and conscious diet.

The rationing of food (Libreta de Abas-
tecimiento) by the Cuban government 
is intended to counteract this and en-
sure the minimum supply of food for 
every inhabitant, regardless of soci-
al or economic status. Cuban staple 
foods such as rice, beans, eggs and ba-
nanas are distributed and sold there.

fig. 20: Food / https://www.radiotelevisionmarti.com/a/libreta-de-racionamiento-no-da-lo-suficiente-admite-ministra-de-comer-
cio-interior-de-cuba/257559.html

SPORT
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