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Introduction
This paper is about the influence caused by the historical, political, and socio-economic forces that transpired in the Caribbean region since 1492 and how they may have impacted the development and growth of Caribbean higher education systems in the 21st century.  As famed novelist Octavio Paz would say” the search for a future ends inevitably with a reconquest of the past.”  I don’t think the Caribbean will ever let go of its past. However, according to Federico Mayor, former UNESCO Director-General, “it is therefore necessary to preserve what is positive in our generation and other generations that preceded us, and what they have achieved. But changes are required.  Reality changes very fast……Universities can no longer operate as they did…..years ago, without consideration for changes in their social environment.”1    
The Caribbean:  A Region of Stark Contrasts
The Caribbean, or the West Indies as Christopher Columbus mistakenly first called the islands in 1492, is without a doubt the most strategically placed, overpopulated, ethnologically complex and politically divided archipelago on earth. Historically, the dominant power in the Caribbean Sea has been the dominant power in the Western Hemisphere.  As a unit, the archipelago might have been a powerful independent force; conquests, diplomatic bickering, European power politics, piracy and the infamous slave trade instead left a patchwork of separate nations, languages, races and cultures.
The island chain looks like a long skeletal tail whipping out from the largest island, Cuba. The islands are a densely populated paradise comprised of 7,000 islands, islets, reefs, and cays. The region’s total land area is 91,000 square miles and there are an estimated 40, 371, 917 million inhabitants. 2  
When Columbus initially called the Caribbean “the Indies” he was convinced that he had reached the back door of India.  He then set a pattern of misunderstanding which still continues and which is aggravated by a welter of historical confusion. Almost from the beginning, all of the islands, including the larger ones of Cuba, Hispaniola (shared by Haiti and the Dominican Republic) and Puerto Rico, were called the West Indies, although much of the English-speaking world, in time, came to apply the term only to the British West Indies. The olive-skinned peoples, who lived on the islands before Columbus’ arrival—the Taino Arawak, Carib, and Ciboney, naturally had to be called Indians.  For close to four centuries the West Indies existed without creating any history of their own; each island oriented itself toward its distant mother country in Europe and stubbornly ignored its Caribbean neighbors—despite the fact that the neighbors were frequently visible on the horizon.  
The disparity of life in these islands is underlined by a true babel of European and local languages:  French and the French-derived Creole spoken in Martinique, Guadeloupe, Haiti and other islands formerly held by the French; the Spanish of Cuba, the Dominican Republic and Puerto Rico; the Dutch of the Netherlands Antilles; and the Spanish-Portuguese-English language called Papiamento, which is used on Aruba, Bonaire and Curaçao.  English is spoken in the British West Indies: Jamaica, Guyana, Antigua and Barbuda; Trinidad-Tobago among others. English is also spoken in the American territories and throughout the region. Further separation among the islands is encouraged by the use of many currencies: US dollars, East Caribbean dollars, Trinidad-Tobado dollars, Dominican pesos, Jamaican and British pounds, Cuban pesos, Haitian gourds, Martiniquan francs and Netherlands Antilles guilders.
Relatively few people of the West Indies were aware of the world outside their islands before World War II. Nor did they realize that some of the problems of their paradise might be cured or at least alleviated.  The Caribbean Islands had to cope with five centuries of economic and social development, focusing in such topics as the slave-run plantation economy, the changes in political control from major European powers of Spain, Britain, Holland and France; the impact of the United States, and the effects of the Cuban Revolution led by Fidel Castro on the area, among others.  To exacerbate to these topics, the Caribbean region has and currently suffers from corrupt governments, drug trade, trade deficits and limited domestic production of goods. On a positive note, the Caribbean islands have had less than 100 years to stabilize their cultures, economies and governments.
Challenges of Caribbean Education
The emancipation of the slaves in the Caribbean Islands heralded in the establishment of educational systems for the masses. Prior to emancipation, there were few schools for educating locals.  Many well-off families sent their children abroad to access quality education that simply could not be found in the islands.
Based on all of the aforementioned, the educational systems in the Caribbean have had to adjust and cope with tremendous challenges for many years particularly at the end of World War II.  Before that, Caribbean islands were almost isolated to their own economic and social destiny. There was little rapprochement with not just their own island neighbors but throughout Latin America. The peoples of the Caribbean had experienced many generations of change. Indigenous populations were greatly reduced to even extinction in some areas. Colonialism brought the largest forced migration from Africa transplanting many tribal groups to new lands. Cultures of many different groups blended to make new ideals.  People adapted as best as they could to learn and gain control over their situations. Education played an essential role for slaves to quicken the abolition of slavery. Knowledge leads to freedom and the development of many new nations among the islands. Subsequently, a strong sense of nationalism has not only evolved via a process of gaining freedom, but, also, with the continuing support from former colonial nations. 
Origins and Relevance of Higher Education in the Caribbean
There are a growing number of higher education institutions in the region, i.e. community colleges, and 4-year colleges and universities, as well as research and technical institutes, widespread throughout the Caribbean islands.  However, for many years, there were mainly four prominent institutions that were created in the Caribbean dating back from 1538 to 1948.  The first one is the Autonomous University of Santo Domingo (or UASD from the Spanish), the Dominican Republic, founded in 1538. UASD is in fact the “oldest” university founded in the western hemisphere. The second one is the University of Havana (UH) founded in 1728. UH is the oldest university in Cuba and one of the first ones founded in the Americas.  Interestingly enough, both Santo Domingo and Havana had been religious institutions or Catholic seminaries and were reorganized as universities by papal bulls and officially recognized by royal decrees issued by the Spanish Court.  The third university of importance is the University of Puerto Rico (UPR) founded in 1903.  Because Puerto Rico is a US commonwealth, the UPR system is run much like a US State university system whose programs are accredited by US agencies. In 1966, the Government of Puerto Rico passed a law that reorganized UPR. The law granted complete autonomy to the School of Medicine which became the Medical Science campus, as well as with the Mayagüez and Rio Piedras campuses. From 1969-1978 six new regional colleges were created. UPR is the oldest and largest university system in Puerto Rico with over 70,000 students. Lastly, the fourth university of relevance is the University of the West Indies (UWI) founded in 1948, an autonomous regional institution supported and serving 16 English-speaking countries and territories in the Caribbean. The aim of UWI is to “help unlock the potential for economic and cultural growth in the West Indies” and consists of three major campuses located in different countries: Mona, Jamaica; St. Augustine, Trinidad and Tobago; and Nassau, the Bahamas. Although each country asserts its own socio-economic interests, the region has partnered with each other in support of higher education under the Association of Caribbean Tertiary Institutions (ACTI) acting as a catalyst for higher education collaboration. 3  
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Cooperation with Latin America
In the last fifteen to twenty years there has been an apparent and strengthened Caribbean cooperation in the field of education, particularly in higher education, with Latin American governments throughout the Western Hemisphere.  Cooperation between Latin American and Caribbean governments has created the “Regional Educational Development Program.”  They divide their efforts into: basic education, education for work, secondary education and higher education whose purpose is to increase the standard and quality of living through education.   
The Challenges and the Future of the Caribbean Higher Education Systems
At the outset of the 21st century, the most essential challenge in the Caribbean region is to accommodate increases in demands for higher education, especially when severe manpower and other resource constraints exist.  Higher education institutions must also factor in how to diversify their curriculum, their teaching methods and programs.  On the whole, educational reforms must be focused on key objectives, such as quality, equity and relevance, effective management and financial infrastructure. These must be at the forefront of reforms.
In the British West Indies, there have been strong efforts made to attract more international students to come to the Caribbean.  This may be in response to foreign colleges and universities which have been aggressively marketing themselves and recruiting students in the region. But while more and more British West Indians are going abroad to study, increasing numbers of international students are also coming to the Caribbean islands for higher education.  
For some years now there has been an on-going global debate as to the place and increased role of higher education in development. For a developing and diverse region like the Caribbean, the issue is more precisely the role of quality higher education in its growth and development. Higher education has expanded on the types of programs offered. In this context, development for the Caribbean region must be seen as encompassing not only economic and social advancement for the region but also the qualitative changes that lead to a more civil society, with a growing awareness among the region’s citizens of their identity as Caribbean people and as citizens of the world. 
Lastly, the multi-cultural, multi-lingual and multi-racial nature of the region provides special challenges and inculcates a greater knowledge and appreciation of the diverse cultures of the Caribbean must be a central focus of higher education. Colleges and universities through the Caribbean must ensure that its graduates are not only well trained in their particular disciplines but also sensitive to these various issues, and imbued with a strong sense of community and social responsibility, so they might effectively contribute to the debate in the future.
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