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ABSTRACT

This paper studies the expansion of mass education in Latin America 
in the twentieth century from a global comparative perspective. The paper 
argues that expansion in terms of enrolment and attainment levels was quite 
impressive. A comparative analysis of the grade enrolment distribution dem-
onstrates, however, that the rapid expansion of primary school enrolment 
did not correspond with an equally impressive improvement in educational 
quality. The persistently large tertiary education bias in public education 
spending suggests that part of the poor quality performance is related to a 
lack of fiscal support for primary education and that the political economy 
explanation for educational underdevelopment, as advanced by Engerman, 
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RESUMEN

Este artículo estudia la expansión de la enseñanza básica en América 
Latina durante el siglo xx desde una perspectiva mundial y comparativa. El 
trabajo argumenta que los niveles y la expansión, en términos de matrícula, 
fue bastante notable. Sin embargo, el análisis comparativo del grado de dis-
tribución de la matrícula demuestra que dicha expansión no se corresponde 
con mejoras equivalentes en la calidad de la educación. El persistente sesgo 
del gasto público en educación terciaria sugiere que la explicación de su 
baja calidad está relacionada con las carencias del financiamiento público 
de la educación primaria. Esto implica que la tesis de economía política so-
bre el subdesarrollo educativo de América Latina que proponen Engerman, 
Mariscal y Sokoloff para el siglo xix, se mantiene durante la mayor parte del 
siglo xx.

Palabras clave: educación, América Latina, distribución de la matrícu-
la, gasto público

1.  INTRODUCTION

Driven by the spirit of revolution, education for the masses became an 
important issue on the political agenda of Latin America’s independence 
fighters in the early 19th century. San Martin, the liberator of Peru, decreed 
in 1822 that «Public instruction is the primary need of all peoples. Any gov-
ernment that does not promote it is guilty of a crime which later generations 
have the right to avenge, while cursing its memory» 1. That other famous 
liberator, Simon Bolivar, ordered the establishment of a teacher training 
school in every departmental capital of Peru in 1825. He saw public school-
ing as a vital instrument for the promotion of social, cultural and economic 
development of the independent Latin American nation states and, to that 
end, stated that primary education had to be compulsory, secular and free 
of charge 2. Yet, as conservative post-revolutionary regimes rose to power, 
the momentum for broad-based educational expansion disappeared as rap-
idly as it had emerged. In fact, there had never been a real sense of urgency 
among the ruling elites, which were traditionally dominated by the wealthy 
class of latifundistas.

In the stratified rural societies of early post-colonial Latin America the 
labour force still predominantly consisted of subsistence farmers, peones, 
debt-bonded serfs and slaves. Financing mass education would not only re-
quire redistributive taxes in favour of these groups, it could also lead to a 

1 UNESCO (1958, pp. 836-837).
2 UNESCO (1958, pp. 836-837).
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growing demand for a political voice undermining the monopolies, privi-
leges and interests of those in power. Engerman, Mariscal and Sokoloff have 
argued that high levels of economic, political and social inequality in Latin 
America have hampered the dissolution of the colonial political economic 
status quo to a much larger extent than in North America 3. Prevailing aris-
tocratic ideologies justified the idea that education was a privilege of the 
rich: poverty was believed to be a result of a lack of innate capacities and 
the introduction of expensive programs of mass education would be a waste 
of money 4.

Besides, endemic political instability and chronic budget deficits im-
peded public investment in education and complicated the formation of 
an efficient bureaucratic apparatus to initiate and monitor the process of 
educational expansion. Meagre perspectives of social mobility and sub-
stantial private contributions (school fees) reduced the perceivable ben-
efits of schooling among the poor. The Catholic Church resisted secular 
mass education, as it feared losing its monopoly on a beloved medium to 
instil religious authority. Hence, education remained a privilege for the 
elite and the popular demand for education only grew slowly 5. Thus, at 
the close of the 19th century, the British colonies Jamaica and Trinidad 
and Tobago recorded higher primary school enrolment rates than any 
of the independent Latin American nation states (see Table A.1 further 
below).

During the last quarter of the 19th century a decisive move towards mass 
education took place in some of the more prosperous Latin American coun-
tries (LACs henceforth) such as Argentina, Chile and Costa Rica. In virtually 
all LACs primary schooling had become a common good by the end of the 
20th century. A large number of statistical reports demonstrate a dramatic 
increase in public educational investment and attainment levels through the 
20th century. Literacy rates increased exponentially. Especially during the 
middle decades of the century, educational expansion became part of en-
compassing social programs aimed at improving overall the living standards 
of Latin American people 6. Significantly, the expansion of primary school 
enrolment rates accompanied a comparatively egalitarian gender distribu-
tion from the late 19th century onwards 7.

3 The political economy arguments are posited by many scholars. For Latin America espe-
cially by Sokoloff and Engerman (2000); Engerman, Haber and Sokoloff (2001) and Mariscal and 
Sokoloff (2000), but one may also refer to recent work by Lindert (2004, pp. 87-127) and (2009) and 
Wegenast (2009a) and (2009b).

4 Bakewell (2004: pp. 454-456).
5 This point has been made by numerous scholars. See for the general argument for instance 

Brock (1985); See specifically for Argentina Spalding (1972) or Parrado (1998); For Mexico Vaughan 
(1975) or for Chile Yeager (1991).

6 Astorga, Berges and Fitzgerald (2005).
7 Frankema (2009, pp. 93-97).
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Nevertheless, the literature interprets Latin American educational 
«progress» in different ways. Some scholars argue that the unequal dis-
tribution of education has constrained Latin American economic growth 
and, more generally, can be seen as an important determinant of high 
income inequality. Other studies deny such a relationship, since they do 
not find any evidence for educational retardation in Latin America from 
a comparative perspective 8. This paper adopts a clear position, arguing 
that the rapid expansion of mass education in the region correspond-
ed with poor educational quality improvements in a large majority of 
LACs.

To start with, it is shown that the rise in primary school enrolment 
rates in Latin America was neither slower nor faster than could be ex-
pected on the basis of the patterns observed in the rest of the world. It rose 
considerably faster than in most of today’s OECD countries, yet notably 
more slowly than in the poorest developing countries in Sub Saharan Af-
rica. Subsequently, it is argued that historical school enrolment rates only 
make sense in combination with grade enrolment and school completion 
data. A comparative analysis of the grade enrolment distribution reveals 
that it took even the most advanced LACs, such as Argentina, Chile and 
Uruguay, at least four decades to achieve acceptable levels of grade pro-
motion and school completion after having achieved full primary school 
enrolment rates. Latin America performed worse than any other world 
region in this respect. Only in the 1980s did LACs start to amend the short-
comings of their primary education systems: grade repetition and pre-
completion drop out rates were reduced faster than in other developing 
regions. Finally, it is argued that the poor quality performance did not 
primarily result from a lack of public resources as such, but rather from 
a strong bias in public spending in favour of tertiary education (at the 
expense of primary education) suggesting that the political economy ex- suggesting that the political economy ex-
planation for educational underdevelopment, as advanced by Engerman, 
Mariscal and Sokoloff for the 19th century, still applied to Latin America 
during the 20th century.

Section 2 introduces the different views on the comparative record of 
educational «development» in 20th century Latin America and section 3 
analyses the long run comparative development of primary school enrol-
ment rates in the period 1870-2000. Section 4 presents a global compara-
tive analysis of grade promotion and primary school completion using 
a grade enrolment distribution approach. Section 5 discusses the distri-
bution of public educational spending. A conclusion is presented in sec-
tion 6.

8 This refers to literature that will be discussed in section 2.
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2.  DIFFERENT VIEWS ON THE COMPARATIVE DEVELOPMENT  
OF EDUCATION IN LATIN AMERICA

The most widely held view in academic literature is that 20th century 
educational development in Latin America was comparatively backward 
and its distribution comparatively unequal. Systematic quantitative analy-
ses of primary, secondary and tertiary school enrolment expansion, school 
completion rates, the standard deviation of years of schooling attained, and 
various measures of educational expenditure reveal, among other things, 
a bias in public investment towards higher education combined with rela-
tively poor primary school completion rates. In various studies Birdsall and 
others show that LACs have seriously lagged behind East Asian countries. 
The poor quality and unequal distribution of education in Latin America, so 
it is argued, explain part of the region’s modest labour productivity growth 
and persistently high levels of income inequality 9. Birdsall, Ross and Sabot 
(1997: p. 125) conclude that,

«The unequal distribution of education in Latin America, in terms 
of both quantity and quality, constrained economic growth in the re-
gion by resulting in forgone opportunities to increase labor productiv-
ity and change household behaviour. At the same time, the relatively 
small size of the educated labor force and the resulting high scarcity 
rents commanded by educated workers contributed to high inequality 
in the distribution of income».

Morley (2001: pp. 123-128, 140-148) underlines this view arguing that 
relative wage levels of university graduates are still higher in LACs than in 
other parts of the world, despite the rapid increase in, and supply of, univer-
sity graduates since the 1970s. A recent report of Euromonitor International 
(2007: pp. 102-107) comparing income distribution across countries lists 
the ratio of average disposable income of people who completed tertiary 
education to the average net disposable income per capita. Appendix Figure 
1 presents these figures in a scatter diagram, comparing LACs to the rest 
of the world. The estimated linear functions in the figure (intercept of the 
equation set at zero) leave little doubt. The average «tertiary education in-
come premium» in Latin America of 251 per cent is only exceeded by three 
non-Latin American countries, i.e. Egypt (251.5 per cent), Jordan (260 per 
cent) and Saudi Arabia (278 per cent). The world average is 164 per cent. 
Indeed, these figures suggest a direct link between educational inequality 
and income inequality in present-days LACs.

9 See for instance Birdsall and Sabot (1994); Birdsall, Ross and Sabot (1997); Birdsall (1999); 
Park, Ross and Sabot (1996); Bourguignon (1993).
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However, other scholars find that the comparative levels of educational 
inequality in Latin America are modest and that the observable association 
between educational inequality and income inequality in Latin America is 
fairly weak 10. These studies have something in common: they use the Barro 
and Lee dataset of educational attainment of the working age population to 
calculate Gini-coefficients of the attainment distribution 11. The Gini, so it 
is argued, is a more comprehensive inequality indicator than such ‘partial’ 
indicators as school enrolment rates, completion rates or education expen-
ditures per level of education. The World Bank report Inequality in Latin 
America, Breaking with History? (2004: p. 153) concludes, on the basis of 
the estimated relationship between educational Gini’s and income Gini’s, 
that,

«Latin American countries appear to have “too much” income 
inequality, given their levels of inequality in years of schooling [...] 
However, before jumping to the conclusion that educational dispari-
ties are definitely not the reason for high income inequality in Latin 
America, it should be pointed out that the years of schooling is a 
very imperfect measure of the human capital stock embodied in a 
person».

This finding is important for two reasons. First, the educational Gini 
apparently leads to other inferences than the broader set of indicators 
used by other studies. Frankema (2008a: pp. 439; 2008b: pp. 92-94) 
demonstrates that different inequality indicators indeed produce very 
different views on the extent of educational inequality and, for various 
reasons, disapproves of the use of the education Gini. Second, it leaves 
room for the possibility that educational inequality resides mainly in 
quality differences rather than in differences in years of schooling at-
tained. This view has recently been empirically substantiated in a couple 
of papers by Hanushek and Woesmann (2009a; 2009b). Cole et al. (2004) 
use educational attainment data from the Barro and Lee database for a 
more unconventional argument: a lack of catching up growth in Latin 
America can definitely not be explained by slow educational develop-
ment. The authors argue that several LACs such as Argentina, Chile and 
Uruguay obtained equal or even considerably higher attainment levels 
in the 1990s than many of the East Asian and European development 
successes such as Singapore, Portugal or Spain. Hence, Cole et al. argue 
that,

10 See for comparative analyses of educational inequality for instance Ram (1990); Lopez, 
Thomas and Wang (1998); Hanushek and Kimko (2000); Castello and Domenech (2002); Gregorio 
and Lee (2002); Thomas, Wang and Fan (2001); Sahn and Younger (2004).

11 Barro and Lee (1993) and (2001).
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«We conclude that human capital is not the major factor in ex-
plaining Latin America’s TFP gap, nor does it appear to play an im-
portant role in Latin America’s long run stagnation» 12.

Indeed, a closer look at the educational attainment record of most LACs 
does reveal major progress in educational development during the second 
half of the 20th century. In a long run comparative survey of literacy and 
educational attainment Berges (2009: p. 21) points out, however, that the 
transition from primary to secondary education was deterred. This is in 
line with the argument presented in section 4 that attainment data (which 
are basically enrolment data converted with a perpetual inventory method) 
are missing an important part of the picture: enrolment rates only provide 
information on the actual number and percentage share of children in a 
pre-specified age group who are «officially registered» as being enrolled. 
Whether they attend school on a regular basis is not known. In section 4 it 
will be argued that this distinction between registered enrolment and actual 
attendance is crucial for the assessment of mass education expansion in 20th 
century Latin America.

3.  THE EXPANSION OF PRIMARY EDUCATION IN LATIN AMERICA, 
1870-2000

Gross primary school enrolment rates in twenty LACs during the pe-
riod 1870-2000 are presented in Table 1. The figures refer to the ratio of 
enrolled children aged 5-14 over the country specific primary school age 
group. The pre-war estimates are retrieved from Lindert (2004) and Mitch-
ell (2007) and the post-war figures are from the UNESCO Statistical Year-
books (see sources below table). Table 1 shows that in the year 2000 all 
LACs reported gross primary school enrolment rates above 100 per cent, 
except Haiti 13. The table also shows that the acceleration in the spread of 
education in the majority of LACs took place in the course of the 20th cen-
tury and that the intra-regional dispersion in primary school enrolment 
rates was large until the 1970s at least. When concentrating on the timing 
of the transition towards mass education we can roughly distinguish three 
groups of LACs. In the last three decades of the 19th century the expansion 
of primary schooling is most notable in Argentina, Chile, Costa Rica and 
Uruguay 14. The British colonies Jamaica and Trinidad & Tobago recorded 

12 Cole, Ohanian, Riascos and Schmitz (2004, p. 14).
13 Haiti recently stopped reporting school enrolment data altogether. Contrary to net enrolment 

rates, gross enrolment rates may surpass 100 per cent since they are calculated as the ratio of the 
total number of children enrolled over the number of children in the specific school age group.

14 Since a lot of observations for the period 1870-1900 are missing we have to be cautious: a 
backward extrapolation of the reported figures, as well as qualitative historical sources, suggest 
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the fastest rise and were the only two countries recording a rate of over 
50 per cent around 1900. After gaining independence from Colombia in 
1903, Panama joined the club of «early movers». During the 1920s and 
1930s the rise in gross enrolment rates started to accelerate in Bolivia, the 
Dominican Republic, Ecuador, El Salvador, Mexico, Brazil, Peru and Ven-
ezuela. Some of the poorest countries in the region, such as Guatemala, 
Honduras, Nicaragua and Haiti, were typically «late movers», where the 
acceleration in educational expansion only occurred in the early post-war 
decades.

This threefold classification seems to reflect some important features of 
Latin America’s historical legacy. The «early movers» constitute the coun-
tries in the former colonial periphery where the impact of Iberian metro-
politan policies had been markedly smaller than in the core areas such as 
New Spain and Peru. These countries further appear to have been a) the 
most urbanised (Argentina, Uruguay), b) the most ethnically homogenous, 
including large shares of European immigrant population (Argentina, Uru-
guay), c) comparatively less unequal rural societies (Argentina, Uruguay, 
Costa Rica) and, d) of British colonial origin (Jamaica and Trinidad and 
Tobago). The «late movers» are typically the most stratified and least ur-
banised rural societies characterised by large ethnic heterogeneity and a 
relatively small Creole elite. Yet, the majority of LACs fell in between these 
extremes and started to invest in mass education in the early 20th century, 
especially during the 1920s and 1930s.

Engerman, Mariscal and Sokoloff have argued forcibly that educational 
development in Latin America was lagging from a comparative perspective, 
but is it possible that LACs were simply too poor to start expanding public 
education? 15 Figure 1 plots the available Latin American gross enrolment 
rates between 1870 and 1930 against Maddison’s GDP per capita estimates 
and compares these to a benchmark group of industrialising countries 16. 
A non-linear trend line is added to compare the correlation between enrol-
ment rates and GDP in both samples. Although this is a very crude analysis, 
especially given the doubtful quality of Latin American GDP figures for this 
period, there still seems to be a clear pattern: when controlling for GDP per 
capita levels, the LACs had substantially lower enrolment rates than could 
be expected. Of course there was some intra-regional variation. Costa Rica 
and Mexico in 1930 are relatively close to the trend line of the control group, 
while Argentina and Chile exceed the Latin American trend line throughout 
the period 1870-1930. Brazil, Guatemala, Peru and Uruguay on the other 

that the transition towards mass education took place somewhere between 1870 and 1900. Literacy 
rates recorded in the late 19th and early 20th century also support the idea that these countries were 
ahead of the rest of the region. See for instance Thorp (1998, p. 354); Mariscal and Sokoloff (2000, 
pp. 172-173).

15 See Sokoloff and Engerman (2000); Mariscal and Sokoloff (2000).
16 Maddison (2003).
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hand are constantly below the Latin American trend line. Yet, from an ag-
gregate point of view, it is clearly shown that LACs were «too rich» for their 
comparative rates of enrolment, at least up to 1930.

FIGURE 1
GDP PER CAPITA (X-AXIS) VERSUS PRIMARY SCHOOL ENROLMENT  

RATES (Y-AXIS), LATIN AMERICA VERSUS A SELECTION OF EUROPEAN 
COUNTRIES, NEW WORLD COUNTRIES AND JAPAN, 1870-1930  

(1990 US $; AGE 5-14)
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Sources: Maddison (2003) for GDP per capita estimates; Lindert (2004: pp. 91-93) and own calculations 
based on Mitchell (2007) for gross primary school enrolment rates. See also source description of 
table 1.

Notes: Latin American countries included: Argentina, Brazil, Chile, Colombia, Costa Rica, El Salvador, 
Guatemala, Mexico, Peru, Uruguay; Countries included in the benchmark group: Austria, Belgium, Canada, 
Denmark, Finland, France, Greece, Hungary, Italy, Japan, Netherlands, New Zealand, Norway, Portugal, 
Romania, Spain, Sweden, Switzerland, UK, USA.

There are of course different ways of interpreting this finding. One possi-
bility is that Latin American countries were extremely efficient in generating 
output from low levels of educational input. Such high input-output rates 
are, however, hard to square with the historical picture 17. Much more con-

17 The World Survey of Education of the 1950s (UNESCO 1958) and an ECLAC report one 
decade later (ECLAC 1968) sum up a long list of problems encountered in the expansion of pri-
mary education in various LACs. Among these are 1) a lack of public financial resources, 2) a 
lack of well educated teachers, 3) geographical barriers hampering the establishment of schools 
and school attendance in isolated rural areas, 4) the language barrier in countries with large in-
digenous populations, 5) the indifference towards primary education on behalf of poor and low 
educated parents, 6) the practice of child labour provoking irregular school attendance, 7) insuf-
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vincing is the argument that Latin American countries followed a trajectory 
of natural resource induced growth, which produced comparatively high 
levels of income and growth during the era of export-led growth between 
1870 and 1930 18. Natural resource abundance may have affected the politi-
cal choice for educational investment in more than one way. First, as natural 
resource revenues produced favourable growth rates, they may have reduced 
the perceived importance of human capital accumulation for achieving long 
run sustainable welfare objectives. Second, high levels of inequality in in-
come, assets and wealth is often one of the key features of resource-based 
economies and this negatively impacted on the overall level of public invest-
ment in schooling because of the political bias against redistribution pro-
duced by the influential wealth-owning elite 19. The globalization literature 
has indicated that levels of income inequality were indeed increasing during 
the first wave of globalization up until the First World War 20. So it seems 
that LACs failed to invest heavily in education at a time when resources for 
that purpose became increasingly available, without immediately confront-
ing the negative income implications of such underinvestment 21.

The literature thus suggests that the «delayed» transition towards mass 
education in Latin America is connected to the region’s specific colonial her-
itage of inequality. A different question is whether the expansion of mass ed-
ucation, once underway, was any slower or faster compared to the standards 
observed in other countries or regions. Were the «early movers» in Latin 
America any slower or faster than their neighbours arriving even later on 
the scene? Michael Clemens has shown that present-day developing coun-
tries expand school enrolment rates at a much faster pace than the early 
industrialising countries back in the 19th century 22. He issued the warning 
that expanding enrolment too fast may have a cost in terms of quality main-
tenance.

Figure 2 presents the average annual increase of gross primary enrol-
ment rates in a sample of LACs and non-LACs from 1830 to 2000. The un-
derlying data are presented in Appendix Table A.1. The «average rate of ex-
pansion» is measured as the annual increase of the gross primary enrolment 

ficient monitoring agencies to detect poor quality and enforce compulsory attendance. Given 
these circumstances it is hard to believe that educational output in terms of enrolment has been 
extremely efficient.

18 It would require too much space to give a comprehensive account of the literature on export-
led growth in Latin America but Cárdenas, Ocampo and Thorp (2000) provide a nice overview.

19 Tim Wegenast’s recent study is one of the rare attempts to establish a direct empirical link 
between asset inequality and educational performance, see Wegenast (2009a) and (2009b); for a 
more general empirical study on the relationship between natural resource abundance and income 
economic inequality see Spilimbergo, Londoño and Székely (1999). 

20 Williamson (1999) and (2002).
21 For empirical support of this argument see Bértola, Camou, Maubrigades and Melgar 

(2008).
22 Clemens (2004).
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FIGURE 2
AVERAGE AND MAXIMUM ANNUAL INCREASE IN GROSS PRIMARY SCHOOL 

ENROLMENT RATES IN PERCENTAGE POINTS, LATIN AMERICA VERSUS  
A SAMPLE OF OECD COUNTRIES AND ASIAN AND AFRICAN COUNTRIES,  

1830-2000
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Sources: Author’s own calculations. See Table 1 for the underlying data.
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rate between the first observable decade until the decade of full gross pri-
mary school enrolment. The «maximum rate of expansion» is measured as 
the average annual increase of the enrolment rate in the three consecutive 
decades with the largest expansion observed 23.

Figure 2 underlines the argument of Michael Clemens that the pace of 
enrolment expansion in almost all LACs was faster than that of the «early 
movers» in the industrialising world. Interestingly, the pace of expansion 
was notably slower in most LACs than in some of the poorest parts of the 
developing world, Sub Saharan Africa in particular. For instance, with av-
erage annual increases between 0.8 and 2.6 percentage points, all LACs 
outpaced the USA between 1830 and 1870 (0.6 per cent), while Nigeria (1.9 
per cent) and Malawi (3.3 per cent) were considerably faster than any LAC 
in the second half of the 20th century. Within Latin America the negative 
correlation between the timing and pace of expansion can not be observed. 
Early movers such as Argentina, Chile and Costa Rica recorded an average 
annual increase of 1.1 per cent, which equals the Latin American average. 
Nevertheless, the typical late movers Honduras and Nicaragua achieved 
average annual increases of 1.4 per cent and 2.1 per cent respectively, clear-
ly higher than the regional average. The Dominican Republic, Venezuela, 
Peru and El Salvador also had higher rates of expansion during the mid-
20th century.

Part of the explanation for the relatively rapid expansion of mass educa-
tion in Latin America in the 20th century relates to the comparatively equal 
gender distribution of primary school enrolment. Appendix Table A.2 shows 
the percentage share of females in primary school enrolment for the years 
1890-1902, 1950-54 and 1990-97. The table also shows the female shares 
in secondary and tertiary enrolment for the latter two periods. It turns 
out that, even in the early part of the transition, female shares in primary 
schooling were more or less comparable to those in the most advanced Eu-
ropean economies and the USA. This remained the case throughout the 20th 
century. The unweighted Latin American average female share in primary 
school enrolment was 44.3 per cent in the period 1890/1902 24. This figure 
gains some weight when compared to the gender distribution in European 
countries such as Portugal and Greece and Asian countries like Japan, In-
dia, Sri Lanka and Myanmar. Comparatively low levels of gender inequal-
ity can also be noted in secondary and tertiary education. In the 1950s the 
average share of females in secondary education was 41.1 per cent and this 

23 It is assumed that countries reporting an enrolment rate of < 95 per cent at the start of a 
particular decade will achieve a full enrolment rate (< 100 per cent) in the same decade.

24 Since this average includes many of the more advanced LACs at that time and excludes 
many of the lesser advanced, this is probably an overestimation. Nevertheless, the estimate for 
Guatemala of 32.8 per cent shows that even in one of the poorest LACs, the gender distribution 
was fairly egalitarian compared to the Asian countries listed in Table A.2. See also Frankema (2009, 
pp. 93-97).
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number increased to 52 per cent in the 1990s. Although it appears that some 
of the Asian countries such as Japan and Sri Lanka had overtaken the Latin 
American average in the 1950s, the figure still compares well to such coun-
tries as Greece and Spain, let alone the developing countries in Africa and 
the Middle East. In tertiary education the figure of 23.8 per cent in the 1950s 
is even higher than in the Netherlands or Switzerland 25.

In sum, the expansion of mass education was delayed, but once under-
way it did not move distinctively slower or faster than could be expected on 
the basis of a global comparison of expansion rates. There were sufficient 
resources on the aggregate economic level that could have been devoted to 
educational expansion, but the resistance to redistributive taxation in com-
bination with low perceived benefits of education in societies characterised 
by confined opportunities of social mobility distorted the required incentives 
to invest in primary schooling. These forces weakened in the course of the 
20th century. Given the historical relationship between economic inequality 
and the delay in enrolment expansion, it is quite remarkable that the gender 
distribution of enrolment has been quite egalitarian, even in comparison to 
some of the early industrialised countries, but especially in comparison to 
Asian, African and Middle Eastern countries. The fact that primary educa-
tion became as open to girls as it was to boys helped gross enrolment rates 
to catch up rapidly with the advanced OECD countries.

4.  DID QUANTITY CORRESPOND WITH QUALITY?

In a recent paper Hanushek and Woessmann (2009b) point out that in 
view of their comparative levels of school attainment and per capita income 
around 1960, Latin American countries dramatically underperformed in the 
international student test scores of reading, math and science that became 
available around the turn of the 21st century. They argue that the poor qual-
ity of Latin American mass education impacted negatively on the compara-
tive development of cognitive skills and that this is one of the main reasons 
for sluggish growth rates in the post-1960 era. However impressive the re-
sults of their formal regression analyses, it must be pointed out that their ed-
ucational quality measures suffer from two major shortcomings: only seven 
LACs ever participated in any of the international science or math tests and 
the only data available are for 1997 or later years 26.

This section adopts a recently developed indicator of educational develop-
ment which focuses on some other qualitative aspects of primary and second-

25 These findings are also supported by comparative analyses of gender inequality in literacy 
rates, see Berges (2009, pp. 9-10).

26 The countries included are Argentina, Brazil, Chile, Colombia, Mexico, Peru and Uruguay. 
See Hanushek and Woessmann (2009b, pp. 6-8, and their data appendix, table A.1).
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ary schooling. The indicator is only a very indirect and incomplete measure 
of educational quality, but it has the advantage that it can be constructed and 
compared across a large number of developed and developing countries from 
1960 onwards. The methodology has been developed in studies by Frankema 
and Bolt (2006) and Frankema (2008a). The central idea is that the percent-
age distribution of grade enrolment rates in primary and secondary schooling 
contains information on grade repetition and pre-completion drop-out rates, 
which in turn provides insight into the effectiveness of educational systems 
with respect to extorting regular school attendance and supporting children 
in the process of grade promotion towards school completion. Before discuss-
ing the indicator in more detail, it is important to note that school attendance 
and drop-out rates do not exclusively reflect aspects of educational quality. 
They are also likely to reflect some aspects of the socio-economic environ-
ment of families with children. Hence, there are obvious limitations to the 
measure presented below and the only way to reduce these limitations is to 
complement this indicator with other indicators on long run educational de-
velopment, such as the school expenditure approach adopted in section 5.

Data on grade enrolment rates are available from UNESCO’s Yearbook of 
Statistics for five-year intervals from the 1950s onwards and can be stand-
ardized for comparative purposes (see for a source description further be-
low) 27. The grade enrolment distribution in primary and secondary educa-
tion can be linked using the absolute number of pupils enrolled in both 
levels of schooling and weighting their respective percentage distributions 
according to the following formulas,

X

X X
g

X

X X
gp

p s
pi

s

p s
si+ +

* , *

Where Xp and Xs refer to the total number of students enrolled in, respec-
tively, primary and secondary schools and gpi and gsi refer to the percent-
age share of students enrolled in the ith grade of primary and secondary 
school 28. Depending on the total amount of grades in primary and second-
ary education, a standardised distribution can be obtained for ten to twelve 
grades for 92 developing countries (World Bank classification) and 32 OECD 
countries from 1960 onwards.

Table 2 presents two examples of this standardised grade enrolment dis-
tribution in Argentina and Canada for the year 1960. In the hypothetical 
scenario that each grade contains exactly the same amount of students, all 

27 From 1999 onwards the data are accessible online [UNESCO Institute for Statistics (UIS)].
28 In some countries there is an overlap in the final grades of primary and the first grades of 

secondary schooling that requires extra calculations to link the series adequately. Generally the 
students in the «intermediate» grades were added to the first grades in secondary education.
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twelve grades would contain 100/12 = 8.33 per cent. In practice, this distribu-
tion is always skewed towards the lower grades because some children leave 
school earlier than others. Most OECD countries reveal a pattern compara-
ble to Canada’s, where the percentage shares decline substantially only from 
the 9th grade on. At this point some children have completed their secondary 
school. Developing countries reveal patterns that are more comparable to 
Argentina’s, or even much more skewed. Assuming, for the moment (we will 
discuss the validity of this assumption and possible solutions later), that the 
influx of children in education is more or less constant, a skewed distribu-
tion is caused by children who repeat one or several of the lower grades 
for one or more years and drop out before reaching the higher grades. The 
weak record of Latin America regarding grade promotion and school com-
pletion has been acknowledged in the literature, but to our knowledge there 
have been no other attempts to frame it in a standardized indicator of grade 
enrolment distribution suitable for inter-temporal and global cross-county 
comparisons 29.

Figure 3 illustrates the importance of such a measure. In Colombia the 
reported gross enrolment rate in 1970 was 102 per cent and in South Korea 
104 per cent (UNESCO, Statistical Yearbook 1974). So basically all children 
of the relevant age group in both countries were registered as enrolled in 
primary education. Yet, the grade enrolment distribution reveals an enor-
mous contrast. In Colombia high rates of grade repetition and pre-comple-
tion drop out rates skewed the grade enrolment distribution towards the 
lower grades. Only a small group of children completed primary schooling 
and enrolled in secondary schooling. Those who did, had a relatively high 
chance of completing secondary school compared to children in primary 
school. Korean children, on the other hand, were much more evenly distrib-
uted across the first six grades of primary school.

29 See for instance Schiefelbein (1992), Martin (1994) or Birdsall, Ross and Sabot (1997, 
pp. 96-97).

TABLE 2
THE PERCENTAGE DISTRIBUTION OF GRADE ENROLMENT IN ARGENTINA 

AND CANADA OVER 12 CONSECUTIVE GRADES IN PRIMARY AND SECONDARY 
SCHOOLING, 1960

Grade 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12

Argentina 21.3 14.0 13.8 12.0 10.2 8.7 7.2 4.2 2.9 2.4 1.8 1.4

Canada 11.9 11.1 10.8 10.3 10.0 9.7 9.3 8.4 7.1 5.1 3.8 2.4

Sources: UNESCO, Statistical Yearbook 1972 (author’s own calculations).
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FIGURE 3
PERCENTAGE DISTRIBUTION OF GRADE ENROLMENT IN COLOMBIA AND 

SOUTH KOREA, 1970
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Sources: UNESCO, Statistical Yearbook 1972 and 1978-1979 (author’s own calculations).
Notes: three year moving average of twelve consecutive grades in primary and secondary schooling.

This simple comparison demonstrates two major limitations of using 
gross enrolment rates for comparative purposes. First, gross enrolment 
rates do not capture any information concerning the variation of school 
careers of students, which reflect an important part of educational quality. 
Second, high grade repetition rates tend to inflate enrolment rates because 
children attend more years than scheduled at the start of their school ca-
reers.

Irregular school attendance goes a long way in explaining the phenom-
ena of grade repetition and pre-completion drop out. Children can be of-
ficially registered as enrolled in primary school without attending in prac-
tice. Absenteeism has multiple causes that are related to a lack of financial 
means, be it private incomes or government subsidies, to cover school ex-
penses. Distance to schools in rural areas may be prohibitive as well as the 
overcrowding of schools, health problems of the child (undernourishment), 
child labour, a lack of perceived interest of schooling by parents, a lack of 
support and attention by teachers, insufficient monitoring of attendance and 
performance, and so on and so forth. Brazil is one of those LACs in which 
the problems of absenteeism and irregular school attendance resulted in 
a dramatic failure of its primary education system. In 1956 53.1 per cent 
of all Brazilian pupils were enrolled in the first grade, 21.8 per cent in the 
second, 15.5 per cent in the third and 9.7 per cent in the final fourth grade. 
Moreover, 42.7 per cent of the children left school without ever passing the 
first grade and over 70 per cent left school before completing four years of 
education. Out of the other 30 per cent, the majority of pupils took five, six 
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or seven years to finish four grades 30. Referring to the poor regions in the 
North East of Brazil one report states that,

«...retardation in the primary schools reaches alarming propor-
tions, expanding and enlarging the school age band, multiplying the 
first grades, crowding the classroom, and dividing the school periods 
into two, three, or even four sessions because there are not enough 
funds to build more schools» 31.

The distributive information contained in grade enrolment rates can be 
standardized by estimating the chance that children entering school will 
have a smooth school career up to completion of either primary or second-
ary schooling. A possible method is to take the ratio of the percentage share 
of students in grade 1 to the shares in grade 6, 9 or 12. The disadvantage of 
this approach is that such a comparison is sensitive to year-to-year fluctua-
tions that occasionally occur in school enrolment. An alternative method is 
to average out these fluctuations by taking a weighted measure of students 
enrolled in more than one grade. This will also reveal a larger part of the un-
derlying structure of the distribution. Any ratio of grade enrolment rates is 
feasible once we normalise the equation for the number of grades involved. 
The grade distribution ratio (GDR hereafter) can thus be defined as,
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Where N is the total number of grades and gi is the percentage share of 
children enrolled in the ith grade. Since most countries have adopted a six 
grade elementary curriculum, a measure including the first six grades gives 
the best fit to standardize the grade distribution indicator for primary edu-
cation. Assuming that the influx of pupils is constant over time, the ratio of 
the grades 4 to 6 over 1 to 3 expresses the chance that a pupil in grades 1 to 
3 reaches the higher grades 4 to 6 without repeating grades or dropping out. 
Hence, the GDR 1-6 can be defined as,
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30 UNESCO (1958, p. 172).
31 UNESCO (1958, p. 172).
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So far, the implicit assumption has been made that the influx of pupils 
is constant over time. A growing (or declining) school-age population skews 
the grade enrolment distribution, however, if it implies that each year more 
children enroll than in the previous year, other things being equal. The coun- enroll than in the previous year, other things being equal. The coun- than in the previous year, other things being equal. The coun-
tries under consideration here almost all witnessed rapid increases in their 
school-age populations (the 5 to 14 year old category) over the period 1960-
2005. Demographic growth explains the bulk, between 75 and 100 per cent, 
of year to year fluctuations in total enrolment. The demographic database 
of the UN provides population figures for the age group 5 to 14 from 1950 
onwards (five year intervals, see UN, World Population Prospects 2004). On 
the basis of these data Frankema has estimated that demographic growth 
can distort the GDR by a maximum of ca. 0.10 32.

Table 3 shows the estimates of the adjusted grade distribution ratio’s 
(GDR 1-6) in the period 1960-2005 for five developing regions in the world. 
The regional averages are weighted according to the total number of stu-
dents enrolled per country. The table shows that the initial levels of the Latin 
American GDR in the 1960s were staggeringly low. The weighted GDR of 
0.42 for Latin America even compares poorly to the 0.59 of Sub Saharan 
Africa. Indeed, in Sub Saharan Africa at that time poor educational develop-
ment is not primarily reflected by a skewed distribution of grade enrolment 
rates (although it is very skewed), but rather by the even more fundamental

TABLE 3
INTERREGIONAL COMPARISON OF GRADE DISTRIBUTION RATIOS (1-6),  

1960-2005 
(Population-weighted averages) 

 1960/5 1970/5 1980/5 1990/5 2000/5

Latin America (19) 0.42 0.57 0.64 0.68 0.84

South & West Asia (5) 0.50 0.57 0.58 0.73 0.74

East Asia & Pacific (7) 0.63 0.72 0.72 0.93 0.87

Sub Saharan Africa (19) 0.59 0.68 0.79 0.80 0.75

North Africa & Middle East (10) 0.66 0.79 0.81 0.90 0.88

Sources: UNESCO, Statistical Yearbook, various issues 1962-1998 and UNESCO, Institute for Statis-
tics, www.uis.unesco.org.

Notes: Latin American countries included: Argentina, Bolivia, Brazil, Colombia, Costa Rica, Chile, 
Cuba, Ecuador, El Salvador, Guyana, Honduras, Mexico, Nicaragua, Panama, Paraguay, Peru, Trinidad & 
Tobago, Uruguay, Venezuela; South & West Asian countries included: Afghanistan, Bahrain, Bangladesh, 
India and Iran; East Asian & Pacific countries included: Hong Kong, Indonesia, South Korea, Laos, Malay-
sia, Philippines, Thailand; Sub Saharan African countries included: Botswana, Burkina Faso, Congo Rep., 
Ethiopia, Gabon, The Gambia, Ghana, Ivory Coast, Kenya, Lesotho, Madagascar, Mauritania, Mauritius, 
Niger, Nigeria, Rwanda, Senegal, Uganda, Zambia; North African & Middle Eastern countries included: 
Iraq, Israel, Jordan, Kuwait, Morocco, Qatar, Saudi Arabia, Syria, Tunisia, Turkey. 

32 Frankema (2008a, p. 144).
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gap between children who go to school and those who do not attend at all. 
Table 3 shows that over time, while gross enrolment rates expanded rapidly 
in Sub Saharan Africa, grade enrolment ratios remained low. This seems to 
be in line with the argument of Clemens (2004) that an excessively rapid ex-
pansion of primary education can have (severe) repercussions for the quality 
of the education system. In this respect it is important to note that in terms 
of grade promotion and school completion, LACs performed even below 
the standard of the current developing world. So, one of the things that this 
analysis may point out is that the attempt of many LACs to advance mass 
education took place at the expense of educational quality in a similar way 
as can be observed for Sub Saharan African countries at present. Of course, 
the rate of expansion is not, in itself, causing the problem. It is rather the 
case that all the crucial conditions for rapid expansion have to be met.

Figure 4 lists the 57 countries from the sample that achieved full gross 
primary school enrolment rates in the period 1960-2005 and the adjusted 
GDRs 1-6 in the first half of that particular decade. In particular, LACs 
turn out to have combined full enrolment rates with very low GDRs. For 
instance, in 1980, Jordan achieved full gross enrolment rates and complete 
grade enrolment equalization in the same decade, whereas Brazil and Nica-
ragua achieved full gross enrolment rates with an adjusted GDR of only 0.27 
and 0.32 respectively. Or compare Chile in the 1960s with South Korea or 
Singapore, or Colombia in the 1970s with Zambia, Sri Lanka and Mauritius. 
All LACs obtained a GDR below 0.75 when achieving full enrolment.

Focusing on the time lag between the achievement of full primary school 
enrolment rates and the GDR passing a level of 0.95, we also find striking 
global differences. In Malaysia, Singapore and Jordan there was no time lag 
whatsoever. In these countries the development of the educational system 
not only guaranteed enrolment for all children, but also effectively organ-
ized the system of grade promotion and prevented children from dropping 
out of school before completion at the same time. South Korea, Cyprus and 
Mauritius witnessed a one decade time-lag between reaching both goals. Yet 
it took Argentina five decades and Chile four decades to equalise their grade 
enrolment distribution after having achieved a gross enrolment rate of 100 
per cent or above! Panama and Uruguay are currently approaching a five 
decade lag. Such differences indeed make the overt limitations of educa-
tional attainment figures based on school enrolment rates clear.

In sum, the Latin American strategy of expanding mass education can 
be characterised as «enrolment over completion». As Clemens (2004: p. 1) 
suggests, the combination of rapid enrolment expansion and quality main-
tenance is not self-evident. The problem of irregular school attendance was 
only addressed in a more structured manner in the last two decades of the 
20th century. In a large effort to improve the quality of primary schooling 
many LACs accomplished grade distribution ratios close to 1.00. From a 
global comparative perspective, however, taking the middle-income status 
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FIGURE 4
GRADE DISTRIBUTION RATIO (1-6) IN THE FIRST DECADE OF FULL PRIMARY 

SCHOOL ENROLMENT, 1960-2005
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of the region into account, this happened rather late in the game. Finally, 
it is interesting to explore whether there is a relationship between the GDR 
estimates and the more recent international student test scores, despite the 
different timeframe of the data and the very limited number of observa-
tions (30). We performed two simple linear OLS regressions of the aver-
age GDR 1960-2005 and 1990-2005 respectively on the average score for 
cognitive skills presented by Hanushek and Woessmann (2009a: table B3, 
pp. A15-A17). The first regression produced a significant relationship at the 
1 per cent level (p-value of 0.0015) with an R-squared of 0.307. The second 
regression was significant at the 1 per cent level (p-value of 0.0006) with an 
R-squared of 0.351 33. These results are, indeed, reassuring.

5.  THE DISTRIBUTION OF PUBLIC EDUCATION EXPENDITURE: 
EVIDENCE FOR A POLITICAL ECONOMY ARGUMENT?

How can we explain that quality improvements lagged behind enrolment 
expansion? As mentioned above, an influential current in the historical 
literature opts for a political economy explanation: in the high inequality 
countries of Latin America the politically influential economic elites tried to 
prevent a substantial redistribution of income through tax-supported public 
education. This section will focus on the question whether, from a global 
comparative perspective, the distribution of public expenditure on educa-
tion supports that idea. Political decisions regarding the allocation of public 
resources often reveal the preferences and influence of the most powerful 
interest groups in society. Since tax-supported expansion of mass education 
almost inevitably produces a progressive redistribution of income, other 
things being equal, it is important to find out how much of the public budget 
is spent on public primary education relative to other types of education. 
Since the literature widely agrees that the social returns of primary school-
ing are generally higher than secondary or tertiary schooling, Peter Lindert 
argues that the per student ratio of expenditure on primary versus non-pri-
mary schooling should in any case be smaller than one. Lindert shows that 
in the OECD countries the ratio is typically around 50 per cent 34. This seems 
to be a good yardstick to keep in mind when exploring the distribution of 
government spending in Latin America.

Some words of caution with regard to comparing public expenditure fig-
ures across countries and over time are required in advance, however. First, 
the discussion presented below is exclusively based on current educational 
expenditure estimates. Capital expenditure on education is subject to highly 
variable definitions and often indivisible with respect to levels of education. 

33 Regressions were estimated with Eviews 6.0.
34 See Lindert (2009, pp. 23-25 and table 4, pp. 38-39).
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Second, the analysis only includes public expenditure. As the private sector 
may form a substantial share of educational expenditure, our cross-coun-
try comparison only traces differences in tax-supported educational invest-
ments. Third, in some countries a significant share of educational spending 
is accounted for at a sub-national level, which is not always included in the 
reports. In this case there is no basis for an accurate cross-country compari-
son. The notes below the tables will address some of these issues in more 
detail 35. It should further be mentioned that expressing educational expendi-
ture as a share of GDP involves some endogeneity: the expenditure share 
in low income countries tends to be overstated via the lower denominator. 
Higher costs of education, in particular teacher salaries, may neutralize (part 
of) this bias, although higher teacher salaries can also reflect higher quality. 
Since the crude data do not allow us to control for these factors, the figures 
can only be interpreted correctly when bearing such shortcomings in mind.

An overview of current public educational expenditure as a percentage 
share of GDP in Latin America and a selection of non-LACs is presented in 
Appendix Table A.3. The data refer to the period 1950-1995. The table shows 
that the general trend in Latin American public education expenditure dur-
ing the post-war era is upward sloping. With the exception of the temporary 
setback during the «lost decade» of the 1980s, expenditure shares appear 
to have increased almost continuously in virtually all LACs. The early post-
war expansion of the education budget followed in the wake of national 
economic development plans, which acknowledged that a well educated la-
bour force was an absolute requirement for the continuation of structural 
change and the successful implementation of industrialisation programs 36. 
The recovery of educational investments after the prolonged recession of 
the 1980s, in particular, testifies to the commitment of Latin American gov-
ernments to raise levels of education. Within just 5 years between 1990 and 
1995 expenditure shares increased from 3.0 to 3.7 per cent of GDP.

As a region, Latin America may be gradually approaching the OECD target 
of 6.0 per cent of GDP, but the figures for Canada and the Netherlands show 
that the percentage shares in most LACs are still significantly lower than in 
the OECD countries 37. The Latin American average is comparable to the ex-
penditure shares in India and Thailand, higher than in the Philippines, but 
lower than in Malaysia. The intra-regional variation in expenditure shares is 
large, however. Jamaica and Costa Rica rank among the highest investors. 
In Haiti, the Dominican Republic, Guatemala and El Salvador public spend-
ing clearly lags, especially taking their comparatively low GDP levels into 
account. There are some other poor LACs such as Bolivia, Nicaragua and 

35 For a more elaborate discussion of comparability problems see Lindert (2004, pp. 142-144).
36 ECLAC (1968).
37 The average OECD expenditure share in 2005 was 6.2 per cent. See OECD (2005, Chap-

ter B).
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Honduras, which dramatically raised public expenditure on education in 
the last two decades of the 20th century. In Brazil and Mexico the increase in 
educational expenditure has also been impressive, especially given the fact 
that in these two countries a considerable amount of educational spending 
is made at sub-national levels, which are not included in the figures.

Yet, when looking at the level-distribution of this spending the picture 
becomes less favourable. Table 4 presents the ratio of public expenditure

TABLE 4
RATIO OF PUBLIC EXPENDITURE PER STUDENT ENROLLED IN SECONDARY 
AND TERTIARY EDUCATION TO PRIMARY EDUCATION (= 1.0), LATIN AMERICA 

VERSUS A SELECTION OF NON LATIN AMERICAN COUNTRIES, 1950-1995

Secondary education Tertiary education

 1950/55 1960/65 1970/75 1980/85 1990/95 1950/55 1960/65 1970/75 1980/85 1990/95

Argentina 2.7 2.7 1.6 2.0 1.1 5.8  4.4 2.2  4.4  1.8 

Chile 3.7 2.0 1.3 0.9 29.8 11.0 10.4  2.2

Colombia 5.1 4.1 1.2 1.4 18.0 34.2  5.7  4.6

Costa Rica 2.2 1.8* 2.0 1.6  9.2 5.8*  5.7  4.8

Cuba 3.3 1.8 1.3  1.4  2.3  2.0

Ecuador 4.9 3.1 1.1 2.2 17.6* 3.8  4.4  8.1

El Salvador 2.2 2.3 1.1 19.6 22.5 11.4

Guatemala 4.0 2.0 1.6 0.8 10.9 7.3  8.1  7.1

Honduras 5.4 2.5 2.4 1.5 1.6 18.6 15.9 14.2  9.9  7.5

Mexico 3.5 2.2 1.1 1.5 12.5 8.6 11.8  4.0

Nicaragua 2.9 2.0 1.4  7.8 6.8  9.3

Panama 2.7 1.8 1.2 1.1  5.7  4.8 7.2  3.2 3.8

Paraguay 5.3 4.1* 2.0 3.1 1.1* 27.4 17.2* 13.6 11.5   8.5*

Uruguay 2.3 1.4 1.5 1.0  9.7 6.8  3.0  3.4

Venezuela 8.1 2.6 1.6 0.8 3.2 40.0 15.5 8.5  8.6 14.8

La average 5.0 3.2 2.0 1.5 1.5 16.7 14.9 9.4  7.3  5.6

Finland 1.8 1.5 0.4 1.2 0.9  3.0  2.6 0.8  1.8  1.7

France 2.1* 3.1 1.4 1.2 1.1  5.4  8.1 2.5  1.6  1.0
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Secondary education Tertiary education

 1950/55 1960/65 1970/75 1980/85 1990/95 1950/55 1960/65 1970/75 1980/85 1990/95

Hungary 5.1 2.2 0.9 1.1 0.2 15.5 14.8 5.2  6.1  1.2

Netherlands 2.7 2.1 1.6 1.2 0.2  6.3 12.8* 8.1*  3.4  0.3

Portugal 5.0 4.0 4.1 0.3 14.3  8.5 4.5  0.2 

Japan 1.3 1.1 0.5 1.1 1.0  5.7  8.9 2.5  1.7  0.8

Korea, Rep. 0.5 2.5 0.3 0.8 0.9 15.3  2.2 1.7  1.1  0.4

Malaysia 2.4 1.9 1.5 1.7 1.9 26.4*  17.3  8.1   7.7

Singapore 2.6 1.4 1.8 1.6 1.6  7.3   7.8  7.2   4.4

Thailand 2.3 4.9 1.9 1.2 0.8 22.3 14.6  12.1  1.5   1.7

Kenya 17.2 12.9 10.3 3.1 2.5 23.3* 170.4 121.8 43.2  54.6

Malawi 67.4 12.5 20.8 13.5 6.6 268.2* 259.0* 146.8 160.7

Mauritius 7.9 6.2 1.3 1.5  14.2   6.5  22.6 14.2

Tanzania 2.5 14.8 9.2 12.3 46.3 165.7 107.9 146.1

Togo    3.3* 5.4 3.8 3.8   11.3*  22.9 124.5  64.9

Sources: UNESCO (1958) World Survey of Education; UNESCO, Statistical Yearbook, various issues 
1966-1998. 

Notes: To calculate the expenditure per student per level a one year difference between the expendi-
ture report and the observed number of students enrolled was allowed. In a few cases interpolation or ex-
trapolation techniques were employed to estimate the number of students enrolled. * Costa Rica 1970/75: 
figures refer to 1968; Ecuador 1962: Tertiary education includes universities only; France 1954: Secondary 
education excluding vocational and teacher training; Honduras 1970: Tertiary education includes uni-
versities only; Kenya 1954: Tertiary education consists exclusively of teacher training at secondary and 
tertiary level; Kenya 1971: Tertiary education includes universities only; Malawi 1965 and 1970: Tertiary 
education includes universities only; Malaysia 1964: Tertiary education includes universities only; Neth-
erlands 1962 and 1971: Tertiary education includes universities only; Paraguay 1960/65: figures refer to 
1966; Paraguay 1990/95: figures refer to 1996; Togo 1960/65: figures refer to 1966.

per student enrolled in secondary and tertiary education over primary edu-
cation for the period 1950-1995. Due to the large amount of missing ob-
servations the averages have to be interpreted with care, especially for the 
years 1950/5. Again large intra-regional differences appear, but some gen-
eral patterns can also be discerned. In the early post-war period, when gross 
enrolment rates were increasing rapidly in almost all LACs, inequality in 

TABLE 4 (Continued)
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the distribution of public spending was strikingly large. Tertiary students 
received almost 15 times as much on average as primary students during the 
early 1960s. Secondary students also still received 3.2 times as much. One 
can safely conclude that the expenditure bias towards tertiary education 
was beyond all reasonable proportions, and is comparable to the distribu-
tion in many Sub Saharan African countries today. Most public resources 
went to the happy few enrolled in tertiary education, who were in most 
cases the children of the well-off. This flagrant source of inequality has been 
reduced, even throughout the 1980s, but the expenditure distribution has 
not approached the standard that each child in primary school on average 
receives at least an equal tax-supported contribution compared to tertiary 
education students.

But looking beyond the general regional pattern, the intra-regional dif-
ferences come to dominate the picture. Argentina, Costa Rica, Panama and 
Uruguay, the countries identified as «early movers» in section 3, revealed 
a considerably more egalitarian distribution of educational investment 
throughout the second half of the 20th century than their neighbours. For 
instance, in Chile the average tertiary student received almost 30 times as 
much as the average primary student in the early 1960s. In Argentina this 
gap was «just» 4.4. The table shows that this enormous difference in the 
distribution of educational expenditure had disappeared at the close of the 
20th century. Despite such examples of regional convergence, some of the 
cross-country differences remained large. Figure 5 serves to illustrate this 
graphically, showing the absolute amounts of spending per student in Ar-
gentina and Honduras for the years 1954, 1970, 1972/4 and 1991/4. Mad-
dison’s (2003) PPP-converted GDP series (in international dollars of 1990) 
were used to convert the spending figures into absolute amounts. The figure 
reveals that both countries indeed witnessed a considerable convergence in 
the ratios of expenditure per student per level. Yet, only in Argentina did this 
lead to a convergence of absolute amounts of spending. In Honduras the ra-
tio of tertiary to primary spending in 1954 was larger than in 1994 because 
levels of spending on primary education were incredibly low. Compared to 
1954, spending per primary student was approximately six times greater, 
while spending per tertiary student had increased by a factor of 2.4. This 
was insufficient to reduce the absolute gap, however, which only further 
increased from 111 to 239 dollars.

Hence, the analysis of the distribution of public education expenditure 
offers strong support to the literature arguing that the relative neglect of 
public primary education has been driven by the specific features of the po-
litical economy in LACs. As Engerman, Mariscal and Sokoloff have argued, 
high levels of income, asset and wealth inequality in combination with re-
duced political voice of the poor tended to produce suboptimal educational 
investment outcomes, that is, when the objective is to maximize social re-
turns. This analysis does not reveal anything about the efficiency with which 
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public money was put to use and thus offers only a partial insight. At the 
same time, it seems hard to escape the conclusion that it took quite a long 
time (and in most LACs the process is still incomplete) to reach a distribu-
tion of public resources that is better geared to sustained growth and devel-
opment than several decades ago.

FIGURE 5
TOTAL PUBLIC EXPENDITURE PER STUDENT PER LEVEL OF EDUCATION IN 

ARGENTINA AND HONDURAS 1954-1994 (IN 1990 GK-US$)
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6. CONCLUSION

Despite the evident intra-regional differences, a global comparative as-
sessment of the development of Latin American mass education has revealed 
at least six region specific characteristics: 1) With respect to average levels of 
GDP per capita, the transition towards mass public schooling occurred later 
than in the rest of the New World, Europe and Japan. 2) Once underway, the 
increase in primary school enrolment was not slower or faster than could 
be expected on the basis of the patterns observed in the rest of the world: it 
was faster than in the early industrialising countries in Europe and North 
America, but it was notably slower than in the poorer developing countries. 
3) The expansion of school enrolment came along with a comparatively 
egalitarian gender distribution from the late 19th century onwards, at least 
in primary education, which increased the speed of enrolment expansion. 
4) The respectable rates of enrolment expansion were not complemented 
by equally impressive improvements in educational quality, that is, quality 
defined in terms of a balanced school career in which students progress 
through consecutive grades on the way to final completion. It took even the 
most advanced LACs at least four decades to achieve acceptable levels of 
grade promotion and school completion after having achieved full primary 
school enrolment rates. Correcting enrolment figures for the grade enrol-
ment ratio demonstrates that the expansion of mass education was much 
slower than gross enrolment rates suggest. The comparative underperform-
ance in international student test scores and the statistically significant re-
lationship between the GDR and a measure of cognitive skills offer further 
support for this conclusion. 5) In the post-war era the observed inequality 
in the grade enrolment distribution was only gradually reduced. This proc-
ess was partly hampered by the economic crises in the 1980s, but since the 
start of the 1990s Latin America broke away from this path more rapidly 
than witnessed before. The advances in the reduction of repetition and pre-
completion drop-out rates were greater than in other world regions. 6) The 
distribution of public education expenditure points out that spending was 
heavily biased towards tertiary education, which basically meant that tax 
revenues were primarily channelled towards the children of the rich and 
away from the children of the poor and politically less influential. Although 
this is just one of many plausible causes of high repetition and drop-out 
rates in primary schooling, more generally it points to a lack of political 
priority for improving the quality of public primary schools.

The question as to why LACs were so late in improving the quality of their 
public education systems has only been tentatively addressed in this paper. 
It has been argued that the initial conditions of inequality that had evolved 
in the colonial settler societies had a long lasting impact on the comparative 
development and distribution of education in post-independent Latin Amer-
ica. As long as the colonial model of the stratified rural society, characterised 
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by high land inequality and various forms of labour coercion prevailed, a 
broadly supported expansion of public education was unfeasible. Landlords 
needed cheap labour and children of the landed elite were better off with 
private education. Given the low prospects of social mobility in these pre-
modern rural societies, the demand for popular education was also limited. 
Hence, fundamental changes in government policies regarding mass educa-
tion depended largely on the decomposition of the traditional social order 
and the political stronghold of the landowning elite. Resource-based growth 
has probably reduced the political as well as economic necessity to reform 
the public education system. Indeed, the analysis of the education expendi-
ture distribution suggests that a more even distribution of public money to-
ward tertiary and primary schooling has been a painstakingly slow process, 
although increasing political participation and changing global economic 
conditions seemed to have turned the odds in favour of mass education in 
many LACs during the final two decades of the 20th century.
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APPENDIX

FIGURE A.1
AVERAGE PER CAPITA DISPOSABLE INCOME (X-AXIS) VERSUS AVERAGE 

DISPOSABLE INCOME OF TERTIARY EDUCATED (Y-AXIS) IN 2000 (1995 US $)
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Sources: Euromonitor International (2007: pp. 102-107).
Notes: Latin American countries (9) included: Argentina, Bolivia, Brazil, Chile, Colombia, Ecuador, 

Mexico, Peru and Venezuela. Countries from rest of the world (62) included: Algeria, Australia, Austria, 
Azerbaijan, Belarus, Belgium, Bulgaria, Canada, China, Croatia, Czech rep., Denmark, Egypt, Estonia, 
Finland, France, Germany, Greece, Hong Kong, Hungary, India, Indonesia, Ireland, Israel, Italy, Japan, 
Jordan, Kazakhstan, Kuwait, Latvia, Lithuania, Malaysia, Morocco, Netherlands, New Zealand, Nigeria, 
Norway, Pakistan, Philippines, Poland, Portugal, Romania, Russia, Saudi Arabia, Singapore, Slovakia, 
Slovenia, South Africa, South Korea, Spain, Sweden, Switzerland, Taiwan, Thailand, Tunisia, Turkey, 
Turkmenistan, Ukraine, United Arab Emirates (U.A.E.), United Kingdom, United States, Vietnam.

TABLE A.1
AVERAGE ANNUAL INCREASE OF GROSS PRIMARY ENROLMENT RATE,  

LATIN AMERICA VERSUS A SELECTION OF NON LATIN AMERICAN 
COUNTRIES, 1830-2000

 1870-2000
Average annual 

increase 
 

Three decades 
of maximum 

increase

Argentina 1880-1950 1.1 1890-1920 1.3

Bolivia 1900-1990 0.8 1930-1960 1.4

Brazil 1870-1980 0.8 1920-1950 1.2

Chile 1880-1960 1.1 1880-1910 1.8
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 1870-2000
Average annual 

increase 
 

Three decades 
of maximum 

increase

Costa Rica 1890-1960 1.0 1890-1920 1.1

Dominican Rep. 1930-1960 1.9 1930-1960 1.9

Ecuador 1920-1970 1.2 1930-1960 1.4

El Salvador 1920-2000 1.1 1930-1960 1.8

Guatemala 1920-2000 0.8 1970-2000 1.5

Honduras 1930-1980 1.4 1940-1970 2.1

Jamaica 1870-1960 0.8 1870-1900 1.2

Mexico 1880-1970 0.8 1920-1950 1.3

Nicaragua 1950-1980 2.1 1950-1980 2.1

Peru 1900-1970 1.3 1920-1950 1.9

Trinidad & Tobago 1870-1960 1.0 1870-1900 1.4

Uruguay 1900-1960 1.3 1930-1960 1.9

Venezuela 1930-1960 2.6 1930-1960 2.6

Latin American average 1.25 1.64

1830-1930

USA 1830-1870 0.6 1830-1870* 0.6

Austria 1840-1920 0.7 1870-1900 0.8

Belgium 1830-1920 0.5 1890-1920 1.1

France 1830-1880 0.9 1850-1880 1.0

Spain 1860-1930 0.6 1900-1930 0.8

UK (England-Wales) 1830-1900 0.7 1830-1860 1.1

Japan 1870-1910 1.1 1870-1900 1.1

Average 0.70 0.92

1930-2000

Philippines 1930-1960 1.6 1930-1960 1.6

Thailand 1930-1980 1.3 1930-1960 1.5

Korea, rep. 1930-1960 2.6 1930-1960 2.6

TABLE A.1 (Continued)
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 1870-2000
Average annual 

increase 
 

Three decades 
of maximum 

increase

Turkey 1930-1960 2.5 1930-1960 2.5

Kenya 1930-1980 1.7 1950-1980 2.5

Nigeria 1930-1980 1.9 1950-1980 3.1

Malawi 1970-2000 3.3 1970-200 3.3

Average 2.12 2.44

Sources: Lindert (2004); UNESCO (1958); UNESCO, Statistical Yearbook, various issues 1966-1999. 
Notes: * USA average refers to four decades (1830-1870) due to lack of intermediate observations. 

TABLE A.2
PERCENTAGE SHARES OF FEMALE IN PRIMARY, SECONDARY AND TERTIARY 

ENROLMENT, LATIN AMERICA VERSUS A SELECTION OF NON LATIN 
AMERICAN COUNTRIES, 1890-1997

primary secondary tertiary

1890/1902 1950/54 1990/97 1950/54 1990/97 1950/54 1990/97

Argentina 46.1 48.2 49 30.7 52* 18.1 53

Brazil 49.1 48 44.1 52 22.4 52

Chile 51.6 48.4 49 51.8 51 30.0 45

Colombia 49.0 50 39.2 54 12.5 50

Cuba 46.8 50.6 49 43.4 53 40.3 57

Dominican Rep. 49.6 49 47.5 57 57

Ecuador 45.2 49 29.7 50 15.4

El Salvador 43.3 49.0 49 39.8 55 10.9 48

Guatemala 32.8 42.9 46 41.9 47

Jamaica 51.4 49 54.6 52 25.9

Mexico 47.5 49 28.5 50 19.3 47

Panama 48.5 48 47.9 51 46.2 58

Paraguay 46.0 48 38.7 50 29.5 55

Peru 40.2 49 35.8 48 22.7 35*

Uruguay 45.1 48.9 49 51.8 53 53*

Venezuela  50.1 50 32.6 57 16.0 41

Latin America av. 44.3 47.8 48.8 41.1 52.0 23.8 51.2

TABLE A.1 (Continued)
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primary secondary tertiary

1890/1902 1950/54 1990/97 1950/54 1990/97 1950/54 1990/97

Europe & USA

USA 48.5 48.4 49 51.3 49 30.1 54

France 49.5 49.7 48 50.1 50 34.0 53

Netherlands 48.0 48.7 50 42.3 47 15.4 44

Switzerland 44.5 49.3 49 45.6 47 12.8 35

Spain 42.9 50.4 48 35.2 51 10.4 51

Portugal 31.9 45.0 48 46.6 51 24.9 56

Greece 23.1 46.9 48 33.0 48 48

Serbia/Yugoslavia 14.3 46.0 49 43.0 49 32.2 53

Asia

Japan 30.9 49.4 49 47.6 49 9.3 35

India 9.3** 29.1 41 14.5 37 4.9 33

China 39.0 46 31.9 41 9.1 33

Ceylon/Sri Lanka 5.0 44.5 48 47.1 57 12.3 42

Burma/Myanmar 7.8 45.0 48 47.8 49 22.7 55

Africa & Mid. East

Turkey 37.1 47 25.0 37 19.6 34

Egypt 35.6 44 29.7 43 15.4 36

Ghana 25.4 45 11.5 44  7.1

Uganda 25.7 40 15.0 39.0 12.9 27

Nigeria  22.0 43   8.5 42   4.3 29*

Sources: Figures for primary enrolment 1890-1902 retrieved from Lindert (2004: p. 95); Figures for 
1950-1954 from UNESCO (1958) and figures for 1990-1997 from USAID, Global Education Database 
(GED).

Notes: * Nigeria: figure refers to 1985; Argentina: figure refers to 1985; Peru: figure refers to 1980; 
Uruguay: figure refers to 1980; ** India 1900 is an unweighted average of Bombay, Punjab and Madras.

TABLE A.2 (Continued)
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TABLE A.3
CURRENT PUBLIC EXPENDITURE ON EDUCATION AS A PERCENTAGE SHARE 

OF GDP, LATIN AMERICA VERSUS A SELECTION OF NON LATIN AMERICAN 
COUNTRIES, 1954-1995

 1954 1960 1965 1970 1975 1980 1985 1990 1995

Argentina 2.7 1.9 2.9 1.9 2.7 1.9 1.6 3.3 3.9

Bolivia 1.6 2.6 4.7 4.2 3.8 2.4 2.9 4.1

Brazil* 1.7 2.4 2.7 2.5 2.7 3.7 4.5

Chile 1.6 2.6 3.4 5.1 3.7 4.6 4.4 2.7* 3.0*

Colombia 1.2 1.8 2.3 1.6 2.1 2.5 2.7 3.2 4.4

Costa Rica 2.1 4.1 4.6 5.2 6.9 6.2 5.1 4.2 4.4

Dominican Rep. 1.4 2.7* 2.9 2.7* 2.1 1.5 1.1 1.8

Ecuador 1.2 2.0 3.1 4.3 3.2 5.3 3.7 4.2 3.5*

El Salvador 2.3 2.8 2.8 3.3 3.4 2.7 1.9 2.1

Guatemala 1.4 2.0 2.0 1.7* 1.8 1.2 1.6 1.5

Haiti 1.6* 1.3 1.2 0.8 1.0 1.0 1.7

Honduras 1.0 2.2 2.9 3.1 3.9 3.0 4.7 4.2 3.6

Jamaica 2.5 3.3 3.5 5.9 7.5 5.3 5.4 6.4

Mexico* 0.8 1.7 2.4 2.6 4.0 3.1 4.2 4.0 4.9

Nicaragua 1.6* 1.9 2.3 2.6 3.5 6.6 5.1 4.6

Panama 3.6 3.6 4.1 5.4 4.9 4.5 4.9 4.1 4.1

Paraguay 1.3 1.9* 2.2 1.4 1.3 1.2 1.1 3.3

Peru 0.9 2.7 5.1 3.8 3.9 2.5 3.0 2.5 2.3

Uruguay 3.7 3.6 1.9 1.6 1.9 3.2

Venezuela 1.6 2.7 4.0 4.8 5.4 4.1 4.7 2.5 4.4

LA average 1.7 2.1 3.0 3.3 3.5 3.2 3.2 3.0 3.7

Canada 3.9* 5.8 6.3 8.6 7.0 7.1 6.1 6.3 6.5*

Netherlands 4.6 5.9 6.3 7.8 6.8 7.6 6.4 6.0 5.2

Malaysia 4.1 4.9 5.5 5.4 6.0 6.6 5.5 5.2*

Philippines 2.4 2.6 2.7 2.2 1.5 1.7 1.4 2.9 2.2

Thailand 1.1 2.6 3.1 3.5 2.6 3.4 3.8 3.6 4.1

India 2.0 2.3 2.6 2.6 2.8 3.0 3.5 3.9 3.4

Sources: Expenditure figures for 1954 from UNESCO (1958); Other figures including both educational 
expenditure and GDP from UNESCO, Statistical Yearbooks, various issues 1966-1998 and UN, ECLAC/
CEPAL, Anuario Estadistico de America Latina, various issues 1964-2002. 

Notes: Brazil: only central government budget; Canada 1956, 1994; Chile: excluding higher education 
in 1990 and 1995; Dominican Republic 1966: Ecuador 1997; Guatemala 1976; Haiti 1961; Malaysia 1996; 
Mexico: only central government budget; Nicaragua 1961; Paraguay 1966, 1973.


