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In terms of equity of educational opportunities, the region dis-

plays great problems, and El Salvador is no exception to this.

The analysis given here of the shortcomings in respect of

equity of education in that country begins with a general de-

scription of the fundamental lines of action proposed in the

educational reform process. A study is then made of the dif-

ferences in access to education, the intergenerational trans-

mission of educational opportunities, and disparities in the

quality of education. It is noted that education has an instru-

mental function –economic reproduction– but it also has a

function of promoting change in pursuit of a more equitable

society. It is asserted that the contribution education can make

to development has its limits, and the effect of poverty on

educational opportunities and hence on individuals’ real pos-

sibilities of getting on in the world is highlighted. Finally,

some ideas are put forward for maximizing the contribution

of education to the development of El Salvador.

C E P A L R E V I E W 7 0 165



I
Introduction

This article seeks to make a contribution to the con-
sideration of the subject of education and develop-
ment in El Salvador, in the light of the unequal
opportunities offered to social sectors of different
economic and social levels. This subject has impor-
tant ideological and practical implications when con-
sidering Salvadorian education and may also be
useful for other Latin American countries with simi-
lar characteristics, for the problem of educational in-
equity analysed here in detail coincides in many
respects with the situation of most other Latin Amer-
ican countries. The decisive connection which exists
between economic and social inequity and educa-
tional inequity reveals the current limitations on the

contribution that education can make to growth, de-
velopment and overcoming poverty. The recognition
of this connection is also a first step towards redis-
covering the role that education can play in society
as an agent of change.

In this study, data from El Salvador are used to
analyse, from the point of view of equity, aspects re-
lating to the coverage, quality and intergenerational
transmission of educational opportunities. The analy-
sis shows the magnitude of the problem and prompts
reflection on the limits of the contribution that edu-
cation can make to development in the present condi-
tions. Finally, the article puts forward some ideas for
helping to maximize that contribution.

II
The role of education

and the problem of equity

From the prevailing standpoint of human and eco-
nomic development, the various levels of formal ed-
ucation generally tend to be viewed as a fundamental
mechanism for promoting the emergence of the new
productive individuals needed by the present eco-
nomic model.

Although partly in agreement with the grounds
for the relation between education and development,
the position taken in this article is one which con-
ceives education in a broader dimension. It cannot be
understood solely as the mechanism for ensuring the
reproduction of an economic order which, although
generally accepted today as the most functional one,
falls far short of achieving a society free from pov-

erty and other social scourges. There is no sugges-
tion, however, that the neoliberal model is totally
incapable of furthering social development: it is
viewed rather as the culmination of a long historical
and political process, which can serve as the starting
point for achieving a society with higher levels of so-
cial justice.

In this view, education must not be seen as a
purely reproductive mechanism but rather primarily
as a power for change. Education in Latin America
cannot be divorced from the quest for innovations
and alternatives which can help to improve the way
societies operate at present. Education is not a prod-
uct of the market: the education provided by the
State represents a social advance which seeks to pro-
vide possibilities for all the inhabitants of the State to
progress and for society to develop in the direction
chosen by its members, rather than a single direction
that cannot be questioned.

If education is defined solely insofar as it relates
to the economy, it is reduced to the status of a mere
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instrument, so that the whole question simply be-
comes how much education, of what type, is needed
for economic development and for overcoming pov-
erty. This view, which is at once necessary yet par-
tial, ignores the fact that education is a human right
by virtue of which people can reach dimensions of
the outside and inside world that will help to bring
out their personal potential, and that the educational
level of the population is in itself one of the indices
of the human development of a nation.

When education is reduced to the level of a mere
instrument, there is a risk that it will be stripped of
its political and moral elements in favour of the no-
ble cause of economic development. Naturally, under
this view the instrument serves to reproduce the
model, and if the model is assumed to be just and to
ensure development and the elimination of poverty,
then the fact of reducing education to the level of an
instrument does not offer any problems. If it is as-
sumed that the economic model is not perfect, how-
ever, then taking a totally neutral attitude to
education is dangerous, because no questions are
asked about the grounds and reasons for education.
Education does in fact serve political ends, and we
must ask ourselves: what should those ends be? A
great deal of emphasis has been placed on the need
for education to further the principle of productivity,
and although in this article we do not deny the im-
portance of this aspect, our proposal is that education
should also serve the principles of justice and soli-
darity. As the data show, social and educational con-
ditions in the Latin American countries, and
especially in El Salvador, are profoundly inequitable.
Consequently, education should aim at promoting
changes in our forms of social coexistence in order
to make them more harmonious and solidary.

In Latin America,1 the distribution of wealth can
serve as a starting-point for analysing the problem of
equity. Thus, for example, in 1994 39% of the popu-
lation of the region as a whole were in a state of pov-
erty and 17% were in a situation of extreme poverty.
In El Salvador, however, the situation is much more
serious, because in 1997 52% of the population were
below the poverty line and 22% were in a state of ex-
treme poverty (El Salvador, Dirección General de
Estadísticas y Censos, 1998).

In addition to the problem of poverty, the region
suffers from unequal distribution of wealth among
the population. Although there appears to have been
a modest trend towards the reduction of poverty in
the first half of the 1990s, there have been few
changes in income concentration, even in the coun-
tries with the highest economic growth rates and the
lowest levels of poverty (ECLAC, 1997a, p. 21). This
is also the case in El Salvador, where there was no
change in income distribution between 1992 and
1995, as reflected in the Gini coefficient of 0.5 for
those years (IDB, 1998). These levels make El Salva-
dor one of the Latin American countries with the
biggest disparities in income distribution (see com-
parative data in ECLAC, 1997b, p. 46). Likewise,
other indicators show that there is unequal distribu-
tion of human development in El Salvador, with the
poorest sectors registering less progress than the
richest sectors (UNDP, 1997, p. 23).

If we center our analysis on educational aspects,
we see that the efforts made over the last 10-15 years
to expand the coverage of education have not been
reflected in a narrowing of the gaps between the dif-
ferent social strata. According to data for the 1980s
and first half of the 1990s on the urban areas of 11
Latin American countries, the differences in the pro-
portions of young people between 20 and 24 years of
age with 12 years’ schooling from households with
different levels of educational capital remained prac-
tically unchanged over this period.

Other data indicate that in the countries of the
region between 30% and 45% of all households can
be classified as being vulnerable to poverty, while
only 10% of the households possess most of the eco-
nomic and educational capital. Of the total number
of young people between 20 and 24 years of age
coming from households that are vulnerable to pov-
erty, 80% are lagging behind at school or have
dropped out altogether, whereas less than 40% of
young people from households with economic and
educational capital are in this situation.

Quite apart from the inequalities in terms of ac-
cess to education and number of years of schooling,
the educational differences between students from
different economic and social levels become still
more marked when the unequal quality of the educa-
tion received is taken into account. A quantitative in-
dicator which can be used as an approximation to the
quality of education is the performance in standard-
ized learning tests. The regional-level data register
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big disparities between the public and private sec-
tors: whereas most students in the public sector only
manage to successfully cover some 50% of the
official curriculum, the average for students enrolled
in private schools is close to 100% (ECLAC, 1998,
p. 70). In Chile, which was one of the countries with
the highest economic growth rate in the 1990s and
has one of the highest levels of years of schooling,
learning tests have shown that the most important
factor affecting educational performance is the eco-
nomic and social level of the students’ families
(PIIE/UNICEF, 1995).

Furthermore, social mobility has long been
linked with the opportunity to gain access to more
and better education. This link, which is indisputable
in theory, runs into serious obstacles in reality, one
of the most important of which is the very situation
of poverty which it is desired to overcome.

In Latin America, the average number of years
of schooling has been raised generation by genera-
tion. Only a small proportion of young people, how-
ever, manage to rise significantly above the
educational level of their parents. Thus, while on av-
erage young people have three years more schooling

than their parents, only a third of urban young people
and one-tenth of rural youth have managed to exceed
the educational level of their parents and attain a
level of basic educational capital equal to 12 years’
schooling (ECLAC, 1998, p. 60). Of the total, 47% of
urban young people and 73% of rural youth neither
exceed the educational level of their parents nor
reach the basic educational target level.2

The figures bearing witness to the inter-genera-
tional transition in terms of opportunities are also
reflected in the opinions of those consulted on this
matter. Some data from Chile, for example, seem
to show that the views of the parents interviewed
regarding the probable future of their children are
influenced to a large extent by the quality of the
school they attend, which largely depends on the
possibility of going to a paid private school (UNDP,
1998, p. 179).

To sum up: “The persistent lack of equity in
terms of access to education based on social back-
ground shows that, to a large extent, opportunities
for well-being are shaped by the pattern of inequality
that prevailed in the previous generation” (ECLAC,
1998, p. 65).

III
The educational reform process in

El Salvador and policies on equity

Now that the Latin American context has been out-
lined, the analysis will center on the particular case
of El Salvador, which, as we shall see, displays ten-
dencies similar to those of the region as a whole. In
the past, there has been an endemic situation of so-
cial inequity in that country, which was one of the
main causes of the civil war of the 1980s. The peace
accords were achieved when efforts were made to
put an end to violence and transform Salvadorian so-
ciety through the creation of democratic institutions
and juster living conditions for the mass of the popu-
lation. On the educational level, that country’s expe-
rience in carrying out reforms is particularly
interesting because it has received substantial inter-
national support and has made efforts to match the
development and educational models prevailing in
international circles.

In 1993, Harvard University, the “José Simeón
Cañas” Central American University (UCA) and the
Salvadorian Educational Development Foundation
(FEPADE) made a diagnostic study of the educational
sector which marked the beginning of a process of
dialogue and reflection in the country on the need to
reform the educational system. The study showed the
profound shortcomings of the existing system in
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terms of access and quality at all levels, as well as
the inadequacy of the public resources set aside for
the educational sector and the poor management of
the resources available. It also showed the need to re-
vise and reformulate both the legislation on educa-
tion and the arrangements for training teachers. In
short, the report expressed the urgent need to make
radical changes in most areas and levels of the for-
mal educational system.

On the basis of the findings of the UCA/Harvard/
FEPADE study, the Ministry of Education organized a
process of consultation with the different sectors of
society. It set up the Commission on Education, Sci-
ence and Development to set forth guidelines for the
transformation of education in the country. It also
carried out extensive consultations with different or-
ganizations through the National Consultative Forum
on Educational Reform. The “Consulta ’95”, de-
signed to collect the views of teachers, parents and
students, and the technical experts of the Ministry of
Education, together with the consultation of “ANDES

21 de Junio” (the most important professional associ-
ation of teachers in the country), were other consul-
tation processes that served as a basis for the
preparation of the reforms.

With the important background information de-
scribed above, the Ministry of Education put forward
a programme of reforms in what it called the
1995-2005 Ten-Year Plan. The objectives stated in
this document are: to improve the quality of educa-
tion at all its levels; to increase the efficiency, effi-

cacy and equity of the educational system; to
democratize education; to create new ways of pro-
viding services, and to strengthen the formation of
human and civic values. The concrete goals set for
the decade were: to reduce the rates of illiteracy,
teacher absenteeism, and dropping out and repeating
courses by students; to increase the coverage of edu-
cational services; to involve the educational commu-
nity in the management of education; to use State
resources efficiently, and to provide timely solutions
for the problems of educational establishments.

The measures through which the reform
programme tries to tackle the specific problem of in-
equity are: establishment of the Programme of
Healthy Schools and the programme for Education
with Community Participation (EDUCO); use of the
World Food Programme; the Alternative Classrooms
programme, and expansion of the school infrastruc-
ture and distance education.

In El Salvador, the measures to expand coverage
have given priority to rural and poor areas. As a re-
sult, coverage has increased at all levels of the lower
educational system, but especially in pre-school and
basic education.

Among the measures to improve the quality of
education, special mention may be made of the
Programme of Healthy Schools and the EDUCO

programme, because they are based on the principle
of positive discrimination. The rest of the measures
in the field of the quality of education have applied
to all schools more or less equally.

IV
Equity in education in El Salvador

In spite of the action taken by the Ministry of Educa-
tion under the educational reform programme to re-
duce educational differences in society, there is still
an enormous amount of inequity between the differ-
ent social sectors. Consequently, the first thing to do
when considering the measures which have been un-
dertaken and the need for new strategies to overcome
the present situation is to recognize the dramatic in-
sufficiency of the efforts made so far (in spite of the
substantial achievements in recent years and the fact
that they are indeed on the right track), together with

the similarity of the situation in El Salvador, in terms
of equity, to that of most other Latin American coun-
tries.

1. Equity of access

The educational situation of the population, as mea-
sured by the number of years of schooling, is pretty
poor. According to data for 1996 (table 1), 58% of
the population aged six or more have five years’
schooling or less, while only 6.1% have over 12
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years’ schooling. Furthermore, the amount of school-
ing is unequally distributed, depending on people’s
income levels.

Of the people with five years’ schooling or less,
14% are in the top income quartile and 32.9% (i.e.,
twice as many) in the bottom quartile (table 1). If the
analysis is by deciles, we find that only 4% of the
people in the richest decile have five years’ school-
ing or less, whereas 14% of the people in the poorest
decile are in that situation. Moreover, the differences
are still greater in the case of people with over
twelve years’ schooling: only 2.7% of the people in
the poorest decile reach that level of education,
whereas 77.5% of the people in the richest decile
have access to post-secondary studies.

For the same year, data on the pre-school and
school population (4-18 years of age) show that 69%
of that group are attending school, but here too the

distribution is unequal, depending on income. In the
poorest quintile, 59% receive some kind of educa-
tion, whereas in the richest decile the corresponding
figure is 89% (El Salvador, Dirección General de
Estadísticas y Censos, 1997).

In a more detailed analysis of inequalities in ac-
cess to education as a function of household income
(table 2), some specific age groups are taken and
their evolution over five years is compared (between
1991 and 1996). The data for 1996 show that nine
out of ten children aged 5 from the richest homes are
attending school, most likely in pre-school educa-
tion, whereas only three out of ten of the children
from the poorest quintile are able to do so. In the
case of adolescents aged 15, the proportion remains
practically the same for those from the richest decile,
while there is a slight increase in the case of those
from the poorest quintile, since four out of five are
going to school.
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TABLE 1

El Salvador: Distribution of the population aged 6 or more,
by number of years of schooling, 1996
(Percentages)

Number of Quartiles by level of income

years of schooling Total 1st quartile 2nd quartile 3rd quartile 4th quartile

0-5 years 58.0 32.9 28.6 24.2 14.2
6-9 years 24.1 14.9 23.1 31.7 30.3
10-12 years 11.7 5.3 12.8 29.7 52.3
Over 12 years 6.1 2.7 4.7 15.0 77.5
Others a 0.0 47.4 52.6 - -

Source: El Salvador, Dirección General de Estadísticas y Censos (1997).
a Includes the categories “special education”  and  “not known”.

TABLE 2

El Salvador: Proportion of children attending school,
by age and income group, 1991 and 1996
(Percentages)

5 years 6 years 7 years 13 years 14 years 15 years
Age

1991 1996 1991 1996 1991 1996 1991 1996 1991 1996 1991 1996

1st quintile 16 33 30 47 55 70 64 74 53 65 45 53
2nd quintile 20 37 38 54 62 79 70 82 59 67 52 56
3rd quintile 36 48 54 65 71 80 74 78 72 74 58 68
4th quintile 53 64 74 83 84 88 86 85 74 82 70 72
9th decile 69 83 83 93 90 95 89 90 79 85 81 84
10th decile 74 93 85 93 91 100 90 98 87 98 82 94

Source: Reimers (ed.) (1995), p. 71, and El Salvador, Dirección General de Estadísticas y Censos (1997).



We can also see that access to education has in-
creased for almost all the age groups and income lev-
els considered. The increase is bigger for the 5, 6 and
7-year age groups and for the first two income quin-
tiles and the tenth decile, thus mostly favouring the
poorest children, especially those of pre-school age
and those starting in the official school system.
There has also been a substantial increase in the case
of children from the richest decile, but here the in-
crease was most marked for children of 5, 14 and 15
years of age. There have been noteworthy advances
in access to basic education since 1991: in the richest
sectors they have been most marked in the age
groups corresponding to the last grades of basic edu-
cation, while in the poorest sectors the effect has
been most noticeable in the age groups correspond-
ing to pre-school education and the first grades of
primary education.

Between 1991 and 1996, the gap between the
first income quintile and the tenth decile in terms of
the access of 7 year old children to education has
narrowed from 36% to 30%, indicating that the prog-
ress has been greatest in the case of the poorest
groups, thus reducing the level of inequality, but the
gap increases steadily with age, amounting to 41%
for the 15 year old age group. This is partly due to
the fact that the measures taken by the Ministry of
Education to expand coverage have been aimed pri-
marily at the first basic education cycle (grades 1 to
6). Indeed, the analysis of the evolution of enroll-
ment given by that Ministry shows significant ad-
vances in coverage at the basic level, but less
impressive achievements in secondary education
(Carrasco and Fernández, forthcoming).

Inequalities in access to education also depend
on whether the area of residence is urban or rural.
For the total population between 7 and 18 years of
age, the level of access to education is 74%, but anal-
ysis by areas of residence shows that while 83% of
young people of all ages from urban homes attend
school, the corresponding figure for rural areas is
only 66%. Furthermore, as in the case of the compar-
ison by income brackets, the differences between ur-
ban and rural areas are greater in the final years of
the 7-18 age group: the system becomes more ineq-
uitable as the age and school grades of the students
rise (FEPADE, 1997).

The disparities are maintained at the higher lev-
els of the educational system. Thus, in 1996, out of
every 100 young people in the second year of sec-
ondary education, 40 came from the richest decile

but only 10 came from the poorest decile. Among
those who report that they are in their first year of
university studies, only 2.5% come from the poorest
quartile, whereas 62% come from the richest quar-
tile. Of all university students, only 2% come from
the poorest quintile, while 30% come from the rich-
est decile: these figures are not significantly different
from those for 1991, when the respective percentages
were 2.35% and 31.67% (Reimers, ed., 1995, p. 72).

With regard to differences by sex, the educa-
tional situation of women appears to be unfavourable
when the total population is considered, for this in-
cludes segments resulting from previous educational
systems which strongly discriminated against
women. In the present educational system, however,
the situation of young women and girls is equitable
as compared with that of males. According to data
extending up to 1995, whereas in the over-60 age
group there were 36% more women than men who
had not completed any school grade at all, in the 6-9
age group the difference between the sexes was only
1%, and moreover favoured the female population
(Carrasco and Fernández, forthcoming). This equal-
ity between the sexes was also observed in the fig-
ures on illiteracy and on the percentage of persons of
different ages attending school (FEPADE, 1997).

When seeking reasons for the differences in ac-
cess to education between the different sectors of the
population, as classified by income and area of resi-
dence, one instinctively thinks of poverty as the ex-
planation. This is backed up by the data collected (El
Salvador, Dirección General de Estadísticas y
Censos, 1997), as the four reasons for not studying
most frequently given by those interviewed were, in
order of importance, “high cost” (lack of economic
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FIGURE 1

El Salvador: Link between supply/demand
for education and reasons for
not studying, by age groups
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Source: FEPADE (1998), p. 76.
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resources), “need to go to work”, “household rea-
sons” and “not worth the trouble”. These four rea-
sons are connected with the unfulfilled needs of the
population. The answers given indicate that the rea-
sons for not studying are basically connected with
the lack of demand rather than the nature and struc-
ture of the supply of education. Moreover, the argu-
ments relating to supply are more frequent in the
case of the lowest age groups, and as the age of those
interviewed rises they relate increasingly to the lack
of demand (FEPADE, 1998, p. 76).

According to an opinion survey carried out by
the UCA in 1997, 19% of those under 19 years of age
were not studying: 46% of those interviewed ex-
plained this situation on the grounds that they did not
have the necessary money or resources; 28% said
that the young people concerned did not study be-
cause they had to work (including domestic work);
18% said they had no desire to study, and 7% gave
various other answers. These data show that for 73%
of those interviewed the main cause limiting their ac-
cess to schooling was poverty.

2. The inter-generational transmission of
educational opportunities in El Salvador3

According to data for 1997, young people between
20 and 24 years of age have an average of 4.7 more
years of schooling than their parents: the average
schooling of the parents is 4.2 years, while that of
their children is 8.9 years. In urban areas, the in-
crease is 5 years (6 years’ schooling for the parents
and 11 years for their children), and there has also
been an increase (albeit smaller) in rural areas, from
an average of 2 years’ schooling for the parents to an
average of 5.8 years for their children aged between
20 and 24. This shows that although both sectors
have registered progress, the increase has been
greater in urban areas, so that the differences com-
pared with rural areas have increased still further.
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replicating the model developed by ECLAC (1998, p. 61).

FIGURE 2

El Salvador: Educational achievements of young people between
20 and 24 years of age compared with those of their parents, 1996

Source: El Salvador, Dirección General de Estadísticas y Censos (1997).



The average increase in the number of years of
schooling is naturally due to the contribution of the
49% of young people who have managed to surpass
the educational level of their parents, since the re-
maining 51% failed to do so. Within these two cate-
gories, it is also important to determine what
percentage of the population of El Salvador have
managed to rise above the basic educational thresh-
old that increases their likelihood of earning suffi-
cient income to live decently. In this respect, we find
that only 4.4% of the population between 20 and 24
years of age, although failing to exceed the educa-
tional level of their parents, nevertheless managed to
study for 12 years or more. In contrast, 46% of
young people neither exceeded the level of their par-
ents nor reached the threshold level of basic educa-
tion needed to provide a reasonable level of
well-being. Only 36.6% of young people manage to
exceed the educational level of their parents and also
acquire the necessary basic educational capital: only
they will have a chance of upward social mobility on
the basis of their educational capital; 12.7% exceed
the educational level of their parents, but not by a
sufficient margin to obtain even 12 years’ schooling.

The situation is also inequitable as between ur-
ban and rural areas. In urban areas, 51% of the young
people manage to exceed the educational level of
their parents and also complete 12 or more years’
schooling, whereas only 16% of rural young people
do so (figure 2). Furthermore, 73% of rural young
people neither exceed the educational level of their
parents nor complete 12 years’ schooling, while a
further 11%, although they exceed their parents’ edu-
cational levels, do not manage to acquire the neces-
sary basic educational capital.

The data thus indicate that in El Salvador there
is only a low level of inter-generational educational
improvement, especially in the poor sectors of soci-
ety. For much of the population, there are few possi-
bilities of exceeding the educational levels of their
parents and obtaining sufficient educational capital
to enable them to attain a better level of living. The
educational achievements of the new generations in
terms of number of years of schooling are deter-
mined to a large extent by the pattern of inequalities
of the preceding generation.

3. Equity as regards quality of education

For a large number of people, their chances of im-
proving their level of living are limited by their scant

possibilities of attending school. Despite persistent
problems of equity, however, the educational system
is nevertheless tending to increase its coverage. Al-
though the task of providing access to education is
still an enormous challenge for society, the question
of the quality of the education provided is also of
special interest to those who, having gained access to
the school system, hope to receive an education
which is sufficiently good to allow them to improve
on the living conditions of their families of origin. In
El Salvador the differences in the quality of educa-
tion are enormous, as shown by the results of the
performance and repetition tests given below.

a) Differences in performance in the Learning
Achievement Tests
One of the measures taken in conjunction with

the preparation of the new curriculum was the devel-
opment of Learning Achievement Tests and their ap-
plication since 1993 to a sample of pupils from the
third and fifth grades. These tests evaluate on a
points basis the degree of fulfillment of the objec-
tives of the official programmes. In mathematics, the
maximum number of points is 10, and in language, 9.

According to data for 1994 and 1995, even in
the best of cases the average third and fifth grade pu-
pils in the country’s schools had not fulfilled even
40% of the learning targets in language and mathe-
matics. Complementary comparative analyses re-
vealed that pupils in urban areas had a slightly better
average than in rural areas, while the performance of
the pupils of EDUCO schools was even worse than
that of the pupils of non-EDUCO rural schools (El Sal-
vador, Ministerio de Educación, 1996).

Of course, the performance of the students, like
their access to education, varies according to their
families’ income. Thus, for example, the compari-
sons between public and private schools also reflect
the tendencies observed in other countries. In mathe-
matics, the average for students in private schools is
2.15 points higher than in public schools, while in
language the private schools are 1.5 points higher.4
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the case of both subjects. The Statistical Package for Social Sci-
ences (SPSS) gave a result of P=0.000. These analyses were
made with information taken from the data base of the Learning
Achievement Tests applied in 1996.



Finally, a study carried out by professionals of
the Ministry of Education and FEPADE (FEPADE/El
Salvador, Ministerio de Educación, 1998) examined
the factors influencing the performance in Learning
Achievement Tests, using multiple regression analy-
sis. The model included a set of factors alterable by
actions of the educational system and a group of fac-
tors not directly alterable by immediate actions of the
system. Among the variables were teaching experi-
ence, the educational level of the teacher, an eco-
nomic indicator of the family, and an indicator of the
level of development of the municipality (an indica-
tor of the unsatisfied basic needs in the municipal-
ity). The language model had a value of R2 = 0.28
and the model for mathematics had a value of R2 =
0.30.5 According to this regression analysis, students
in private schools tend to obtain 0.33 points more
than those in public schools in language and 4.0
points more in mathematics. Furthermore, it can be
calculated from the results of the regression analysis
that in mathematics, students from one of the poorest
municipalities (with the largest number of unsatisfied
basic needs) obtain 3.02 points less than students
from one of the richest municipalities.

The study in question concludes that “in both
subjects the indicators which individually help most
to explain the performance in the Learning Achieve-
ment Tests were those related with the social, eco-
nomic and cultural conditions of the populations
attending those schools (sector and area where
school is located, economic and social conditions of
the students’ families, level of poverty of the munici-
pality in which the school is located). Students
from families of lower economic and social levels,
attending public-sector schools in the poorer munici-
palities, are at a disadvantage in terms of perfor-
mance” (FEPADE/El Salvador, Ministerio de
Educación, 1998, p. 2).

These data indicate that in general, as measured
by the present learning achievement tests, the perfor-
mance of Salvadorian students is very poor. They
also show that, as in most Latin American countries,
the performance of the poorest students is much
lower than that of students in a better economic and
social situation. Students from the upper economic
and social strata learn more and are thus better pre-
pared to take advantage of secondary and tertiary ed-

ucational opportunities and perform well in their
working life in the future.

The views of the population bear out the forego-
ing analyses, because while 54% of those in the up-
per economic and social strata say that they are very
satisfied with the education received by the minors
living in their households, only 30% of those in the
marginal sectors express the same degree of satisfac-
tion. Moreover, 44% of all those interviewed believe
that private education is better than public, while the
opposite opinion is held by only 28% (IUDOP/UCA,
1997).

b) Repetition of grades
Another indicator which is frequently used to

measure the quality of education is the rate of repeti-
tion. According to the Multi-Purpose Household Sur-
vey, in 1996 8.8% of all students of school age were
repeating grades. Here, too, however the distribution
was unequal (table 3). Thus, for students from the
first quintile the rate of repetition was 13.2%, but
this rate went down steadily from one quintile to the
next until, in the richest quintile, only 3.9% of the
students were repeating grades.

The analysis by area of residence also showed
inequality, since in rural areas 12% of students were
repeating, whereas in urban areas only 6.3% were
doing so. Likewise, the rate of repetition in private
schools was 5.1%, but in public schools it was 9.8%.

If we analyse repetition by sex, we find that
boys repeat grades more than girls: 9.7% compared
with 7.9%. Thus, as in the case of access to school-
ing, girls were not in a more unfavourable situation
than boys.
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TABLE 3

El Salvador: Number of students repeating
grades, by income groups, 1996
(Percentages)

Income group Percentage repeating grade

First quintile 13.2
Second quintile 11.1
Third quintile 8.1
Fourth quintile 6.5
Ninth decile 4.4
Tenth decile 3.9

Source: El Salvador, Dirección General de Estadísticas y Censos
(1997).5 Both models are statistically significant: F = 0.000.



The data show that it is the poorest children who
have most difficulty in fulfilling the minimum learn-
ing requirements set by schools for moving children
up to the next grade. Generally speaking, in absolute
terms the requirements of the public schools in this
respect are lower than those of private schools, but
even so the rate of repetition is higher. This appears
to indicate that the poorest parents and public
schools have fewer resources for coping with learn-
ing difficulties among their children, so that the latter
register higher rates of repetition, take longer to
complete their basic education and are more likely to
drop out altogether, so that there is greater waste of
resources by the family and the State on children
who repeat grades. In contrast, children from
better-off families have less difficulty in completing
their studies, do so in a shorter time, and waste fewer
resources.

c) Teaching practices
A study made by the Training Programme for

Educational Researchers (PROFINE) in 1997
(PROFINE, 1997) analysed the teaching practices used
in the classrooms of 140 public schools, and it was
found that most of the teaching practices that still
prevail in the classroom place the teacher at the cen-
tre of the teaching process. Moreover, although some
group work and play practices were observed which
represent incipient efforts to comply with the recom-
mendations of the educational reform programme,
there was a lack of the theoretical knowledge, techni-
cal and practical skills and sense of the significance
of teaching needed to put into practice what was
sought for in the reform programme. Repetitive ac-
tivities based on rote learning still predominate, and
the requirements are very low.

The study revealed that teaching practices are
still far below those that are desirable, so that it is es-
sential to raise the professional level of the teachers
and give the schools greater freedom to seek and

promote new forms of ongoing professional develop-
ment.

Unfortunately, the coverage of the study did
not permit a comparison of the practices in public
schools with those in private educational establish-
ments. It is not possible, therefore, to argue that
differences in teaching practices are partly respon-
sible for the differences in performance between
students from different economic and social sec-
tors. It can, however, be stated that in the public
sector very little is done to promote a form of edu-
cation which develops the skills demanded by the
social and productive sectors. Although there has
been some progress, especially at the normative
level, the practices used are still very traditional.
Indeed, the actions taken by the Ministry of Educa-
tion to improve teaching have had a much smaller
impact than expected. For example, the training
given to teachers seems to have done little to
change their teaching practices and their pedagogi-
cal basis: the books and libraries that now exist are
used mainly for the children to copy the texts into
their exercise books. The new curriculum is being
applied, but without grasping the true sense of the
methods proposed.

In addition to these weaknesses in the public
schools there are also others that greatly widen the
gap with the private schools. Thus, for example, ac-
cess to computers by pupils in the basic and interme-
diate levels is still only a dream in the public sector,
whereas it has been a reality for several years past in
many private schools. Nor is access to Internet a real
possibility for students or teachers in the public sec-
tor. Laboratories which can foster an interest in the
sciences and scientific knowledge are scarce even in
the universities, and of course even more so in public
basic and intermediate schools. Nor is learning a sec-
ond language feasible in a public school, whereas in
many private schools students graduate knowing a
second language and in some cases even a third.
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V
The limits of education, and ways of

maximizing the contribution it can make

In the 1990s, El Salvador set about the reconstruc-
tion of the country. One of the main actions taken in
the social field has been the educational reform
programme, which began by seeking to strengthen
the first grades of the educational system and has
gradually been extending to the upper levels. One of
the main achievements of this process has been that
it has made the nation as a whole aware of the need
to improve educational conditions. Now, after sev-
eral years, the reform process has been reflected in
some important achievements. Thus, the coverage of
the educational system has been steadily and sub-
stantially increased, with a positive bias in favour of
the poorest sectors. In spite of the advances which
have been made, however, there are still serious limi-
tations on access to the system (above all to
pre-school, secondary and higher education), espe-
cially for poorer persons. Measures have also been
taken to improve the quality of education, but their
impact has been less than hoped for, and because of
the great problems existing in the educational system
and society as a whole, there is still a long way to go
in this respect.

Education is seen as one of the main strategies
for changing production patterns and securing suffi-
ciently high and sustained growth to allow the popu-
lation to overcome poverty and obtain better living
conditions. However, the poverty of many families
largely limits their educational opportunities. Educa-
tion can only help the country to attain higher levels
of development if the population is able to receive a
good education regardless of their economic situa-
tion. The idea is to generate conditions that will al-
low all sectors of society to have equal educational
opportunities, but that is not the case at present.

The country is still far from maximizing the
contribution that education could make to develop-
ment. Even if the educational system were to expand
its coverage to the point where there are enough
schools and teachers, and even if the education pro-
vided in school were of the highest quality, many
children still would not be able to attend school, be-

cause their families are poor. Even though education
is free, a good percentage of families in the country
are hard put to it to generate the income needed to
satisfy their basic needs. In the poorest sectors, chil-
dren who do not attend school do not do so only be-
cause of the lack of suitable educational possibilities,
but because they need to earn money in order to sur-
vive, while other children, although they do man-
age to attend school, do not enjoy the same
backing as children in a better economic situation,
so that they gain less advantage from their school-
ing and their performance is also lower. In the hy-
pothetical case that the educational system were
capable of ensuring that all children went to
school, regardless of their economic background,
there would still be the problem of the enormous
gap between the quality of the education received
by poor and better-off children, respectively, as
well as the disparity between their capacity to take
advantage of their learning opportunities.

The educational system faces the challenge of
improving the way it operates: that is to say, expand-
ing its coverage and improving its quality, appropri-
ateness and efficiency, while constantly pursuing
criteria of equity. From the point of view of develop-
ment, this would help considerably to ensure growth
and progress. However, the contribution that educa-
tion can make to development does have its limits,
which begin where the influence of other social vari-
ables starts to be felt. Consequently, in order to im-
prove the situation of the population of El Salvador a
number of other measures designed to overcome
poverty and inequality are also needed. It is not a
question of reviving the violent social disputes of the
past, but of bringing about the necessary changes
within a climate of democratic coexistence.

Paradoxically, the polarization experienced by
the country in the 1980s and the collapse of certain
extreme social proposals have meant that in a poor
country like El Salvador, with its enormous social
disparities, certain social issues of a structural nature
have had to be postponed because of the need to be-
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gin a process of true democratization, to reconstruct
the country, and to maintain a stable economy. In or-
der for the present economic model to function prop-
erly, all members of society must have equal
opportunities, otherwise the system would be very
unjust and would keep alive many inequalities, even
though many families might slowly begin to rise just
a little above the poverty line. In the government’s
actions, education must be given a very important
place, but within the context of a set of other mea-
sures in the social, economic, political, legal and cul-
tural spheres which go to make up an integrated
growth and development policy. It would not be a
good thing for Salvadorian society to over-estimate
or under-estimate the importance of education in de-
velopment.

In view of the multidimensional nature of the
task faced by that society, education should seek to
transmit knowledge and skills from one generation
to another not only in order to reproduce the leg-
acy of the previous generation but also in order to
raise the level of knowledge and the living condi-
tions of the population: it should thus contribute to
the change which, in the case of El Salvador and
the other Latin American countries, means seeking
fairer forms of social coexistence for all. This is
education’s role in furthering change: it should
stimulate people to reflect on the situation, make
adjustments, and create social, economic, political,
scientific and cultural proposals. Although this
manner of viewing education might seem a mere
conceptual consideration, in reality it is much
more than that. A form of education committed to
the development of society and of the poorest sec-
tors has practical implications for curricula and
teaching practices at all levels.

When rethinking the purposes of education in El
Salvador, they must include the promotion of politi-
cal skills and habits of participation in a free, demo-
cratic context. Education, not hunger, must be the
breeding-ground for social and political awareness. It
is also important to bear in mind that education has
an important role in terms of self-realization, so that
it is valuable in itself, quite apart from any mar-
ket-related considerations. It must always be remem-
bered that education is a human right.

With regard to these considerations about the
proper understanding of education and its real contri-
bution to the country’s development, it may be added
that the Salvadorian educational system is far from

making its maximum possible contribution to
society. In order for the system to be able to fulfill its
objectives, various measures are needed, as detailed
in the following paragraphs.

In the search for creative but soundly based so-
lutions to the problems of education in El Salvador,
it is important to raise the technical capacity of the
Ministry of Education. It would be useful to give sig-
nificant support to the professional development of
its technical experts, university professors and re-
searchers, and other professionals in non-govern-
mental organizations active in the field of education.
It would be highly advisable to revise the organiza-
tional structure, working procedures and systems of
incentives of the Ministry and other institutions in
order to stimulate professional development and re-
search.

In this connection, a national debate should be
promoted among the relevant professionals on the
data generated by the system and the resulting ideas
and proposals. To this end, the key information in
the hands of the Ministry of Education –such as the
results of the primary education performance tests
and the Test of Learning and Aptitudes for Students
Completing their Secondary Education– should be
made public in a straightforward and transparent
manner. It is true that there is a danger that the re-
sults might be used politically for or against the gov-
ernment, but it is also true that there can be no
serious reflection in pursuit of solutions if these re-
sults are not revealed. Moreover, citizens and social
institutions have every right to know how public sys-
tems are working. It is therefore necessary to provide
more support for social research and evaluation of
the educational system.

At the same time, efforts must be continued to
expand coverage, especially towards rural areas and
the poorest regions. Although much has already been
done at the basic level, measures should now be
taken to expand coverage at the pre-school and sec-
ondary levels. It is also essential to prepare a set of
measures to ensure continuity in the post-secondary
levels of education for the poorest students. At all
levels, high-quality educational services must be
developed for the poorer students. The traditional
formal educational system is based on social as-
sumptions which are different from those applicable
to a large part of the population: it assumes, for ex-
ample, that all students have the necessary backing
to enable them to spend their time attending school.
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As this ideal situation does not exist for a consider-
able sector of the population, however, and will
probably not exist for several decades to come, even
in the best of cases, educators should seek new ways
of bringing education to the poorest sectors.

Furthermore, much of the working population
ceases to have any links with the formal educational
system. For example, 14% of the population of El
Salvador are between 20 and 30 years of age and
were educated under the educational system that ex-
isted before the reform process, and only 11% of this
sector of the population is studying anything (El Sal-
vador, Dirección General de Estadísticas y Censos,
1998). It is therefore essential to coordinate efforts to
give those over 20 training opportunities that could
raise their productivity.

With regard to improving the quality of educa-
tion, one of the first measures should be to raise
the professional level of teachers. Many training
activities have been carried out since 1990, and
they have made some contributions, but they have
had some questionable aspects and have had little
impact on teaching practices (FEPADE, 1998). It is
urgently necessary to seek new decentralized
forms of professional development for the 28,000
teachers which are economically sustainable and
closer to the teaching model that it is desired
teachers should follow in their classrooms. With
time, technology and distance education could be
incorporated in these efforts.

Teachers’ training was recently restructured, and
the changes have been well received by most sectors,
although these changes must of course be continually
evaluated in order to detect possible difficulties. At
the same time, the faculties of education in the uni-
versities must be provided with more resources and
with opportunities for the professional development
of their professors, which would serve in turn to raise
the level of the professionals trained in the universi-
ties and the quality of their work.

The poor results obtained in the national learn-
ing tests in language and mathematics indicate that
specific measures of different types must be taken to
gradually overcome these shortcomings. Pedagogical
research and experimentation on these subjects are of
decisive importance for designing suitable policies.6

The phenomenon of repetition of grades in El
Salvador must also be studied more closely in order
to find out its main causes among the poorer sectors.
The resources of the educational system and the stu-
dents’ learning opportunities would be greatly bene-
fited by the application of policies specifically
designed to solve this problem.

The educational system has begun a decentral-
ization process, with some degree of success,
transferring administrative authority to the regions
and, in recent years, to the schools themselves.
The present degree of delegation of authority,
however, is not sufficient to enable each school to
establish its own institutional profile or define,
adapt or strengthen teaching processes (Carrasco,
Guevara, Hernández and Rodríguez (forthcom-
ing)). In other countries, the decentralization of
school and teaching management to the school
level has given rise to team work dynamics and the
possibility of generating more pertinent and cre-
ative activities (Chile, MINEDUC, 1998). A wise
measure that the Ministry of Education could ap-
ply would be to provide mechanisms, finance and
technical assistance for school projects generated
on a team basis which involve the community and
present valuable and innovative proposals. Mea-
sures of this type can have important effects, since
in addition to generating a different type of work-
ing culture in the educational centres they open up
the possibility that the system can learn from the
bottom up, from the schools themselves. School
decentralization in El Salvador should promote
greater autonomy in the educational centres in the
medium term (Carrasco, 1998). Naturally, in order
to be effective the decentralization process must be
accompanied by timely technical support and fi-
nancial resources to make the initiatives generated
in the educational centres viable.

In any policy of decentralization towards the
schools themselves, the position of the school di-
rector or headmaster is of key importance for pro-
moting participative decision-making, cooperative
work and autonomous management. It is therefore
necessary to promote special arrangements for the
professional development of school directors in such
fields as leadership, participation, project preparation
and evaluation, and school-community relations
(Carrasco, 1998; Carrasco, Guevara, Hernández and
Rodríguez (forthcoming)).

(Original: Spanish)
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6 In 1999, for the second year running, FEPADE opened a
research fund for investigation into the learning of reading,
writing and mathematics.
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