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Executive summary 

 

Introduction 

The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development was approved by the United Nations General 
Assembly in 2015. Sustainable Development Goal 4 (SDG4) established the importance of an 
inclusive, equitable and quality vision for education. This Regional Report offers an assessment of its 
implementation in Latin America and the Caribbean between 2015 and 2021, analyzing its 
achievements and identifying the challenges that could guide educational policy decision-making 
over the next decade and help achieve the goals set for 2030.  

This document represents a joint effort by the UNESCO Regional Bureau for Education in Latin 
America and the Caribbean (OREALC/UNESCO Santiago), the UNICEF Latin America and the 
Caribbean Regional Office (LACRO) and the Economic Commission for Latin America and the 
Caribbean (ECLAC). The report responds to the mandate of the last two regional meetings of 
education ministers of Latin America and the Caribbean. It is part of the commitment of the SDG-
E2030 Regional Steering Committee to monitor the agreements set forth and lessons learned from 
the achievements made and ongoing challenges.  

The report notes that the achievement of the goals set for 2030 was uncertain even before the 
COVID-19 pandemic and is now even more uncertain given the difficult context that the region and 
the world are facing. In view of this, many goals will not be reached if the direction of education 
policies and resource allocation does not change.  

The indicators show that in recent years, even before the educational crisis caused by the pandemic, 
there was a slowing -and in some cases even a stalling- of progress towards many of the notable 
educational achievements that took place during the period between 2000 and 2015. In some 
indicators, this demonstrates the limits faced when reaching the most hard-to-reach populations, 
such as children with disabilities, residents of remote rural regions and members of poor households. 
The difficulties related to including this hard nucleus of educational exclusion are reflected in the 
stalling of access indicators. There are improvements and encouraging achievements linked to other 
indicators, some of which are shared across the region and some of which are specific to certain 
countries. In general, we can observe the effect of a more recent period marked by economic 
difficulties, political discontinuity and the devastating effects of the COVID-19 pandemic.  

This leads us to issue an urgent call to accelerate progress towards the education goals set in 2015 
through more investment, social participation, dialogue and State capacities to lead systemic 
improvement and transformation processes in the area of education. 

This report presents a selection of data and indicators obtained from the global and thematic 
monitoring frameworks of SDG41, along with complementary information that is comparable across 
countries and available for the last few years in an effort to expand on some areas of analysis. The 
available information allows us to consider trends between 2015 and 2019 or between 2015 and 
2020 depending on each case. Table 1 presents a summary of the evolution of these indicators for 
Latin America and Caribbean countries. The report also presents a general overview of the region's 
educational and social situation and an analysis of the trends in education policy between 2015 and 
2021 in the key thematic areas related to the achievement of the established goals. This policy 

 
1The SDG monitoring framework is comprised of 12 global indicators for monitoring its seven targets and three means of 
implementation, which are complemented by another 32 thematic indicators that expand on various areas of education. 
The full list of the 44 indicators is provided in the annex to the report. 
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analysis is based in a literature review and a consultation with experts from the region. The pages 
that follow present a summary of the most important points included in each chapter of the report. 

 

The context: Social and economic trends in Latin America and the Caribbean 

The first chapter presents the main economic and social trends that can be observed in the region 
during this period. It addresses economic growth, the labor market, the evolution of poverty and 
inequality, and public spending.  

The trends in education in the region are developing against a global background of instability, 
limited economic growth, increasing inequalities and an environmental crisis that threatens the 
planet. In the years leading up to 2020, growth was practically zero, marking a period of stagnation 
that stands in contrast to the cycle of strong growth that marked the first part of the 21st century. 
The COVID-19 pandemic exacerbated this social emergency and had an especially serious impact on 
the most vulnerable sectors of society. In 2020, Latin America and the Caribbean experienced its 
worst economic recession since 1900, with a drop in GDP of 6.8%.  

Labor market indicators have shown adverse trends in the region since 2015, with an increase in 
unemployment and a deterioration in the quality of jobs. The crisis caused by the pandemic 
exacerbated this situation, hitting women, young people, informal workers and low-income 
individuals especially hard. The overwhelming departure of women from the labor market represents 
an 18-year setback in their levels of participation in the labor force. 

The notable drop in the poverty rate observed between 2002 and 2014 was followed by a cycle of 
stagnation and setback beginning in 2015, the period analyzed in this report. Between 2015 and 
2019, the poverty rate increased until it reached 30.5%. In 2020, 17 million more people fell into 
poverty due to the pandemic, (compared to the previous year), bringing the total number of people 
living in poverty in the region to 204 million. This brought the extreme poverty rate to 11.4% and the 
poverty rate to 33%. 

The countries of Latin America and the Caribbean had to address challenges on various fronts in 
order to control the pandemic. The spread of COVID-19 and its economic and social effects were 
aggravated by the region’s structural problems, including high levels of inequality, informal labor, a 
lack of social protection, poverty, and vulnerability. Along with these structural weaknesses, the 
prolongation of the public health crisis was combined with the slow and unequal progress with 
vaccination processes in the region. Estimates suggest that 28 of the region's 33 countries did not 
manage to vaccinate 70% of their population in 2021.  

The profound social and economic inequalities that characterize Latin America and the Caribbean 
have a direct impact on the health of the population through social determinants of health. As such, 
it is necessary to coordinate public health measures with social protection so that they jointly contain 
the crisis. 

 

Access, equity and completion of early childhood education and primary and 
secondary education  

The second chapter of this report addresses trends in access, pathways and completion of 
educational offerings for children and adolescents. The first key element of this section is the 
monitoring of the target that seeks to “ensure that by 2030 all girls and boys have access to quality 
early childhood development, care and pre-primary education so that they are ready for primary 
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education.” (SDG 4.2) By 2019, the gross early childhood education enrollment rate was 46.6% in the 
region and there were broad differences according to the cycles. Coverage for early childhood 
education (from zero to two years) was just 18.6%, while the gross rate of pre-primary education 
(age three to beginning of primary school) was 77.5%. The evolution of this indicator presents 
constant growth over the past twenty years. 

Between 2015 and 2020, nearly 2.1 million children entered early childhood education development 
programs, a rate that was much higher than that observed during the previous five-year periods. 
However, beyond the progress made, it is still the case that a low percentage of the population has 
access to early childhood development programs: just 18.6% of children between zero and two years 
of age. We must increase these rates of inclusion because, at the current rate, only a quarter of the 
population would be covered by 2030. Furthermore, the available information shows that early 
childhood education program attendance has been most strongly impacted by the pandemic. 

At the same time, we observed a marked deceleration in the growth of pre-primary education during 
this period. SDG indicator 4.2.2 on participation in educational programs one year before the start of 
primary education shows that 5% still have no access to any stage of this educational offering. This 
percentage is twice as high in rural areas and among children from the poorest households. 
Countries continue to present vast differences in terms of coverage and progress with regard to 
access to this level. During the period analyzed, Costa Rica, Saint Vincent and the Grenadines, Peru 
and Panama stood out because of their growth. 

We also observed a slowing of indicators regarding access to primary and secondary education 
between 2015 and 2020. The out-of-school rate (SDG indicator 4.1.4) for primary school dropped 
from 3.2% in 2015 to 2.9% in 2020. The rate for secondary school rose from 6.1% to 6.8% during that 
period, and the rate for upper secondary school dropped from 22.7% to 21.3%.  As a result, some 
10.4 million children and young people are thought to have been excluded from access to primary 
and secondary education in Latin America and the Caribbean in 2019. These statistics pre-date the 
pandemic, and there is no question that COVID-19 increased the fragility of pathways that guarantee 
permanence in the education system. 

The completion rate by education level (SDG indicator 4.1.2) is another key indicator because it 
addresses students who have moved through and completed an education level. With a stable value 
over time, 92.7% of the adolescent population completed primary school in 2020. The percentage of 
young people who complete lower and upper secondary education was 79.1% and 63.7%, 
respectively. It is concerning to recognize a strong deceleration in the improvement in completion of 
each level compared to 2000-2015. It is important to note that countries like Mexico, Costa Rica and 
Uruguay, which presented high levels of exclusion for upper secondary education, managed to 
improve more during the recent period. 

Despite the improvements, inequalities continue to be widespread. While 84.6% of students from 
the highest income quintile complete secondary education, that number drops to 44.1% for the 
lowest income quintiles. On the other hand, 66.6% of the urban population completes upper 
secondary education compared to just 46.4% in rural areas. The indigenous population presents high 
levels of educational exclusion. For countries that have data on this topic, 59% of indigenous people 
complete upper secondary education on average. 

In the analysis of the longer 20-year period, it is notable that completion of lower and upper 
secondary education has expanded more than coverage has increased. This is connected to the fact 
that there are improvements in terms of pathways during the period analyzed along with the 
existence of policies aimed at expanding opportunities to complete educational levels other than 
traditional programs. 
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One indicator related to this trend is the percentage of children over-age for grade (SDG indicator 
4.1.5). Over the past twenty years, the countries of the region managed to reduce over-age 
enrollment at the primary and secondary levels. This trend continued to be very marked during the 
period analyzed. The repetition rate also has clearly decreased in the region over the past two 
decades from historically very high numbers, particularly at the beginning of primary education. 
Repetition at that level remained stable at around 3.6% between 2015 and 2020, while the rate for 
secondary school continued to decrease until it reached 4.5% of students. It is important to consider 
that these indicators are especially concerning in Central American countries and present very low 
rates or levels of almost zero in the countries of the Caribbean.  

Policies that sought to actively increase the educational inclusion of more disadvantaged populations 
were implemented throughout the region. Specifically, progress was made on new strategies for 
inclusion in early childhood education. Strong social inclusion policies centered on conditional cash 
transfers continued and were expanded in many countries in the region. Compensatory actions were 
developed to address social inequities, and innovative programs aimed at redistribution and 
recognition of vulnerable sectors were implemented.  

The report notes how issues such as the pandemic, disabilities and the situation of students left out 
of the school system have been addressed, and it presents examples of specific cases. These include 
comprehensive early childhood education policies, the development of new educational platforms to 
promote the use of technologies in a context of distance learning, and innovative experiences to 
protect educational pathways in various countries. These major policy efforts do not ameliorate the 
enormous challenges that continue to exist in the region when it comes to achieving full educational 
inclusion of the most disadvantaged social groups. 

COVID-19 exacerbated existing problems, as did the pandemic’s impact on educational exclusion. 
The suspension of in-person learning had a devastating effect on sectors with less at-home 
pedagogical support, weaker Internet connectivity and more limited access to educational materials. 
International agencies estimate that a significant percentage of students were left out of learning 
during the pandemic, and we anticipate a generalized learning loss that will have a greater impact on 
the most disadvantaged populations. The effects of the pandemic and suspension of in-person 
learning on students’ mental health is an issue that generates concern and forces us to rethink 
educational actions in broader contexts in which learning is combined with student wellbeing. 

Returning to the classroom and strengthening comprehensive programs that address educational, 
social and emotional situations are key challenges for the region today. This will require new efforts 
to fund education, design effective policies and create updated support networks for the most at-risk 
sectors in education systems. 

 

Student learning 

The third chapter of this report analyzes the quality of student learning based on international 
standardized tests in order to monitor trends while considering a broader and more complex vision 
of the curriculum. The main tools used in this analysis are the results of the Regional Comparative 
and Explanatory Studies (Estudios Regionales Comparativos y Explicativos, ERCE) conducted by the 
Latin American Laboratory for Assessment of the Quality of Education (Laboratorio Latinoamericano 
de Evaluación de la Calidad de la Educación, LLECE)2 for primary school and the assessments of the 
OECD’s Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA) for secondary school.   

 
2We have used the Third Regional Comparative and Explanatory Study (Tercer Estudio Regional Comparativo y Explicativo, 
TERCE) applied in 2013 and the fourth version of the ERCE, which was conducted in 2019. In cases that involve a longer-
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At the primary school level, as in other indicators analyzed in this report, there is a marked difference 
in the trend during the two periods. While student performance improved in all areas and years of 
study evaluated between the SERCE (2006) and the TERCE (2013), the assessment results remained 
practically stable or presented very slight changes and even a few setbacks between the TERCE 
(2013) and the ERCE (2019). It is troubling to see an absence of improvements in learning 
achievements given the years that separate the latter two assessments. 

The percentage of students who reach the minimum proficiency level based on SDG indicator 4.1.1 
reveals low learning achievements in the region. By 2019, the average of the countries evaluated was 
low for grade 3: 54.6% in reading and 50.9% in mathematics. In other words, approximately half of 
the students did not achieve the expected minimum proficiency levels, which focus on initial literacy 
development and basic mathematics operations at that point.  

The average percentage of students who achieve the minimum proficiency levels in grade 6 was 
31.3% in reading and 17.2% in mathematics. This decrease compared to grade 3 reveals a very 
serious problem in learning progression during the final years of elementary school: less than one 
third of students complete primary school with the minimum competencies.  

There were some improvements between 2013 and 2019 among the countries that participated in 
the ERCE test: Peru continued to improve while Brazil and, to a lesser extent, Paraguay, the 
Dominican Republic and Ecuador presented progress. By contrast, some countries presented clear 
setbacks in some areas, such as Argentina and Costa Rica in mathematics or Guatemala in reading.  

Approximately half of 15 year-old students from the ten Latin American countries that participated in 
the 2018 PISA test achieved the minimum levels of reading competency. This proportion is slightly 
lower in the sciences and drops to one third for mathematics, thereby revealing lower learning levels 
in this area. 

The results also show that the regional average did not change in the three areas between 2015 and 
2018. As was observed at the primary education level, the general overview of the period shows a 
stalling in learning outcomes. In regard to country-specific trends, only Peru demonstrated an 
improvement between 2015 and 2018, and countries like Colombia and the Dominican Republic 
showed decreases in learning. Of the countries participating in the PISA, Chile continued to present 
the best comparative results in the region.  

Based on monitoring of SDG indicator 4.1.1, the PISA results should be contextualized considering 
the percentage of out-of-school 15 year-olds. Even some of the countries with high achievement 
levels lag behind when out-of-school students are considered, which suggests that levels of exclusion 
are higher in those locations. For the region as a whole, if one assumes that the out-of-school 
population does not reach the minimum proficiency levels defined in the context of SDG4 
monitoring, just 31% of all 15 year-olds have the minimum proficiency levels expected for the end of 
secondary school for reading. That number drops to just 21% in mathematics. 

The analysis of the results also allows us to identify broad inequities in learning achievements within 
countries. Few manage to combine good results (compared to the regional median) with more 
equitable ones. For example, the cases of Costa Rica and Cuba in grade 3 and Mexico in secondary 
education are noteworthy in these two combined areas.  

The main factor associated with learning inequities is the socio-economic level of the population. If 
one considers students from the lowest income quintile, only 40% achieve the minimum expected 
proficiency level in reading in grade 3, while that number is over 70% for the highest income quintile. 

 
term trend, we have included the Second Regional Comparative and Explanatory Study (SERCE), which was implemented in 
2006. 
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These differences are very similar to those observed in secondary education and are also recognized 
in grade 6, with the aggravating factor that the percentages are much lower in the lowest income 
quintile: just 16% achieve the expected minimum proficiency level in reading, and just 9% do so in 
mathematics.  

The worrying situation of low learning achievements in the region was aggravated by the effect of 
the COVID-19 pandemic. The region lost a high number of in-person learning days in 2020 and 2021 
(and the situation continued into 2022 in some countries). This had a serious impact on learning 
opportunities, especially for the most disadvantaged groups. We must study the specific and 
cumulative impact that this situation will have on the learning pathways of the region’s students in 
the coming years. 

In short, the results of regional assessments alert us to the stalling of learning, even without 
considering the impact of the pandemic. This shows that the region is far from achieving the goals set 
for 2030 due to both low learning levels and the absence of improvement over the past five years. 

In this dimension, education policies have focused on designing educational alternatives that can 
redefine three central pedagogical dimensions: uniformity versus diversity of students, populations 
and cultures; a rigid education administration model versus a flexible one that adapts to specific and 
changing needs; and individual performance versus a collaborative learning environment.  

The source of systemic learning improvement is curricular coherence which, based on the countries 
with the best results in this area, covers fewer topics but communicates them in a deeper, more 
coherent and clearer manner. Certain curricular changes related to a greater emphasis on inter-
disciplinary and holistic approaches can be observed between 2015 and 2021, as well as new 
contents regarding education for global citizenship, sustainable development or the development of 
digital skills. However, some research conducted in Latin America suggests that there is still a good 
deal of room to improve curricular alignment and coherence. 

The shift towards skills-based curricular organization and the definition of policies for curricular 
standards or shared foundations were convergent processes in several countries in recent years. At 
the same time, standardized quality assessments played a growing role as monitoring mechanisms, 
and in some countries they served as new forms of curricular regulation by applying pressure to 
achieve results. These policies coexisted with higher levels of administrative autonomy, with more 
responsibility assigned based on institutions’ results. Some countries also promoted secondary 
school organizational reforms to generate more integrated projects and extended the school day in 
an effort to expand learning opportunities.  

The policies introduced to enhance learning were quite varied, covering numerous initiatives based 
on the context of each country. The pandemic generated a strong shift towards the use of digital 
platforms and materials that few countries had anticipated (one exception was the case of Uruguay, 
and the well-established Ceibal Plan). Curricular adjustments, the review of academic systems and 
support for student pathways also emerged, as did instruments designed for school self-assessments 
and other initiatives that have the potential to transform traditional learning. In that context, one of 
the key challenges include how to reconsider teaching practices to enhance learning in such unequal 
societies characterized by a strong fragmentation in the continuity of government actions. 

 

Teachers and principals 

The fourth chapter focuses on teachers and the specific SDG4 target that highlights the importance 
of increasing the supply of qualified teachers in order to expand education systems. The report also 
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analyzes indicators related to school principals, an important element in the pedagogical leadership 
of educational institutions. 

Some 260,000 new teachers joined the school systems of the region between 2015 and 2019. This 
number follows the pace of growth of enrollment but does not improve the student-teacher ratio. 
The addition of teachers to school systems slowed during this period. There was a 2.7% increase over 
2015, while in previous periods there had been increases of 9.5% (2007-2011) and 4.5% (2011-2015). 
Overall, between 2000 and 2019, 2.4 million teachers joined the region's education system, which 
represents a 30% increase.  

We also observed an improvement in the relative presence of teachers with the required training 
during the period. This trend is slight but sustained, and is part of the consistent renewal process 
observed over the past 20 years. The proportion of teachers with the minimum required 
qualifications (SDG 4.c.1) is about 80% in Latin America and the Caribbean, with some variations 
among education levels.  

In regard to teachers’ characteristics, the predominance of female participation in the profession 
remained stable, particularly at the pre-primary and primary levels.  

In the majority of the countries of the region, nearly all classroom teachers and school principals 
have post-secondary or tertiary training, at least at the primary education level. Five countries have 
not managed to ensure that at least 90% of classroom teachers have training past upper secondary 
education. A very high percentage of Guatemalan and Nicaraguan classroom teachers and school 
principals have only completed secondary education. 

Despite the limited data available on in-service teacher training, the ERCE complementary 
questionnaire shows a slight increase in in-service education opportunities for primary education 
teachers between 2013 and 2019. This expansion reveals a change in the type of training offered. 
Fewer teachers accessed higher education (dropping from 33% to 29%), and courses were offered 
more frequently (increasing from 26% to 33%). 

School principals are key figures who can create institutional improvement projects. It is troubling to 
note that the limited data available that can be used to describe them reflect a setback in the 
percentage of principals who received specific training on educational administration or 
management between 2013 and 2019. 

In regard to teachers’ labor conditions, there was a slight decrease in the percentage of teachers 
with job stability, and the percentage who work in a single school and more weekly hours increased. 
The lack of comparative data on teacher salaries across the region means it is not possible to analyze 
this aspect, which is important to understanding how teachers are valued socially and what 
professional development opportunities are open to them. 

In contrast to the first fifteen years of the new century, the period analyzed in this report shows a 
slowing -and in some cases stalling- of policies related to quality training opportunities and improved 
labor conditions. The report recognizes a series of policies that have sought to generate changes in 
teachers’ professional training and careers, particularly in countries like Chile, Ecuador, Mexico, 
Colombia and Peru. The reform processes that have taken place over the past two decades had 
diverse political coordinates and in several cases generated tension with teachers’ unions. During the 
most recent period, few countries undertook significant teaching policy reform processes. In some 
cases, progress was made on new curricular guidelines, scholarships, programs and assessment 
models for initial and continuing teacher training. However, very few countries managed to create 
professional careers based on merit and in-service education opportunities. Chile is one of the 
noteworthy cases in this regard. 
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In a context marked by political fragmentation and discontinuity and the serious economic crisis 
facing the region, achieving an integral vision of teaching that enhances its prestige and teachers’ 
pedagogical capacities is a major challenge. The pandemic has created new challenges, and the 
constant adaptation to those changes was combined with the social and emotional needs of at-risk 
students. Facing these challenges will require a long-term vision that involves improvements in 
salaries, training and professional career prospects. This will contribute to make teaching a more 
valued profession and ensure that education professionals have the skills that they need to improve 
learning. The training and professional career of school principals is another key challenge for 
educational policies in the region. 

 

Higher education 

The fifth chapter presents an analysis of trends in higher education. The improvement in access 
based on monitoring of SDG indicator 4.3.2 regarding the gross enrollment rate for tertiary 
education, which jumped from 49% to 54.1% between 2015 and 2020, is a highlight. This 
improvement is part of a longer cycle that managed to incorporate some 17 million students in the 
region into higher education over the past 20 years. However, the rate of increase has slowed in 
recent years, as is the case with other indicators analyzed in this report. In particular, the gap 
between men and women has grown. Distribution was nearly equal in 2000; however, in 2020, the 
gross enrollment rate for higher education was 61.7% for women and 46.8% for men. 

A troubling aspect of the recent evolution in access to higher education is the increase in gaps 
between countries and within each of them. The five countries with the highest higher education 
enrollment rate increased access by an average of eight points, while the five with the lowest 
indicators grew an average of one point between 2015 and 2020. 

On the other hand, the gap in access based on socio-economic level within each country has 
increased. In recent years, tertiary education has favored the middle and upper sectors almost 
exclusively. By contrast, the most disadvantaged groups of the population have experienced very 
slight growth, which leads to greater inequality in the social distribution of access to higher 
education. Some countries like Uruguay and, to a lesser extent Chile and Argentina, have greater 
coverage in low income sectors, but the gap is very wide and has increased in the majority of 
countries in the region.  

The countries of the region have developed policies with very diverse approaches in recent years in a 
context in which the offer of higher education has become broader and more diverse. Several 
countries have reinforced the State’s role in higher education with new specialized politico-
administrative structures, such as quality assurance agencies. The creation of new loans, scholarships 
and student support programs also have been important in several countries in the region. This 
strategy was complemented by expanded public coverage in an effort to increase access to higher 
education. 

The pandemic had a significant effect on higher education institutions and forced them to seek out 
new ways to respond to adverse contexts and budgetary restrictions. Some countries created new 
mechanisms to make loan payments more flexible in order to limit the effects of the crisis on 
students. Others sought to make technology available to allow students to engage in distance 
learning or developed teacher training mechanisms to help teachers adapt. The effects of the 
suspension of in-person learning were very negative, but the public health crisis has also opened up a 
window of opportunity in regard to digital transformation processes in higher education systems, the 
adoption of new pedagogies and greater international collaboration. 
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The challenges faced by higher education are diverse, but the importance of improving educational 
quality and excellence has been emphasized, particularly in regard to encouraging graduate studies. 
The countries of the region have also sought to increase equity, which is reflected in better financial 
support mechanisms for students and the strengthening of research and its role in innovation in 
order to better position LAC universities in international academic networks. The connections 
between higher education, research, innovation and development will continue to pose challenges 
for the region in a context in which governments must make decisions about the strategic value of 
the sector for the future.  

 

Youth and adult learning and education 

The sixth chapter focuses on trends in the field of youth and adult learning and education. Based on 
the available information, the report analyzes the evolution of SDG indicator 4.6.2 regarding the 
literacy rate. The percentage of the population that is literate has grown steadily over time. In the 
past ten years, the number of illiterate people in the region dropped by 7.7 million. This trend was 
sustained during the 2015-2020 period, which is the focus on this report. However, the region 
continues to face the challenge of addressing the nearly 28 million young people and adults over the 
age of 15 who are illiterate. 

It is worth noting that literacy levels for those aged 15 to 24 are close to universal, which is a 
reflection of the historic high levels of primary education coverage. The greatest shortfalls in this 
area involve rural areas, where 12.8% of the young and adult population is illiterate. This percentage 
has decreased in recent years, but the rate is not fast enough for universal literacy to be achieved by 
2030. 

For its part, SDG indicator 4.4.3 expresses the rate of educational achievement of young people and 
adults by educational level. Long-term trends show a constant improvement in the population’s 
highest education level. This growth was sustained during the period analyzed. This progress is 
related to generational processes of increased schooling and the creation of new education 
programs for young people and adults. 

Nonetheless, despite this improvement, marked deficits persist in regard to guaranteeing minimum 
educational achievements for the entire population. On average, 19% of the young and adult 
population of the countries analyzed did not complete primary education. In some countries, this 
percentage is as alarmingly high as 30% or 40%. Secondary education attainment is even more 
problematic. Just 44% of the young and adult population have completed secondary education, and 
only 17% have completed higher education. 

In regard to youth opportunities, the problematic situation of the 16.4% of young people aged 15 to 
24 who neither study nor work stands out. This has remained stable over the past twenty years, 
which means that achieving social and educational inclusion in the region is a key challenge.  

The policies implemented between 2015 and 2021 show the prevalence of consensuses, 
recommendations and agreements on youth and adult learning and education (YALE) during the 
previous years that allowed the concept of lifelong learning and the importance of youth and adult 
education to be recognized. Some positive trends during the period include progress on legal 
frameworks for the design and development of plans, programs and actions and the development of 
flexible modalities. This progress stands in contrast to the enormous inequities and inequalities 
within countries due to institutional failings, the assimilation of YALE offerings into traditional 
education and limited attention paid to teacher professional development and active and digital 
citizenship. One exception in this regard is the instrumentation of a shared global framework which 
supports the professionalization of adult educators (Curriculum globALE).  
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The key challenge for YALE in Latin America and the Caribbean is achieving a new position that makes 
its contribution to society visible, enhancing its sphere of action and strengthening the 
implementation of policies and programs. We must examine the space given to YALE as a remedial 
and compensatory space with limited budgetary allocations, which was aggravated by the conditions 
during the pandemic, which have had a greater impact in this area due to lack of access to Internet 
connections and digital devices. 

 

Technical and vocational education and training 

The seventh chapter refers to technical and vocational education and training (TVET). The available 
information allows to monitor the rate of participation of individuals aged 14 to 24 in technical and 
vocational education and training programs through SDG indicator 4.3.3. The rate of participation in 
technical and vocational programs for this population is 6.9%. That number is slightly higher than the 
rate observed in 2015 (6.3%), and shows very marked gender parity. 

Another important aspect to monitor is access to vocational guidance in secondary education in the 
region. Enrollment in technical education at the upper secondary level grew steadily between 2002 
and 2019, up from 14.5% to 22.4%. There was a decrease in this growth between 2015 and 2019 of 
just 0.5 percentage points over five years. That rate is much lower than the one observed for 2002 to 
2010. Participation in lower secondary education was much lower- just 6.1% in 2019. It has grown 
very slightly over the past five years.  

There are significant variations among countries. This opportunity is open to two out of every three 
secondary education students in Bolivia, but the presence of TVET is very low or almost null in 
several Caribbean countries. 

Policy trends in this area show that new initiatives have been developed to create an integrated 
agenda of technical and vocational education and training actions. Some countries have created new 
policy guidelines or governing agencies in the sector, such as Chile, Ecuador and Peru. Several have 
made progress on strengthening institutional frameworks and regulations, the development of more 
adequate governance models, and the quality of training offerings.  

However, there continue to be challenges related to progress on the relevance and adequacy of the 
programs, improving the quality of learning and social recognition of TVET. In that regard, the 
current demands of industry and contexts require further progress with the development of training 
proposals that enhance innovation, employability, citizen and ecological sustainability and 
transferable skills. 

 

Education system funding and governance 

The eighth chapter offers an analysis of trends in education funding and governance in Latin America 
and the Caribbean. The Framework for Action for the implementation of SDG4 recognizes that 
progress towards these goals requires an increase in education investment with a focus on the areas 
that present the greatest delays and deepest inequities. Recognizing specific heterogeneities and 
challenges for each country and context is necessary, and it proposes that countries should commit 
to bringing public education expenditure to a threshold of at least 4% to 6% of GDP or between 15% 
and 20% of total public expenditure. 

After a period of significant growth in education investment that coincided with a cycle of economic 
growth (2004-2014), the period analyzed in this report is marked by a new drop in the effort to 
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finance education. As per-capita GDP growth in the countries stops -or even shows a trend towards 
decline-, education expenditure as a percentage of GDP and total public expenditure also stops and 
even decreases. Investment in education increased from 3.7% to 4.6% of GDP between 2006 and 
2014, but then dropped to 4.3% in 2019.  

There are certain differences in the trends observed in Latin American countries and Caribbean 
nations. In the latter case, the effort to finance education also decreased in recent years measured in 
terms of education expenditure as a percentage of total public expenditure. The trends also vary by 
country overall in the region. During the most recent period 18 countries increased education 
expenditure and 15 decreased it. Furthermore, the inequalities between countries have increased. 
The difference between the 10 countries with the highest and lowest levels of investment based on 
GDP moved from 2.7 points in 2015 to 3.3 in 2019. 

Various challenges exist in terms of improving education financing based on each country’s economic 
context and recent history. Amid the crisis of the pandemic, the first data for 2020 suggest that 
education expenditure as a proportion of GDP increased, but this may be more an inertial effect 
given the abrupt drop in GDP and requires monitoring to analyze the situation of education financing 
in this new situation in the coming years. The information available for 2020 reveals worrying signs 
regarding financial effort in this area. Of the 22 countries for which data on education expenditure as 
a percentage of total public expenditure is available, 14 are below the expected threshold of 15%. 

Meeting SDG4 requires combining adequate public funding conditions and government capacities to 
translate those resources into consistent and systemic actions. Governance is a key axis that brings 
together the multiple challenges outlined in this report. Without state capacities of legitimate and 
democratic government of education systems, most educational policies are inviable or 
unsustainable. The eighth section of this report reviews some recent trends in the region and open 
challenges in regard to state capacities in terms of governing education. 

Following a strong move towards education system management decentralization in the 1990s, the 
role of national States in managing certain strategic policies has dominated over the past two 
decades. This includes, for example, major compensation programs, curricular reforms and the 
creation of national educational quality assessment agencies. This trend met with certain limits in 
recent years resulting from the strong discontinuity and political change observed in many countries, 
the economic slowdown and the pandemic.  

The experts consulted reported that the quality of governance and policies designed to strengthen 
state education system management capacities was not a key topic on their countries’ education 
policy agenda between 2015 and 2021. While there were some reforms in education management, 
as seen in Chile, or participatory or strategic planning processes in other countries, a more passive 
agenda regarding the governance of education systems dominated. By contrast, some subnational 
governments in countries with high levels of decentralization stood out in terms of improving the 
quality of governance.  

One key aspect from the past few years in the area of education system governance has been 
innovation in the field of Education Management Information Systems (EMIS), which were possible 
thanks to technological advances. The nominalization of students and teachers has expanded in most 
countries in the region, and progress has been made with the use of data to strengthen pathways 
and prevent students from dropping out, such as the case of Early Warning Systems. These systems 
are vital to providing efficiency and transparency in public education management. 

The report notes that improving education funding and creating democratic education governance 
capacities will be key to achieving systemic improvements related to the achievement of SDG4, as 
they sustain long and complex education policy processes over time. Education system governance is 



Regional Monitoring Report SDG4 - Education 2030 

 

 14 

a necessary condition for guaranteeing the quality and continuity of education policies. In these 
challenging times, it is important to build capacities for short- and long-term action, generating 
consensus and improved levels of trust among the various stakeholders of the political and 
educational systems. 

 

Conclusions and challenges   

The period analyzed in this Regional Report (2015-2021) presents various challenges and threats with 
regard to the achievement of the education targets of the 2030 Agenda in Latin America and the 
Caribbean. There are major obstacles and a high degree of uncertainty in regard to meeting the 
SDG4 targets stipulated by 2030, and they have been exacerbated by the COVID-19 pandemic. The 
region's education systems face both old and new tensions in regard to guaranteeing the right to 
lifelong education for all. This overall vision of the region is complemented by a comparative 
perspective that shows certain inspiring paths established by systems that have achieved significant 
progress and noteworthy education policies. 

Education in Latin America and the Caribbean is at a decisive crossroads. The distance to be covered 
to meet the SDG4 targets is still too great, and the journey has become more uncertain and 
unpredictable. It is not only important to address historic and recent failures to guarantee the right 
to education, particularly in regard to the poorest populations, those who live in rural areas, belong 
to indigenous and Afro-descendant peoples, are in a situation of mobility and those with disabilities. 
It is also necessary to address the new challenges that have arisen both locally and globally in terms 
of educating citizens who can ensure the survival of a planet that faces conflicts and uncertainty and 
the construction of societies with more equity and economic development.  

This is a difficult period, and we must bring together educational improvement and change based on 
the creation of profound consensus. Doing so entails strengthening political alliances and dialogue 
through processes that encourage long-term policies. State capacities and more and better 
education investment are key aspects for accelerating progress towards the achievement of SDG4 by 
2030. To address the challenges related to access, equity, quality and lifelong learning, it will be 
necessary to implement multiple actions based on a paradigm of education as a human right and 
decision-making that considers scientific evidence and monitoring of results.  Supporting teachers 
and schools is a key part of the journey towards better education.  

The marked deceleration of educational achievements reflected in this report is a concerning sign 
that was exacerbated by the pandemic. The next few years require stronger, better coordinated 
actions that are clearly oriented towards the targets, which seem to be getting further away in terms 
of the data and closer in terms of time, that have been proposed to guarantee fundamental levels of 
the right to education in Latin America and the Caribbean by 2030. 
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Table 1. Trends for indicators for monitoring SDG4-Education 2030 for 2015-2020  

Number SDG Indicator 
Circa 
2015 

Circa 
2020 

2020-
2015 

Observations 

The region’s social and economic context         

- Percentage of the population living in poverty 29.1 33.0 + 3.9 
Regional 
estimate 

- 
Percentage of the population living in extreme 
poverty  

8.8 13.1 + 4.4 
Regional 
estimate 

- 
Central government social expenditure as % of the 
GDP 

11.0 13.6 + 2.6 
Simple average 
for LA countries 

- 
Central government social expenditure as % of total 
public spending 

51.8 55.4 + 3.6 
Simple average 
for LA countries 

Access, equity and completion of early childhood education and primary and secondary education   

4.2.2 
Participation rate in organized learning (one year 
before the official primary entry age) 

93.1 95.1 + 1.9 
Regional 
estimate 

4.2.4 (a) 
Gross enrolment ratio in early childhood educational 
development 

15.3 18.6 + 3.3 
Regional 
estimate 

4.2.4 (b) Gross enrolment ratio in pre-primary education 74.7 77.5 + 2.8 
Regional 
estimate 

4.1.4 Out-of-school rate for primary education 3.2 2.9 - 0.3 
Regional 
estimate 

4.1.4 Out-of-school rate for lower secondary education 6.1 6.8 + 0.7 
Regional 
estimate 

4.1.4 Out-of-school rate for upper secondary education 22.7 21.3 - 1.4 
Regional 
estimate 

4.1.2 Completion rate for primary education 93.3 92.7 - 0.5 
Simple average 
countries  

4.1.2 Completion rate for lower secondary education  77.3 79.1 + 1.8 
Simple average 
countries  

4.1.2 Completion rate for upper secondary education 61.3 63.7 + 2.4 
Simple average 
countries  

4.1.5 
Percentage of children over-age for grade in primary 
education (2 years or more) 

9.9 7.8 - 2.0 
Regional 
estimate 

4.1.5 
Percentage of children over-age for grade in lower 
secondary education (2 years or more) 

15.3 13.0 - 2.4 
Regional 
estimate 

- 
Percentage of grade level repeaters in primary 
education 

3.7 3.6 - 0.1 
Regional 
estimate 
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- 
Percentage of grade level repeaters in lower 
secondary education 

5.5 4.5 - 1.0 
Regional 
estimate 

4.2.5 Number of years of free pre-primary education  1.6 1.7 + 0.0 
Simple average 
countries  

4.2.5 
Number of years of compulsory pre-primary 
education 

1.1 1.1 + 0.0 
Simple average 
countries  

4.1.7 
Number of years of free primary and secondary 
education  

11.2 11.1 - 0.1 
Simple average 
countries  

4.1.7 
Number of years of compulsory primary and 
secondary education 

10.6 10.6 + 0.0 
Simple average 
countries  

Student learning         

4.1.1 (a.i) 
Percentage of children and young people in grade 3 
achieving at least a minimum proficiency level in 
reading 

58.5 54.6 - 3.9 
Simple average 
for LA countries 

4.1.1 (a.ii) 
Percentage of children and young people in grade 3 
achieving at least a minimum proficiency level in 
mathematics  

50.9 50.9 + 0.0 
Simple average 
for LA countries 

4.1.1 (b.i) 
Percentage of children and young people at the end 
of primary school achieving at least a minimum 
proficiency level in reading 

27.9 30.4 + 2.5 
Simple average 
for LA countries 

4.1.1 (b.ii) 
Percentage of children and young people at the end 
of primary school achieving at least a minimum 
proficiency level in mathematics 

15.2 17.6 + 2.4 
Simple average 
for LA countries 

- 
Percentage of children and young people at the end 
of primary school achieving at least a minimum 
proficiency level in science 

19.6 18.9 - 0.7 
Simple average 
for LA countries 

4.1.1 (c.i) 
Percentage of children and young people at the end 
of secondary school achieving at least a minimum 
proficiency level in reading 

53.8 50.8 - 3.0 
Simple average 
for LA countries 

4.1.1 (c.ii) 
Percentage of children and young people at the end 
of lower secondary education achieving at least a 
minimum proficiency level in mathematics 

35.7 37.1 + 1.4 
Simple average 
for LA countries 

- 
Percentage of children and young people at the end 
of lower secondary education achieving at least a 
minimum proficiency level in science 

47.6 47.6 + 0.1 
Simple average 
for LA countries 

Teachers and principals         

- 
Percentage of students per teacher in pre-primary 
education 

20.2 20.1 - 0.2 
Regional 
estimate 

- 
Percentage of students per teacher in primary 
education 

21.4 20.8 - 0.6 
Regional 
estimate 
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- 
Percentage of students per teacher in lower 
secondary education 

18.1 18.3 + 0.2 
Regional 
estimate 

- 
Percentage of students per teacher in upper 
secondary education 

14.6 13.8 - 0.7 
Regional 
estimate 

- 
Percentage of students per teacher in tertiary 
education 

14.3 14.5 + 0.2 
Regional 
estimate 

4.c.2 
Percentage of students per trained teacher in pre-
primary education 

25.1 24.1 - 1.0 
Regional 
estimate 

4.c.2 
Percentage of students per trained teacher in 
primary education 

26.0 25.1 - 0.9 
Regional 
estimate 

4.c.2 
Percentage of students per trained teacher in 
secondary education 

19.5 20.7 + 1.2 
Regional 
estimate 

- 
Percentage of female instructors in pre-primary 
education 

94.9 95.1 + 0.2 
Regional 
estimate 

- 
Percentage of female instructors in primary 
education 

77.6 77.6 - 0.0 
Regional 
estimate 

- 
Percentage of female instructors in lower secondary 
education 

62.9 61.4 - 1.5 
Regional 
estimate 

- 
Percentage of female instructors in upper secondary 
education 

52.2 52.1 - 0.1 
Regional 
estimate 

- 
Percentage of female instructors in tertiary 
education 

40.8 41.8 + 1.0 
Regional 
estimate 

- 
Percentage of instructors under the age of 30 in 
primary education 

16.3 15.1 - 1.2 
Simple average 
for LA countries 

- 
Percentage of principals under the age of 30 in 
primary education 

6.4 5.2 - 1.2 
Simple average 
for LA countries 

- 
Average years of service in their role for primary 
education teachers, in years 

13.4 14.3 + 1.0 
Simple average 
for LA countries 

- 
Average years of service in school for primary 
teachers, in years 

7.3 7.4 + 0.1 
Simple average 
for LA countries 

- 
Average years of service in their role for primary 
education principals, in years 

9.8 8.8 - 1.0 
Simple average 
for LA countries 

- 
Average years of service in their school for primary 
education principals, in years 

7.1 6.9 - 0.2 
Simple average 
for LA countries 

- 
Percentage of primary school principals with post-
secondary training (International Standard 
Classification of Education, ISCED 4) or higher 

90.1 93.9 + 3.8 
Simple average 
for LA countries 

- 
Percentage of primary school instructors with post-
secondary training (ISCED 4) or higher 

82.5 88.1 + 5.5 
Simple average 
for LA countries 



Regional Monitoring Report SDG4 - Education 2030 

 

 18 

- 
Percentage of primary school instructors who 
attended continuing education programs in the past 
two years 

58.2 61.6 + 3.4 
Simple average 
for LA countries 

- 
Percentage of primary school instructors who 
attended management training in the past two 
years 

58.9 51.7 - 7.2 
Simple average 
for LA countries 

Higher education         

4.3.2 Gross enrollment rate for tertiary education 49.0 54.1 + 5.2 
Regional 
estimate 

4.3.2  .... Rural 24.6 23.9 - 0.7 
Simple average 
countries  

4.3.2  .... Urban 67.5 73.0 + 5.5 
Simple average 
countries  

4.3.2  .... Women 55.3 61.7 + 6.4 
Regional 
estimate 

4.3.2  .... Men 42.8 46.8 + 4.0 
Regional 
estimate 

4.3.2  .... I Income quintile 17.8 19.5 + 1.6 
Simple average 
countries  

4.3.2  .... V Income quintile 109.3 126.0 + 16.7 
Simple average 
countries  

Youth and adult learning and education       

4.3.1 
Rate of participation of young people and adults in 
education and training programs in the past 12 
months 

5.2 4.4 - 0.8 
Simple average 
countries  

4.4.3 
Youth/adult educational attainment rates. Primary 
education and higher 

75.9 79.2 + 3.3 
Simple average 
countries  

4.4.3 
Youth/adult educational attainment rates. Lower 
secondary education and higher 

52.4 56.6 + 4.2 
Simple average 
countries  

4.4.3 
Youth/adult educational attainment rates. Upper 
secondary education and higher 

39.0 44.1 + 5.1 
Simple average 
countries  

4.4.3 
Youth/adult educational attainment rates. Tertiary 
education and higher 

15.6 17.2 + 1.6 
Simple average 
countries  

4.6.2 Youth/adult literacy rate (15 and over) 93.1 94.5 + 1.3 
Regional 
estimate 

4.6.2 Youth literacy rate (ages 15 to 24) 98.3 98.6 + 0.3 
Regional 
estimate 

4.6.2 Adult literacy rate (ages 25 to 64) 93.8 95.1 + 1.3 
Regional 
estimate 
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4.6.2 Older adult literacy rate (ages 65 and over) 79.0 82.7 + 3.8 
Regional 
estimate 

- 
Percentage of the population between the ages of 
15 and 24 who neither study nor work 

17.8 16.4 - 1.4 
Simple average 
for LA countries 

Technical and vocational education         

4.3.3 
Rate of participation in technical and vocational 
education programs (ages 15 to 24)  

6.4 7.1 + 0.8 
Regional 
estimate 

- 
Percentage of lower secondary students on 
programs with a vocational orientation 

5.7 6.1 + 0.4 
Regional 
estimate 

- 
Percentage of upper secondary students on 
programs with a vocational orientation 

21.9 22.4 + 0.5 
Regional 
estimate 

Education system funding and governance       

1.a.2 Education expenditure as % of total public spending 16.1 15.4 - 0.7 
Simple average 
countries  

1.a.gdp Education expenditure as % of GDP 4.5 4.3 - 0.2 
Simple average 
countries  

4.5.4 
Education expenditure per student as a % of per 
capita GDP - pre-primary education 

12.3 13.3 + 0.9 
Simple average 
countries  

4.5.4 
Education expenditure per student as a % of per 
capita GDP - primary education 

14.8 15.4 + 0.6 
Simple average 
countries  

4.5.4 
Education expenditure per student as a % of per 
capita GDP -secondary education 

18.0 18.2 + 0.2 
Simple average 
countries  

4.5.4 
Education expenditure per student as a % of per 
capita GDP - tertiary education 

17.6 22.1 + 4.5 
Simple average 
countries  

 

 

 

 


