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Global View

The number of out-of-school
children has halved, from
11.4 million in 1990 to 4.8

million in 1998, and the gender gap is
almost a thing of the past. However,
even though almost 95 per cent of chil-
dren in the region now go to school,
repetition and drop-out rates remain
high. Adult literacy has reached 88 per
cent, but great disparities lie behind the
global figure. Education for All goals in
the region were established over twenty
years ago: the Major Programme for 

Education in Latin America and the
Caribbean, drawn up in 1980, had simi-
lar objectives to the subsequent Wo r l d
Declaration on Education for All. From
1990 onwards, the focus shifted to the
importance of catering to basic learning
needs and decentralisation. “As educa-
tion develops, poverty and inequality
will be over-come,” says Enrique
Iglesias, President of the Inter-
American Development Bank. “This is
not only an ethical theme but one that
makes economic sense too.” 

One Latin American in three lives in
extreme poverty. He or she may belong
to the over 30 million indigenous people
who form 400 different ethnic and lin-
guistic groups. In some Latin A m e r i c a n
countries, poverty and inequality
coexist with the production and traff i c
of drugs – a great source of insecurity
and a challenge to governments. 

In Latin America, early childhood
education is mainly found in middle-
class, urban areas, although innovative
programmes, such as Wawa Wasi in
Peru, operate in shanty-towns and other
poor milieu. Co-ordinated by the educa-
tion ministry and UNICEF, the pro-
gramme trains local women to mind
children at home, a day-care system
very popular in Latin America. It has
reached over 700,000 children. 

Early childhood education thrives in
the Caribbean: About 80.3 per cent of 3-
to 5-year-olds were pre-schoolers in
1997. One programme, Servol, com-
bines early childhood education with
parenting programmes to great eff e c t .
Around 60 per cent of four- y e a r-olds in
Trinidad and Tobago are enrolled in
Servol pre-schools. 

The greatest efforts in Latin
America and the Caribbean have taken
place in primary education, where
enrolment soared from 74.3 million in
1990 to 86.8 million in 1998. “Wake up
Brazil, it's time to go to school!” was an
unprecedented mobilisation campaign
headed by the country’s president,
Fernando Henrique Cardoso, to create
new school places and encourage poorer
families to use them. 

By 1999, 96 per cent of 7- to 14-
y e a r-olds were in school as opposed to
86 per cent in 1982. Brazil also achieved
over 90 per cent literacy. A n o t h e r
impressive example is Mexico, which is
approaching full primary school enrol-
ment and 100 per cent literacy.
Decentralisation has played a crucial
role in improving access. El Salvador’s
EDUCO community education pro-
gramme has opened up education for
children in rural areas unreached by
centralised systems. 

Ethnic minorities can learn in their
own language when the education
authority is local, and Escuela Nueva in
Colombia has been a remarkable suc-
cess story in this respect. Pupils pro-
gress at their own pace and even drop
out temporarily (for the harvest or other
reasons) without repeating classes.
Multigrade teaching is the norm in
Escuela Nueva, where teachers are
given educational material and detailed
lesson plans. This approach has spread
throughout the region – Guatemala set

The gaps in educational access between males and
females, literates and illiterates and urban and rural dwe l l e r s
in Latin America and the Caribbean have considerably nar-
r owed in the last decade. 

up 1,000 community schools in 1997
and Paraguay and Peru are launching
similar initiatives – and has been adap-
ted as far afield as the Philippines. For
children in rural areas unreached by edu-
cation systems, decentralization has
played a crucial role in improving access
to learning. 

Some countries make intensive use
of mass media. Brazil and Mexico
favour television, while Guatemala and
Ecuador use radio as a training tool.
These programmes also target isolated
areas and indigenous groups. As a result
of increasing social exclusion, violence
in schools is rising in many countries of
the region. In the United States, the
recent classroom killing of one 6-year-
old by another shows that the worrying
increase in school shootings is not confi-
ned to high schools. Alarm video sys-
tems and uniformed guards are now part
of many a North American school envi-
ronment. 

The verdict of the Caribbean
Education for All 2000 Assessment is

that universal access to primary educa-
tion is available but many are not parti-
cipating. Up to 28 per cent of pupils do
not complete primary school and the tar-
get of 80 per cent of qualified teachers
has not yet been reached. 

Yet overall improvements in lear-
ning achievement in the Caribbean are

good, with the exception of Haiti.
“ H a i t i ’s educational system has utter-
ly failed for as many as half of the
n a t i o n ’s children,” says Sheldon
S h a e ffer of UNICEF. With class-
rooms so overcrowded that only one
child in four has a place to sit, it is not
surprising that over two-thirds of
Haitian children do not complete pri-
mary school, and that the country’s
illiteracy rate of over 55 per cent is
the highest in the Americas. 

In the Caribbean as a whole,
g i r l s ’ enrolment exceeds that of boys,
and girl pupils are outperforming
boys. According to a 17-year–old
youth in the Dominican Republic,
many boys perceive academic achie-
vement as ‘sissy’, ‘eff e m i n a t e ’ o r
‘nerdy’. Wo m e n ’s literacy rate is an
estimated 85 per cent and three-quar-
ters of primary school teachers are
female. Taken with girls’high achie-
vement, this sends a clear message
about mothers and teachers as positi-
ve role models.

Doing Aw a y
with Disparities

The past ten years have seen
great advances in primary
school enrolment, which has

not only outpaced the region’s popula-
tion growth rate but outdistanced the
rest of the world. China and Indonesia
are close to achieving full primary
school enrolment and have raised their
literacy rates (to 83.9 and 98 per cent
respectively). By doubling its education

budget, Bangladesh made a quantum
leap of 19 per cent in primary school
enrolment and over 25 per cent in litera-
cy (from 35 per cent to 61 per cent) in
less than a decade. Population growth
has decreased in Bangladesh, China,
India, Indonesia and Pakistan, resulting
in a more effective use of public funds. 

Non-formal initiatives in adult edu-
cation are flourishing in
the region, as is early
childhood education, with
a 25-per cent increase in
k i n d e rgartens and nurse-
ries. 

Quality is now an
issue in many countries,
including India, where the
District Primary
Education Programme
has decentralised schools,
increased community
involvement, raised tea-
c h e r s ’ salaries and equip-
ped classrooms.
Enrolment currently
stands at 71 per cent.
I n d i a ’s Total Literacy
Campaign brought a 12
per cent leap in literacy.
“In a population of one
billion, that represents a

Any progress in the A s i a - Pacific region towards education
for all will inevitably have a knock-on effect on global statis-
tics. With two-thirds of the world's people and five of its nine
most populous countries this region of contrasts presents a
classic test case for education.

A test Case fo r
E d u c a t i o n

lot of readers!” points out Wo l f g a n g

Vollmann of the nine high-population

countries initiative (E-9). 

The crippling East Asian economic

crisis of 1997, whose impact is still

being felt, was a real setback for educa-

tion. Ruth Kagia of the World Bank calls

it “a wake-up call to the world that deve-

lopment is fragile and can be undermi-

ned if its key pillars are not fully inte-

grated. ”Can education provide a defen-

ce against future calamities? The Prime

Minister of Thailand, Mr Chuan

Leekpai, believes so. 

Citing a new law entitling every

Thai citizen to twelve years of basic

education, he recently affirmed that

human resources were his country’s

“most valuable asset.” “There have been

some spectacular forward steps,” ack-

nowledges Victor Ordoñez of UNESCO

Bangkok. “But also problems that have

not been attacked in any meaningful

w a y.” 

Challenges remain in South A s i a ,

where only three out of four children go

to school and only 56 per cent of adults

are literate.

Hidden within “the positive rosy

picture”, says Ordoñez, are socio-econo-

mic inequality, gender disparities and

other obstacles to education for all. T h e

gender gap has narrowed, but not by

much – barely at all in the large coun-

tries of South Asia, where poverty levels

are on a par with sub-Saharan A f r i c a .

One South Asian child in four is out of

school, and adult literacy stands at 56

per cent. 

In other parts of the

developing world, these

f i g u res are 39 and 10

per cent re s p e c t i v e l y.

LATIN AMERICA
AND

THE CARIBBEAN

Wi d e s p read educa-

tional re f o rms coupled

with a falling birth rate

in Latin America and the

Caribbean have had a

doubly beneficial eff e c t

on education systems. 

Between 1990 and

1998, enrolment in early

childhood education

i n c reased: today, a little

over half the young chil-

d ren in the region are in

p re-school pro-

grammes. Almost 95 per

cent of children in Latin

America and the

Caribbean are in prima-

ry school.

But there is a high

p ro p o rtion of both over-

aged children and dro p -

outs. 

Haiti and Bolivia are

notable exceptions to

the overall re g i o n a l

t rends, with over 30 per

cent of children out of

school. Finally, the adult

literacy rate of 88 per

cent masks pro f o u n d

disparities, ranging

f rom 96 per cent in

U ruguay to 21 per cent

in Honduras. 

ASIA-PACIFIC
STATES

Only education can
bridge the gulf between
the erstwhile "tiger"
economies of east
Asian countries such as
Thailand and con-
ti0nuing low incomes in
south Asian countries
such as Bhutan. 

Pupils enjoying themselves in China 

☞


