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ABSTRACT
To promote access to skills development among indigenous populations, 
education planners require knowledge both about the region’s challenges 
and about policies that hold promise. In this study, we map the state of skill 
development of indigenous children, youth and adults throughout Latin 
America and the Caribbean (LAC). Based on LAC census data and tests 
administered at the regional and national levels, as well as prior studies, we 
identify the main challenges to skills development among LAC’s indigenous 

preadolescence, adolescence, young adulthood, and adulthood. We also 
summarize evidence-based policies and programs that address access 
and achievement gaps between indigenous and nonindigenous children, 

and participation in the labor market. Based on the analysis, we highlight 
lessons learned and recommend lines of action. 

JEL Codes: I21, I24, I28
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America, Caribbean.
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CHALLENGES TO 

SKILLS DEVELOPMENT 

AMONG INDIGENOUS 

CHILDREN, YOUTH, 

AND ADULTS

1

S
kills development has the power to transform lives. To succeed in 
school and life, children, youth, and adults must develop a range of 
cognitive, socioemotional, technical, and digital skills. At a macro level, 

skilled workers who master the rapid advances in emerging technologies 
become vital to economic development and valued in the workforce. Yet 
in Latin America and the Caribbean (LAC), some population groups fail 
to develop necessary skills. More to the point for this study, indigenous 

lack access to the education and training enjoyed by their nonindigenous 
peers (McEwan 2007). These gaps persist despite government commitments 

and national instruments and legal frameworks1.  

To promote access to skills development among indigenous populations, 
education planners require knowledge both about the region’s challenges 
and about policies that hold promise. In this study, we begin by analyzing 
LAC census data and tests administered at the regional and national 
levels; access to education and training are also scrutinized; as well as the 
evidence on successful programs.

In this section we identify the main challenges to skills development among 

childhood and preadolescence, adolescence, young adulthood, and 

1 American Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples 2016; United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous 
Peoples, 1989; as well as national legislation that outlines the rights of indigenous peoples to education.
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adulthood. Because indigenous groups often have their own conceptions 
about these life stages, educational planners will need to design 
interventions with their cultural views in mind.

The second section of the study summarizes policies and programs 
that address access and achievement gaps between indigenous 

development of lifelong skills and participation in the labor market. In the 
last two sections, the note highlights lessons learned and recommends lines 
of action. For the purposes of this study, intercultural bilingual education 
(IBE)2

and linguistic heritage while bolstering individual identity and helping to 
form a national identity that allows citizens from diverse backgrounds 

percentages of the population identifying as indigenous, by selected 
countries.

Challenge 1: Ensure that indigenous infants and young 
children develop the cognitive, language, motor, and 
socioemotional skills that prepare for school, ready to learn.

Compared with their nonindigenous peers, indigenous children have 
low access to ECD services. Attendance rates for third-grade students, 

3

as having been placed at a formal nursery or preschool center between 

rates are low for infants and children to age three. Only Chile, Colombia, 
and Peru have attendance rates above 50 percent. Among the countries 
with the highest attendance rates, Colombia has the largest gap between 
indigenous and nonindigenous students: 54.9 percent of nonindigenous 
students attended a formal early childhood center (ECC) at some point 
between birth and age three. This percentage drops to 31.7 percent among 
indigenous students.

2  The approach that sustains IBE supports and promotes the processes of social and political transformation, as it instills 
the valuation and appropriation of cultural and symbolic legacies that contribute to the formation of society (Abarca 2015).

1
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Although preschool coverage has seen notable increases throughout the 
region, gaps between indigenous and nonindigenous children persist. 
Across countries, the attendance rate is higher among preschoolers 

increases, disparities become more evident between indigenous and 
nonindigenous preschoolers. In Paraguay, Mexico, Ecuador, Panama, 
Costa Rica, and Colombia the attendance gap between both groups is 
greater than 10 percentage points. Remaining access gaps for indigenous 
preschoolers have been attributed to interrelated factors including 
family socioeconomic level; lack of awareness of the importance of Early 
Childhood Development (ECD) and preschool education; and distances 
between households and to ECD and preschool centers. 

ECD disparities between indigenous and nonindigenous children appear 
Developmental gaps have 

and up in Paraguay; in Nicaragua, however, no gaps are observed (IDB 
2019). Developmental gaps become learning gaps by the preschool years, 
according to the data. In Peru, Quechua-speaking preschoolers scored 
0.61 standard deviations lower than their Spanish-speaking peers (Gallego, 
Näslund-Hadley, and Alfonso 2019). Similarly, in Panama indigenous 
preschoolers were found to have mathematics skills 25 percent below 
their peers. The corresponding gap in reading was 40 percent. Indigenous 
preschoolers also had a 50 percent higher level of mathematics anxiety 
compared with their peers, jeopardizing future mathematics learning 
(Näslund-Hadley et al. 2020). 

In addition to access limitations in ECD and preschool services among 

development in the early years. First, indigenous communities and 

childhood (Alderman and Fernald 2017; Arteaga and Glewwe 2017; Beck 
2012; Glewwe and King 2001). Second, ECD centers and preschools 
in indigenous communities tend to have low-quality infrastructure. In 
Panama’s largest indigenous community, a recent study found that 
preschools with majority populations of indigenous students had poorer 
infrastructure than nearby preschools with largely nonindigenous students 

1
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(Näslund-Hadley et al. 2020). Third, early childhood services, in practice, 
often lack the needed “contextualization,” in which indigenous cultures 
have been incorporated into a comprehensive approach for the youngest 
children (Rodríguez Gómez and Harris-Van Keuren 2012; Araujo, López-
Boo, and Puyana 2013). Fourth, evidence from Peru suggest that lower 
teacher expectations for indigenous children may limit learning (Arteaga 
and Glewwe 2017). Fifth, bilingual education is rarely available (Inter-
American Development Bank 2020), which limits skills development 
(Arteaga and Glewwe 2017; Rodríguez Gómez and Harris-Van Keuren 
2012).

Challenge 2: Ensure that indigenous children and 
preadolescents develop the basic cognitive and 
socioemotional skills that will allow them to keep learning.

The region has made great strides toward universal enrollment of 
indigenous children and preadolescents in primary and lower-secondary 
education. Figure 3 presents the school attendance rate for children ages 
6 to 11. In most countries the gaps between indigenous and nonindigenous 
students are modest and, in some instances, even favorable. But large 
disparities persist in Brazil (14 percentage points), Venezuela (13.4 points), 
Colombia (7.8 points), Panama (6.9), and Costa Rica (6.2). In general, the 
indigenous people in these countries are diverse and dispersed (World 
Bank 2015). Yet the attendance rates for schoolchildren ages 6 to 11 (see 

completion rates than their rural and urban counterparts. The largest gaps 
are observed in Brazil (19 percentage points), Venezuela (13.6 points), El 
Salvador (11.1 points), and Colombia (10.5 points).

Data show that indigenous girls are less likely to speak Spanish or attend 
school. If enrolled in school, they are also less likely to complete primary 
education than indigenous boys and their nonindigenous peers. Countries 

where gaps begin to widen at age nine (Chioda 2016; Duryea et al. 2007). 
Bolivia’s rural indigenous girls experience the region’s greatest gender gap 
in primary education (Sperling, Winthrop, and Kwauk 2016).

1
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Once enrolled in school, indigenous students have lower completion 
rates than their nonindigenous peers. The disparities range from 1 to 5 
percentage points in Trinidad and Tobago, Ecuador, Mexico, and Jamaica, 
to 6 in Suriname and 10 percentage points in Guatemala (Cortina 2017; 
CEPAL 2014; IDB 2020). The gaps for primary-school completion are 
more pronounced among indigenous women, particularly in rural areas. 
In rural Bolivia, there’s a 27-point primary completion gap between a 
nonindigenous man and an indigenous woman (25.6 percent versus 52.5 
percent); the gap is 19 points between indigenous men and women (25.6 
percent versus 44.5 percent) (World Bank 2015). The primary-school 
completion rates, according to the 2020 Mexican census are shown in 

although they are slightly higher in rural areas. In urban areas 70.3 percent 
of indigenous women have completed primary school versus 76.7 percent 
among nonindigenous men. In rural zones those percentages are 54.1 and 
61.2, respectively. 

in accessing primary education. As with indigenous preschoolers, the less 
education and wealth among indigenous families are attributed to lower 

education levels (World Bank 2015). Adult companions for students walking 
to school improve attendance and safety. So schools within safe walking 
distances are important, especially as indigenous communities tend to be 
geographically dispersed, imposing longer walks on schoolchildren and 
lessening enrollment rates (Yañez et al. 2011). At the primary level, the lack 
of bilingual instruction and cultural relevance affects indigenous enrollment 
and grade completion (World Bank 2015; López 2018). Moreover, access to 
primary education is limited as indigenous students, particularly girls, drop 
out to care for siblings or assist with household chores (World Bank 2015; 
López 2018). 

Indigenous primary-school students lag their peers in education 
achievement. On the regional standardized primary-school assessment 
(TERCE), on average 58 percent of students who do not speak Spanish 

in mathematics, 37 percent in reading, and 58 percent in the sciences. 
These vexing learning gaps keep consistently lower proportions of 

1
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particularly pronounced in Peru, Argentina, and Mexico, where 66 percent, 
60 percent, and 43 percent of indigenous students, respectively, do not 

4 in mathematics compared with 
35 percent, 36 percent, and 21.5 percent, respectively, of other students. 

percentage points or more between nonindigenous and indigenous 
students. The gap was most pronounced in Costa Rica, Mexico, Panama, 
and Peru. Finally, in science, Panama, Peru, and Mexico also show the 
largest gaps (30+ percentage points) for indigenous students. The most 
recent results of the ERCE (Estudio Regional Comparativo y Explicativo) 

the score gaps in reading, mathematics, and sciences. Indigenous students 
in 6th grade score, on average, 22 points below their nonindigenous 

in Honduras, to 117 points, in Costa Rica. These differences persist even 
controlling for socioeconomic differences among students, which suggests 
that the lower achievement of indigenous students is not fully explained by 

The primary-school achievement gaps are also highlighted in national 
learning assessments. For example, in Guatemala, 14 percent of 
indigenous students meet national standards in mathematics, while their 
nonindigenous peers are at 30 percent. In reading, 9 percent of indigenous 
students meet national competency standards, compared with 31 percent 
of nonindigenous students (Orozco and Valdivia 2017). In Suriname, while 
32 percent and 64 percent of children in Paramaribo achieved satisfactory 
grades in mathematics and language for grade 6 exams, respectively, 
only 8 percent (mathematics) and 24 percent (language) of the children 
in Sipaliwini (rural with a high proportion of indigenous peoples) did so in 
2018 (Research and Planning, MOESC 2019).

The learning gaps between indigenous and nonindigenous students, based 
on the most recent national assessments in Chile, Ecuador, Mexico, and 
Guatemala, are shown in table 1. The results are consistent with those of the 
TERCE and reveal sizable lags for indigenous students in comparison with 
their nonindigenous peers. On the national standardized test in 

1
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Mexico (“Planea”) for primary and lower secondary, disparities of 0.5 to 
0.76 standard deviations are seen between indigenous and nonindigenous 
students, depending on the subject. In both primary and lower secondary, 
the gaps tend to be greater in language than in mathematics. On the “Ser 
Estudiante” test in Ecuador, an achievement gap is observed between 
indigenous and nonindigenous students in fourth grade (between 0.06 and 
0.013 standard deviations depending on the subject), but in seventh grade, 
this advantage is reversed, with nonindigenous students outperforming 
indigenous students by, on average, 0.21 and 0.33 standard deviations. In 
this case, the gaps are greater in language than in mathematics, natural 
science, and social studies. In addition to gaps between indigenous and 
nonindigenous students, vexing gaps persist among the various indigenous 
groups within a country. Box 1 presents the case of Peru.

 

Box 1. Learning gaps among Peru’s indigenous groups.

The Quality Measurement Unit of the Ministry of Education of Peru 
applies a standardized test in bilingual intercultural schools, to 
measure learning in reading in six indigenous languages (Aymara, 
Awajún, Quechua-Cusco Collao, Shipibo, Quechua-Chanka, and 
Ashaninka) and Spanish as a second language. In 2018, 18,701 fourth-
grade students enrolled in 1,837 schools were evaluated.

Figure 13 shows the performance levels in Spanish as a second 
language test of students who speak an indigenous language (the 
only test comparable across groups). The results show that students 
whose indigenous language comes from the Amazon area (Awajún, 
Ashaninka, and Shipibo) and those who speak other languages 
not included in the assessment (Other languages) have worse 
performance levels, with less than 8 percent of students achieving the 
expected results for fourth grade. On the other hand, students who 
speak an Andean language (Aymara, Awajún, Quechua-Cusco Collao, 
and Shipibo, Quechua-Chanka) show better results.

1
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These gaps show that the indigenous peoples of Peru are 
heterogeneous and that each group has different needs and contexts. 
The availability of standardized tests in the students’ mother tongue 
is an important tool to measure the learning of different indigenous 

cultural and social differences.

The low levels of learning seen among indigenous primary-school 
students are attributed to several factors. First, indigenous students live 
in households with lower socioeconomic levels, which correlate with lower 
levels of learning. Gaps in early cognitive and non-cognitive abilities appear 
to follow differences in socioeconomic status, and children’s performance 
is also correlated to the parent’s schooling level, particularly that of the 
mother (Schady et al. 2015). Moreover, socioeconomic status is a persistent 
channel for inequality and low educational aspirations (Delprato 2019; 
Pasquier-Doumer and Risso Brandon 2015). 

Second, access to IBE is limited throughout LAC. Table 2 enumerates 
the IBE schools and students in Chile, Peru, Ecuador, and Mexico. At the 

are IBE, except in Peru, where they represent 25 percent of all primary 
schools. Access to IBE is lower at the secondary-school level, especially 
in Chile (at 3.4 percent of schools). Since the student populations in IBE 
schools are small, the overall proportion of indigenous students that receive 
IBE is generally low but varies by country. For example, in Argentina less 
than 10 percent of indigenous students receive IBE instruction (UNICEF 
2010b). In Chile, 20.9 percent of indigenous children have access to IBE, 
beginning in formal nursery settings for infants to toddlers, 30 percent in 
primary school, and 14.7 percent in secondary school. In Peru, 38 percent 
of indigenous primary students receive IBE. Around half their teachers do 
not speak the indigenous language of instruction, causing learning gaps to 
widen because the lessons may not be IBE, and the quality of instruction 
may be low (Benavides, Mena, and Ponce 2010). In Suriname’s interior, 91.3 
percent of students ages 7–14 speak indigenous languages at home, yet 
most teachers there speak only Dutch (UNICEF 2018). In Bolivia 22 percent 
of indigenous students can access IBE (World Bank 2015). Weak IBE units 

1
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within the ministries of education and limited teacher training are among 
the factors affecting IBE instruction. Urban migration also limits indigenous 
students’ access to IBE because they are a minority in urban classrooms. 

Third, there are quality issues with IBE design and implementation (World 

schools face severe teacher shortages. Worse, any teachers who are 

experience, and lower pay than their colleagues at nonindigenous schools 
(Bertoni et al. 2020; IPA 2020a). Only 29 percent of teachers in Suriname’s 

analysis of a national teacher-hiring process in Peru found that zero 
applicants for 77 percent of the country’s bilingual schools. The same study 
found that 72 percent of the teachers in Ecuador’s bilingual high schools 

schools, 80 percent of teachers are temporary and untenured (Bertoni et al. 
2020). Finally, the teachers at indigenous schools tend to be younger men. 
Teachers at nonindigenous schools were older and female (Bertoni et al. 
2019). This shortage of teachers will likely worsen because of the COVID-19 
pandemic. Teacher numbers fall when class sizes are reduced to meet public 
health standards required for safe reopening (see Figure 14).

Fourth, indigenous parents are less involved in their children’s education 

Fifth, school infrastructure5 declines in proportion to indigenous student 
enrollment. This decline is evident in third grade in Argentina, Chile, and 
Colombia, and in sixth grade in Argentina, Chile, Ecuador, Panamá, Paraguay, 

found to limit teaching and learning among indigenous students (Leyva and 
Guerra 2019). 

Sixth, race-based stressors (i.e., the psychological distress caused by racism) 
may explain the disparities in educational achievement seen between 
minority students and their counterparts (Levy et al. 2016). Finally, the 
already vast learning gaps between indigenous and nonindigenous students 
are likely to expand exponentially with the COVID-19 school closures. Limited 
access to internet, cellular networks, and technological devices in indigenous 
communities make distance education challenging or impossible.

5 The TERCE Infrastructure index encompasses infrastructure installations (gym, library, computer laboratory, etc.), 
services (electricity, water, internet, etc.) and equipment (books, computers etc.).

1
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Challenge 3: Ensure that indigenous students graduate 
from secondary school with the cognitive, technical, and 
socioemotional skills that will allow them to continue learning, 
gain access to high-quality jobs, and be good citizens.

Secondary-school attendance is low among indigenous students, 
particularly in rural areas. We calculated the attendance rate data for 
adolescents ages 12 to 18 using the most recent census data for each 

nonindigenous students in secondary school. Many countries present 
disparities in attendance rates of more than 10 percentage points, including 
Guatemala (18 points), Panama (13 points), Honduras (13), Venezuela 
(12.5), and Brazil (10 percentage points). Among the indigenous secondary 
school–aged population, rural attendance levels are markedly lower 
than those for urban areas. Figure 8 shows school attendance rates for 
indigenous children aged 12 to 18 years, by urban and rural areas. We 
observe the largest urban-rural disparities in Central America: Honduras 
(28 percentage points), El Salvador (18 points), Nicaragua (18), and Belize 
(15 percentage points). In addition to these stark urban-rural disparities, 
these countries also have the lowest attendance rates for their indigenous 
populations of secondary-school students.

Among indigenous adolescents, gender gaps persist in access to 
secondary education. Indigenous girls lag indigenous boys and their 
nonindigenous peers (girls and boys) in school attendance in Bolivia, 
Guatemala, and Peru (Duryea et al. 2007). For example, rural Bolivia has 
a 13 percentage-point gap in secondary-education completion between 
nonindigenous boys and indigenous girls (22.9 percent versus 9.8 percent). 
In urban areas the gap is 28 percentage points (56.3 versus 28.7 percent) 
(World Bank 2015). Figure 5 panel B shows the completion rate for 
secondary schools. Large gaps between indigenous and nonindigenous 
youth are observed, especially for urban youth. In this case, only 24.9 
percent of indigenous women have completed secondary school, versus 
35.3 percent for nonindigenous men. In rural zones these percentages 
correspond to 10.5 percent and 14.1 percent, respectively. In Guyana, the 

1
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secondary-education gender gap is reversed, with only 13 percent of 
indigenous boys in the hinterland enrolled in school by the time they reach 

female peers (UNICEF 2017).

In addition to the above-named obstacles to primary-level education, 
secondary schooling for indigenous adolescents is limited by their 
obligation to participate in the labor market. For example, indigenous 
youth in Colombia cite “the need to work” as their main reason for not 
attending school (World Bank 2015). Low attendance among indigenous 
students is also attributed to culturally homogenous (white) school 

2016), and to persistent racism and discrimination. Enduring disparities 
in school enrollment and attendance for adolescents (girls and boys) are 
attributed mainly to seven factors: (i) pregnancy; (ii) lack of separate 
sanitary facilities; (iii) distant school locales requiring students or the whole 
family to relocate; (iv) schools so distant from students’ homes that they 
are considered unsafe, particularly for girls; (v) indigenous households’ 
tendency to prioritize the education of boys if resources are scarce; (vi) 
household chores, including caring for younger siblings; and (vii) low-
quality education, including irrelevant curricula and outdated pedagogy 
(Cortina 2014; López 2009; Yáñez et al. 2011).

Indigenous secondary-school students lag their peers in achievement. 
In Mexico and Guatemala, indigenous and nonindigenous students show 
sizable learning gaps (table 1). In Mexico’s “Planea” test given at the end 
of high school, nonindigenous students are 0.6 standard deviations above 
indigenous students in language and communication and 0.42 standard 
deviations in mathematics. In Guatemala’s Evaluación de Graduandos, 
applied at the end of secondary school, nonindigenous students are 0.44 
standard deviations above indigenous students in reading, and 0.26 in 
mathematics.

1
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Challenge 4: Ensure that young indigenous adults master the 
advanced cognitive, technical, and socioemotional skills they 
need for lifelong learning and success in the labor market.

Indigenous youth have persistently lower rates of enrollment and 
attendance in higher education. The census data show the percentage of 
the population ages 24 to 64 years with some post-secondary education, 

indigenous, the proportion with post-secondary education is consistently 
low, ranging from less than 10 percent in Guatemala, Honduras, Nicaragua, 
and Panama, to one in three indigenous adults in Peru. On the other hand, 
large gaps are observed for the nonindigenous population. In Colombia, 
Bolivia, and Panama the difference is around 20 percentage points. 
On the other hand, the gap in higher education attainment is largely 
concentrated among urban populations. For example, Cortina (2017) 
shows that indigenous young people ages 20–29 have enrollment rates 
that are 7 percentage points lower than their nonindigenous peers. The 
corresponding gap in rural areas is 1 percentage point because the rural 
completion rates of 13+ years of schooling are much smaller among the 
indigenous and nonindigenous alike.

A complex range of factors limits the pursuit of higher education 
among indigenous youth. The higher-education attainment gap between 
indigenous and nonindigenous young adults stems in part from the 
constricted pipeline for indigenous graduates with a secondary education. 
The educational attainments of indigenous youth and adults are limited, 
according to the literature, by (i) racism in the predominantly white 
higher education institutions (Brayboy, Solyom, and Castagno 2015); (ii) 
socioeconomic constraints, including scarce scholarships, meager credit, 

aspirations, and a limited pool of mentors, making the pursuit of any post-
secondary education hard for them to envision (World Bank 2017). 

1
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Challenge 5: Provide the indigenous labor force with 
the skills needed to access and maintain quality jobs by 
ensuring access to quality and relevant lifelong learning 
opportunities.

Indigenous persons are made more vulnerable because they often lack 
 

Indigenous youth and adults in Latin America are 32 percent more likely 
to work in the informal sector, earning wages that on average are 31 
percent lower than what their nonindigenous peers earn (Dhir 2019). These 
differences can be attributed in large part to the skills gap. Compared with 

skills gaps. One of the most fundamental disparities is literacy. Figure 11 
shows the literacy rates for the indigenous and nonindigenous populations 
aged 10 years and over, according to the most recent census data in 
each country. The literacy gaps between nonindigenous and indigenous 
students exceed 10 percentage points in Panama (19 points), Venezuela 
(16), Guatemala (16), Ecuador (12 points) and Colombia (11 percentage 
points). Among indigenous youth and adults who cannot read and write, 
an overwhelming majority speak an indigenous language. In countries 
with census information on the language spoken, among those 10 years or 
older who lack literacy and identify as indigenous, the percentage speaking 
an indigenous language represents more than 60 percent. In Bolivia, 
Guatemala, Nicaragua, Peru, and Venezuela, these percentages rise to more 

The skills gap translates into socioeconomic disparities between 
indigenous and nonindigenous populations. Much of the wage gap can 
be ascribed to lack of skills and limited access to formal jobs. Although 
not directly analyzing indigenous youth and adults, one study (Urquidi, 
Valencia, and Durand 2020) found that Bolivia’s low wages were largely 
attributable to informal employment. 

1
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Quality employment and lifelong learning of indigenous youth and adults 
are limited by lack of access to computers and digital technologies. 
For example, in Chile and Bolivia indigenous people have half the access 
to computers that nonindigenous people enjoy (Windisch 2015; Githens 
2007). This disparity becomes even more pronounced against the stark 
backdrop of (advanced) digital skills required by labor markets across the 
region (Amaral et al. 2019) and the permeation of digital technologies and 
automation (Ospino 2019; OECD 2019)

1
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EVIDENCE ON POLICIES 

AND PROGRAMS THAT 

PROMOTE SKILLS 

DEVELOPMENT IN 

INDIGENOUS CHILDREN, 

YOUTH, AND ADULTS

2

T
o respond to the enormous skills gaps between indigenous and 
nonindigenous children, youth, and adults, education systems need 
evidence-based policies. In this section, we bring together established 

and emerging evidence on what works to improve cognitive, socioemotional, 
technical, and digital skills of indigenous infants, preschoolers, youth, and 
young adults.

Ensuring that infants and young children develop the 
cognitive, language, motor, and socioemotional skills they 
will need to enter school ready to learn

Access to quality early childhood development (ECD) has been found to 
improve the development of skills among indigenous children. An impact 
evaluation of an ECD program of the National Council for Educational 
Development (PEI-CONAFE) in Mexico found that weekly ECD group 
sessions for parents have effects on cognition, language, and memory in 
indigenous children under age 4 (Fernald et al. 2017).



N
SKILLS DEVELOPMENT OF INDIGENOUS CHILDREN, YOUTH, AND ADULTS 

IN LATIN AMERICA AND THE CARIBBEAN

19

The allocation of effective teachers to ECD and preschools in 
indigenous communities could improve childhood outcomes. In Ecuador, 
experimental evidence shows that the impact of effective teachers is 

students (Araujo et al. 2016).

Intercultural bilingual education (IBE) for preschoolers based on 
evidence-based pedagogies boosts cognitive skills. Although many 
indigenous children grow up in bilingual environments, few impact 
evaluations are available regarding bilingual and IBE in nursery school 
(ECD) and preschool. Three exceptions are impact evaluations of 
bilingual and IBE inquiry and problem-based preschool mathematics. The 
Mimate program in Peru increased mathematics learning of Quechua-
speaking preschoolers by 0.12 standard deviations (Bando, Näslund-
Hadley, and Gertler 2019; Gallegos et al. 2019). The JADENKÄ program 
in Panama improved mathematics learning by 0.21 standard deviations, 
ethnomathematics skills by 0.23 standard deviations, and cultural identity 
by 0.14 standard deviations (IPA 2020a). Further details of the JADENKÄ 
program are described in box 2. The Tikichuela program in Paraguay 
increased mathematics learning by on average 0.21 standard deviations, 
including slightly more pronounced effects among Guaraní-speaking 
students compared with their Spanish-speaking peers (Bando et al. 2019; 
Gallego, Näslund-Hadley, and Alfonso 2019).

Box 2. Where mathematics and culture meet: 
IBE preschool mathematics in Panama

JADENKÄ (pronounced “ha-den-go”) is an ethnomathematics 

uses inquiry, problem-solving, music, and structured play to teach 
basic math skills that will be developed in primary school, including 
number sequences, object counting and spatial orientation. However, 
the program’s most distinctive feature is its incorporation of the 
language, culture, and traditional math practices of the Ngäbe, 
Panama’s largest indigenous group. 

In Ngäbere, the language of the Ngäbe, there are 14 different ways of 
counting, depending on the characteristics of the object in question. 

2
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naran,” or “rounded-thing-one-orange.” If that same orange is cut in 
half and is no longer round, its noun class would change, affecting the 
way it is counted.

Since its launch in 2018, the JADENKÄ program has been 
independently studied through randomized controlled trials by 

impact of policy interventions. The research shows that the program 
led to marked improvements: by changing the pedagogical approach, 
the children’s progress was equivalent to receiving 9 additional 
weeks of instruction of Western math and 16 additional weeks of 
ethnomathematics.

The program is also helping teachers build stronger relationships 
with parents. As is often the case in Latin America and the Caribbean, 
many of the teachers are not originally from the Ngäbe community 

rolled out, many teachers had to explain to her students, “Today, you 
will learn, and your teacher will learn, too.” 

Likely as important as the improved mathematics learning, is 
more parental engagement in school. The program has offered 
an opportunity for Ngäbe parents to be involved in mathematics 

everything from pronunciation to mathematics knowledge. 

The program, which is the result of a collaboration between the 
Ministry of Education of Panama, the Organization of Ibero-American 
States and the Inter-American Development Bank (IDB). The project 
is possible thanks to funding from the Government of Japan through 
the IDB Japan trust fund. Based on its strong impact on learning, 
the program is being scaled to Guna Yala students in Panama and to 
Quichua students in Peru.

2
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Ensuring that indigenous children and preadolescents 
acquire the basic cognitive and socioemotional skills 
required to keep learning

Assigning effective teachers to schools with large indigenous student 
populations could improve learning. An impact evaluation from Ecuador 

implies that for every additional year an indigenous student has an 
effective teacher, the learning gains are larger in mathematics, language, 
and executive function (Araujo et al. 2016). The teacher-allocation 
literature offers policy options to increase the quality of teachers that 

mandatory rotations (Bertoni et al. 2019). 

Funding formulas for schools serving disadvantaged populations also 
 For example, Chile provides preferential 

subsidies (Ley SEP) to schools that serve disadvantaged student 
populations. Schools use the additional resources to provide technical 
assistance, tutors, and better working conditions to attract and hire 
experienced and permanent teachers (Bertoni et al. 2018). 

The literature concludes that evidence-based pedagogical approaches, 
including phonics-based literacy instruction and inquiry- and problem-
based mathematics instruction, improve learning among indigenous and 
nonindigenous students alike. Nevertheless, individualized support for 
students at risk of low achievement, and a school culture that recognizes 
and supports indigenous students, are needed for them to excel (Helme 
and Lamb 2011).

At the primary school level, IBE has been linked to favorable outcomes. 
IBE has been associated with less grade repetition and lower dropout rates 
in Mexico; in Bolivia, less grade repetition is seen as well. In Guatemala, the 
National Program for Intercultural Bilingual Education (PRONEBI) found 
grade-repetition rates fell from 47 percent to 22 percent after indigenous 
students transferred to IBE schools (Abram 2004). IBE may also help 
close the gender gap in access to primary education. In Peru, IBE has 
been associated with the enrollment of more girls into primary school. In 
Bolivia, a longitudinal study found that, compared with a control group, 

2
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IBE students had improved self-esteem (Abram 2004). The need persists 
for stronger evidence on the effectiveness of IBE programs, for rigorously 
designed and executed impact evaluations conducted regionwide. Such 

there is a need strengthen teacher preparation in intercultural bilingual 
education practices. 

Community engagement is cited as critical for indigenous education. 
Although no impact evaluations are available, qualitative research points 
to the importance of community engagement for creating stimulating 
and safe learning environments and improving motivation. Some success 
factors of community engagement in the education sector appear to 
include: 

• Guidance and technical assistance to school principals on how to 
implement consultation processes

• Implementation of consultation processes that are continuous rather 
than one-time events

• Promotion of parental participation in school governance and classroom 
activities (Sartorello and Wence 2015; López-Hurtado 2020).

Seeing that indigenous students graduate from secondary 
school with the cognitive, technical, and socioemotional 

be good citizens

Once students reach the higher grade levels in secondary school, their 
focus is on the dual objectives of (a) graduating from secondary school and 
(b) developing skills required to transition to more study or entering the 
workforce (IDB 2020). 

2
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The literature on indigenous students trying to complete secondary 
school is just now taking shape. But action appears necessary in four 
areas: 

• 
to school attendance. Scholarships could offset transportation and other 
expenses (Helme and Lamb 2011); while education technologies would 
make secondary education more accessible to rural indigenous youth 
who live remote and isolated areas (Leyva and Guerra 2019). 

• Second, school culture and leadership need to set high academic 
expectations for indigenous students (Helme and Lamb 2011). 

• Third, a stimulating and safe school environment would bolster 
student motivation and curtail dropouts. Student-focused strategies 
need to target at-risk students with mentoring and coaching programs. 
By offering academic and personal support through individualized 
instruction, these programs have been shown to improve well-being and 
completion rates of indigenous students (Bainbridge et al. 2014). 

• Fourth, community engagement. Although the supporting literature 
is scant, it is important for indigenous communities to encourage 
secondary-school completion and to value the development of academic 
skills (World Bank 2015). 

The most effective policy interventions for indigenous students are not 
yet clear. A multilayered support model would provide comprehensive 

indigenous student study spaces, community engagement, and student 
orientation as each semester starts (Hearn and Kenna 2020). Vocational 
education and training in addition to career counseling that targets skills 
development have been found to strengthen attendance and completion. 
Skills development for school-to-work transitions are also effective (Helme 
and Lamb 2011). 

2
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Ensuring that young indigenous adults are equipped with 
the advanced cognitive, technical, and socioemotional skills 
needed to keep learning and to succeed in the labor market

Promotion of advanced vocational and academic studies. Mentoring 
and coaching programs in Australia have been found to boost indigenous 
secondary students’ interest in and transition to higher education, 
improve tertiary-education students’ university experiences, and lower 
dropout rates. Early intervention and the use of “science ambassadors” to 
secondary schools in remote indigenous community have strengthened 
indigenous enrollment in higher education STEM careers (Bonny 2018).

Community engagement in higher education. Although several authors 
argue that indigenous community engagement should continue in higher 
education, there is limited evidence about what form it should take (Smith 
et al. 2017). Two practices that appear promising include: (i) outreach 
programs to promote higher-education aspirations among indigenous 
secondary-school students (Behrendt et al. 2012); and (ii) dialogue 
between universities and indigenous communities, including elders 
(Fredericks et al. 2015). 

Providing the indigenous labor force with the skills required 

learning opportunities

Indigenous students enrolled in skills development programs offering 
targeted, high-quality information and individualized advice and 
guidance. Both informal (Cho and Kim 2016) and work-based training 
(Prada, Rucci, and Urzúa 2019; UNESCO 2019) boost skills development in 
indigenous youth and adults. Whatever the approach, the training should 
be holistic, including soft skills and citizenship (OECD 2019). 

Apprenticeships and traineeships for indigenous youth and adults so they 
can access higher-level work opportunities. For example, in Australia, 
a work-based training program for indigenous youth improved their 

2
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In Bolivia (OXFAM 2016) indigenous people face barriers while managing 
stark cultural change as they migrate from their rural communities to 
cities. Commonly cited in layoffs was the rural-urban culture clash between 
migrants and their employers. The OXFAM study is short on evidence, 
however. And the lack of evidence itself points to an anti-indigenous bias.

Access to basic literacy and numeracy training for indigenous youth 
and adults can help to build employable skills. Other strategies to foster 
skill development of indigenous adults include the provision of training 
in workplace settings, and a focus on building skills that are in growing 
demand in the local economy (OECD 2019). 

2
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TEN LESSONS 

LEARNED: SKILLS 

DEVELOPMENT FOR 

INDIGENOUS CHILDREN, 

YOUTH, AND ADULTS.

3

T
he designs for and investments in education programs for indigenous 
communities have produced operational and thematic lessons. In this 
section, we highlight ten lessons that could close the achievement gaps 

in skills development.

Lesson 1:
Respect cultural and linguistic diversity.

Each indigenous people and community has its own identity, which makes 
homogenous solutions challenging to use. LAC education systems are 
scaling interventions and approaches across indigenous communities and 
countries, while being sensitive to cultural and linguistic diversity. For 
example, the Inter-American Development Bank Group is bringing an IBE 
mathematics approach from the Ngäbe indigenous community in Panama 
to Quechua communities in Peru. Yes, lessons must be translated anew and 
given a fresh cultural context. But this type of scaling saves money and 
time savings by maintaining a consistent pedagogical approach and the 
same objectives for skills development. 
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Lesson 2:

There is a wide gap between IBE policy and de facto IBE in LAC 
classrooms. Education systems often call all education in indigenous 
communities IBE, when in practice the bilingual and intercultural elements 

quality IBE at any level of education are: 

• Intercultural learning that embraces both cultures (Balas et al. 2018); 

• Community engagement as essential to the management of IBE schools 
(López-Hurtado 2020); 

• Use of evidence-based bilingual education programs to promote 
learning through indigenous languages; 

• Trained IBE teachers who speak the local language and understand the 
cultural heritage of the community; and 

• Education that is based on high expectations for students (García and 
Velasco 2012).

Lesson 3:
Participatory design of curriculum and education 
materials.

The LAC region has had some productive experience with “participatory 
design” of education materials (Valverde and Näslund-Hadley 2010). 
National education systems in Peru and Panama engaged with communities 
and invited indigenous experts to take part in developing mathematics 
content that contextualized and integrated their cultures and traditions, 
producing an ethnomathematics in Panama. The framework integrated 
pedagogy into active and multicultural approaches to indigenous 
instruction in mathematics (Näslund-Hadley et al. 2021).

3
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Lesson 4:
For indigenous students outside their indigenous settings, 
culturally relevant education.

The region has had some success with IBE in indigenous communities, but 
many indigenous students are studying in nonindigenous school settings. 
They too require culturally relevant educations. 

Lesson 5:
Quality school infrastructure for indigenous students.

Indigenous communities need high-quality school infrastructure. Yet 

infrastructure project, creating delays, legal trials, and mounting costs. 

social impact study; (ii) continuous community consultations during the 
construction design and implementation; and (iii) careful monitoring and 
supervision (Cruz et al. 2019). 

Lesson 6:
Interinstitutional governance schemes for indigenous 
education policy.

these span the all the sectors of government and society. Moreover, within 
ministries of education, those entities charged with supporting indigenous 
students and their education tend to be marginalized and underfunded, 
reducing the effectiveness of investments in IBE. To address these 
concerns, interinstitutional governance schemes ought to include capacity 
building and leadership strategies, political support, and instruments of 
coordination. 

3
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Lesson 7:
Intercultural approaches help indigenous youth access 
jobs.

The Inter-American Development Bank Group’s work with OXFAM in El 
Alto, Bolivia, shows that outreach programs promoting cultural awareness 
and knowledge can sensitize employers to the cultural importance of 
indigenous practices; improve labor relations; and reduce the risk of layoffs 
due to cultural clashes. In Belize, schools that implement IBE report lower 

and non-migrant students (Näslund-Hadley et al. 2020).

Lesson 8:
Conditional cash transfer programs.

Such programs have had positive outcomes for indigenous women, 
gradually “narrowing the gender gap in education to the point of actually 
reversing it in favor of women in some regions” (González and Escobar 
2016). Although successful in increasing attendance, these programs have 
generally not succeeded in increasing learning. They have also generated 

mothers, who shoulder waged work and subsistence tasks in addition to 
their reproductive work (González and Escobar 2016).

Lesson 9:
Allocation of skilled teachers to indigenous communities.

to disadvantaged and hard-to-staff schools, including indigenous 
schools, including the development of: (i) back-end technology 
(database administration and matching algorithms based on assignment 
mechanisms in Pernambuco, Brazil, Ecuador and Peru); (ii) front-end 
technology interfaces where teachers (in Ecuador and Peru) and families 

3
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(in Pernambuco, Brazil, Ecuador, and Peru) view available choices and 
apply for vacancies, and (iii) behavioral nudges to attract teachers to 
indigenous, remote, and hard-to-staff schools in Ecuador and Peru while 
sending disadvantaged families to higher-performing schools in Peru and 
Pernambuco, Brazil (Elacqua et al. 2021). 

Lesson 10:
Using ECD to address stereotypes and racism.

Although LAC education systems on these issues are not yet implemented, 

indigenous people. In Colombia, a preschool program that addresses racial 

lessons about tolerance and cross-cultural understanding (IPA 2020b). 
At the primary and secondary levels, education systems have some 
experience with comprehensive, whole-school approaches to positive 
youth development, including the value of multicultural environments, 
inclusive attitudes and behaviors, and high teacher expectations (Hull et al. 
2021). 

3
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LINES OF ACTION TO 

PROMOTE EDUCATION 

AND TRAINING OF 

INDIGENOUS CHILDREN, 

YOUTH, AND ADULTS

4

I
ndigenous people share education challenges with other vulnerable groups: 
poverty, geographically dispersed populations across remote areas, 
poor school infrastructure, and ineffective teaching approaches. For all 

were accentuated during the COVID-19 pandemic. Nevertheless, to close 
the skills gaps requires targeted, appropriate investments in culturally and 

lines of action for the LAC region.

Line of action 1: Scale education services in indigenous 
communities to close gaps in quality and access, 
particularly at the ECD, preschool and secondary education 
levels.

Promote access to quality ECD and education services for indigenous 
children. The expansion of school and ECD infrastructure within indigenous 
communities can include: (i) construction of community centers to house 
small, multigrade schools, libraries, and laboratories to make education 
and lifelong learning more accessible (INEE 2017); and (ii) new school 
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infrastructure, including efforts to address the wide variations in standards 
in educational infrastructure and service delivery to indigenous students in 
the region. 

Train and allocate quality teachers. LAC education systems, and the 
national and international organizations that support them, should work to 

teachers who are prepared to teach. Given the shortage of teachers with 
indigenous language skills, more teacher training will be vital. If teachers 
come from outside the communities, training in languages and culturally 
appropriate pedagogical practices are needed. If they are from the 
communities and speak the language, they need to be trained in effective 
pedagogy. Hard-to-staff, remote schools could attract teachers by offering 

(ML) (Ajzenman et al. 2020). See box 3, which describes how Ecuador hires 
teachers for its intercultural bilingual schools. The government can design 
information campaigns and focus the hiring process only on IBE schools. It 
is important to expand the evaluation of the use of new technologies such 
as these to improve allocation processes and their outcomes. 

Bridge the knowledge gap by expanding access to IBE through education 
technologies and hybrid education. With few IBE teachers and schools 
in remote regions characterized by dispersed populations, LAC education 
systems (and the organizations that support them) need to  provide hybrid 
IBE models through technology. 

Box 3. Recruitment Process for Intercultural Bilingual Schools

Since 2013, the Ministry of Education of Ecuador has selected 
teacher candidates and assigned them to school vacancies through 
a centralized teacher-selection process known as Quiero Ser Maestro 
(I Want to Become a Teacher). With more transparency, Quiero Ser 

an online platform for candidates to access and apply to teaching 
vacancies across the country. 

4
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Teaching positions in intercultural and bilingual schools have also 
been included in previous QSM editions; but they have represented 

vacancies in intercultural and bilingual schools have attracted a small 
number of candidates. As a result, several intercultural and bilingual 

releasing a teacher selection process exclusively for intercultural 
and bilingual schools, the Quiero Ser Maestro Intercultural Bilingüe 
1 (QSM IB1). By targeting these schools, QSM IB1 aims to tailor 
the teacher selection process to the needs of these schools (e.g., 

10 languages, out of which most of them are from the Kichwa (70 
percent), Shuarchicham (18 percent), and Cha’palaa (6 percent) 
ethnic groups.

QSM IB1 is a unique and innovative initiative to improve teaching 

schools receive more applications than there are vacancies, while 
other schools (often the most vulnerable and remote) may struggle 

for vacancies near their residence, the vacancies in some of the 

Working with the Ministry of Education in Ecuador and the EdTech 

congestion and attract teacher candidates to all QSM IB1 schools. 
At the end of the application process, the ministry will send alerts 
to those teacher candidates who applied only to oversubscribed 
schools and were not assigned to any of their preferred vacancies. 
Candidates not yet assigned to one of their preferred choices will be 
prompted to opt for less-in-demand schools where they are likelier to 
secure a position.

4
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Line of action 2: Promote diversity as part of educational 
systems.

Promote self-identity as integral to national ECD and education systems. 
This means creating institutional capacities so indigenous students: (i) 
feel supported both generally and in their indigenous identity; (ii) are 
expected to succeed academically; and (iii) have opportunities to learn 
about their cultures and languages (OECD 2017). In ECD through primary 
education, the need to recognize the diversity of indigenous communities 
will require investments in teacher training and culturally sensitive and 
historically contextualized materials and content. In primary school, a 
child’s expectations depend largely on their parents’ expectations. So 
engagement with parents and communities is vital. LAC education systems, 
and the national and international organizations that support them, should 
also build on behavioral economics successes that have boosted ECD 
in other population groups, and in so doing bolster skills development 
among indigenous children. In addition, educational diversity should be 
strengthened with strategies that promote the indigenous languages 
now at high risk of disappearing. This entails broadening the strategies of 
language learning and the teaching resources available, within and beyond 
textbooks, involving new technological pedagogies and digital instruments. 

Support for indigenous students in secondary, vocational, and technical 
school settings. At the secondary level of education, including vocational 
and technical schools, homogeneous Latino schools often make indigenous 
students feel as though they do not belong. Education systems should 
invest in models that support individual students. Such individual support 
should include two components. First, individualized instruction needs 
to go at each student’s pace, ability, and achievement. Implementation 
of individualized instruction requires teachers trained in continuous 
formative assessments (paper-based or, if possible, with interactive 
digital applications to track student progress). Second, coaching support 
helps indigenous students navigate school life and establish educational 

vocational, and technical courses should be offered via technologies and 
hybrid models. Whatever models are pursued, they should be part of a 
multisector approach that supports entrepreneurs and SMEs in indigenous 
communities, stimulating employment and opportunity. 

4
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Strengthening urban IBE. Urban areas are home to 42 percent of LAC’s 
indigenous peoples (World Bank 2015). The research gap on what works 
in urban IBE therefore needs to be bridged. Urban IBE will need to address 
the marginalization of indigenous peoples, their segregation in social 
and political spaces, and lack of access to  culturally oriented curricula, 
gaps in educational and work performance, and poor living conditions 
(CEPAL 2014; Horbath and Gracia 2018, World Bank 2015). Given the lack 
of bilingual teachers across LAC and the few indigenous students in each 

and asynchronous education technologies. 

Line of action 3: Scale up effective instructional approaches

Scale effective ECD models. By supporting evidence-based family-care 
modalities, LAC governments can expand early childhood services for 
indigenous children. This includes the scaling of evidence-based ECD and 
early learning guidelines. This work will require dialogue to build consensus 
around early childhood targets and to align training, monitoring, and 
evaluation. For curricula, child-care settings should ensure high-quality 
transitions from home, to nursery, to preschool. 

Scale successful pedagogical approaches. LAC education systems, and 
the national and international organizations that support them, should 
invest in the same evidence-based pedagogical approaches used to boost 
learning for nonindigenous students, including inquiry-and problem-based 
mathematics and science instruction. However, for indigenous students 
to thrive, it is necessary to individualize instruction based on a student’s 
cultural and linguistic background (Helme and Lamb 2011). 

Scale helpful IBE approaches. LAC education systems, and the national 
and international organizations that support them, should promote 
the use of IBE that incorporates traditional knowledge and culture, 
ethnomathematics, and humanity’s relationship with nature. There is a 
growing need to analyze the capacity of national educational systems to 

to consolidate and scale IBE educational programs. The expansion of IBE 
will involve systematizing indigenous languages, creating educational 
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content and learning materials, and training teachers in bilingualism and 
interculturalism. In geographical areas where native-speaking teachers are 
unavailable, evidence-based education technology such as the JADENKÄ 
model can be used (box 2).

Line of action 4: Close gender gaps in education

Among all student groups, rural indigenous girls have the region’s lowest 
enrollment and attendance rates at both the primary and secondary levels 
of education. LAC education systems, and the national and international 
organizations that support them, should invest in innovative programs for 
girls to enroll in school and complete their educations. The investment in 
education of rural indigenous girls will require careful analysis of the factors 
in each community that impede the education of girls. In some cases, 
the solution may be building schools that are closer to girls’ households, 
in other cases hybrid education models may be the more appropriate 
solution. Innovative solutions will often require investments to broaden 
girls’ social networks and community support to make their education 
culturally acceptable, as well as programs of violence prevention and 
non-toxic masculinities (Hallman et al. 2007). While teachers assigned 
to schools in remote rural areas in LAC are often men (Bertoni et al. 
2019), internationally, girls taught by men have been found to have lower 
achievement levels than their peers taught by women (Dee 2007). More 
research is needed in the region to determine if the gender achievement 
gaps among indigenous students could be reduced simply by allocating 
more women to teach in IBE schools. 

Line of action 5: Ensure that indigenous children, youth, 
and adults have lifelong access to high-quality and relevant 
learning opportunities.

Develop relevant and culturally appropriate intercultural bilingual 
The curricula should be 

complemented with evidence-based, culturally sensitive pedagogical 
models adapted to different learning needs. 

4
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Promote private sector participation in skills development for indigenous 
adults. LAC education systems, and the national and international 
organizations that support them, should encourage employers and private 
providers of skills development opportunities to provide mentoring, 
bootcamps, and networking opportunities for indigenous adults as well as 
alternative pathways for skills development.

Design indigenous adult-education programs for the future of work. 
In response to the challenge of new technologies further exacerbating 
inequalities in the labor market, skills development programs that target 
indigenous youth and adults should provide digital literacy training and 
ensure that indigenous people have continuous opportunities to update 
their skills.
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FIGURES AND TABLES
Figure 1. LAC population identifying as indigenous (%).

Note: In all countries, indigenous status is self-assigned. 

† Mexico: Calculations based on a random sample of 10 percent of population. 

‡ Nicaragua: All indigenous people in addition to Creole and mestizo designations are self-assigned. Following World Bank 
(2015), the latter two categories were not included as indigenous to maintain consistency with the other countries. 

¶ Peru: percentage calculated for the population aged 12+ years. 

Source: Authors’ calculations based on national censuses. 
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Figure 2. Attendance rate*† in nursery (0–3) and preschool (4–5) by indigenous‡ and 
nonindigenous (%).

Figure 3. Indigenous and nonindigenous school attendance rate, 6–11 years (%).

* Attendance 0–3 years means that the student attended a formal nursery at the age of 0, 1, 2, or 3 years.

† Attendance 4–5 years means the student attended preschool at the age of 4 or 5.

‡ Indigenous: Student whose mother declares herself indigenous.

Source: Authors’ calculations based on TERCE 2013 survey of third graders.

Notes
which the student learned

to speak (indigenous mother tongue). Mexico: Calculations based on a random sample of 10 percent of population.

Source: Authors’ calculations based on national censuses. Brazil and Ecuador data come from World Bank (2015).
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Figure 4. School attendance rate for indigenous children (6–11 years), 
urban v. rural (%).

Figure 5. Completion rates for primary and secondary education in Mexico, 2020 (%).

A. Primary Education

Notes
which the student learned

to speak (indigenous mother tongue). Mexico: Calculations based on a random sample of 10 percent of population.

Source: Authors’ calculations based on national censuses. Brazil and Ecuador data come from World Bank (2015).
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B. Secondary Education

A. Mathematics

Notes: In Mexico there are so-called technical or commercial studies that require no upper secondary degree (bachillerato). 
In these results, they are considered incomplete secondary school, regardless of the number of years studied.

Source: Census 2018.

Figure 5. Completion rates for primary and secondary education in Mexico, 2020 (%). 
Continuation.
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B. Reading

C. Science

Continuation.

Notes:

Source: IDB (2020): Skills Development Sector Framework Document based on TERCE (2013).
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Figure 7. Score gap of 6th grade indigenous students with respect to non-indigenous 
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Figure 8. Secondary school attendance rates, 12–18 years (%).
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Notes: In all countries, indigenous status is self-assigned. 

†Mexico: Calculations based on a random sample of 10 percent of population. 

Source: Authors’ calculations based on national censuses. Brazil and Ecuador data come from World Bank (2015).
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secondary school, (12–18 years) (%).

Figure 10. Population in selected LAC countries, ages 24–64, with post-secondary 
education (%).
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* Indigenous status is self-assigned. 

†Mexico’s calculations based on a random sample of 10 percent of population. 

‡Peru’s uses “indigenous” as residents self-identify in the 2020 census for people 12+ years.

Source: Authors’ calculations based on national censuses. Brazil and Ecuador data come from World Bank (2015).

†Bolivia: Population of those ages 25 to 64 years. 

‡Mexico: Calculations based on a random sample of 10 percent of population.

Source: Authors’ calculations based on national censuses.
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Figure 11. Literacy rates for population ages 10+ years (%).
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†Mexico: Calculations are based on a random sample of 10 percent of population. 

‡Peru: literacy rate for population 12+ years.

§Chile: Census 2017 does not ask about illiteracy. 

Source: Authors’ calculations based on national censuses.
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Figure 12. Indigenous literacy and knowledge of indigenous languages (population 
aged 10+ years*)
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Note: In 2018, Peru had 18,652 students tested on fourth-grade academic achievement in its 1,837 IBE schools, where 
students are taught to read and write in their native language (mother-tongue) and in Spanish as a second language, as 
declared by the director. 

† “Satisfactory” describes what every fourth-grade Peruvian student should achieve by the end of the school year. The test 

Source: ECE IBE fourth-grade test, 2018.
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language.

* QSM = Quiero Ser Maestro; IB1 = Intercultural Bilingüe 1.

Source: CONALI, División Política Administrativa 2019.
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Country
type

Year Level Grade Subject

Standardized average 
scores

Gap (in 
S.D) % 

Indigenous indigenous 
(1) (2)

Indigenous
Non-

Indigenous
(2)-(1)

Mexico Planea S

2017-
2018

P 6

Language and 
comunication

-0.55 0.08 0.63
12.4% student speaks 

an indigenous 
language

Matemathics -0.43 0.06 0.49
Civic Education -0.45 0.08 0.53

12.5%
Ethics Training -0.62 0.11 0.73

2016-
2017

LS 9
Language and 
comunication

-0.70 0.06 0.76
7.5%

student speaks 
an indigenous 
languageMatemathics -0.47 0.04 0.51

2016-
2017

US 12

Language and 
comunication

-0.49 0.11 0.60
14.0%

one of the 
parents speaks 
an indigenous 
language

Matemathics -0.34 0.08 0.42

Ecuador
Ser 

estudiante
S

2018-
2019

P 4

Language and 
Literature

0.15 0.01 -0.13

7.0%

How do 
you identify 

yourself 
according to 
your culture 

and customs?

Mathematics 0.15 0.00 -0.15
Natural science 0.07 0.01 -0.06
Social Studies 0.13 0.01 -0.12

2018-
2019

P 7

Language and 
Literature

-0.29 0.04 0.33

6.9%Mathematics -0.17 0.04 0.21
Natural science -0.18 0.04 0.22
Social Studies -0.23 0.04 0.27

2018-
2019

LS 10

Language and 
Literature

-0.09 0.04 0.13

6.9%Mathematics -0.08 0.02 0.10
Natural science -0.13 0.03 0.16
Social Studies -0.08 0.02 0.11

2018-
2019

US 3

Language and 
Literature

-0.13 0.01 0.14

4.7%Mathematics -0.08 0.00 0.09
Natural science 0.03 0.00 -0.03
Social Studies 0.09 0.00 -0.09

Guatemala
Evaluacion 
graduandos

C 2019 US 11 or 12
Reading -0.31 0.13 0.44

28.3%
Student self-

Matemathics -0.18 0.08 0.26

Notes:
LS = lower secondary; US = upper secondary; S = sample; C = census. Non-indigenous: Ecuador: Afroecuatoriano (Ecuadorians of predominantly Sub-Saharan 

Source: Authors’ calculations based on public microdata for each country.
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Country Year Level
Schools Students

% %

Chile 2020
Initial 524 5,970 8.8% 22,596 512,330 4.4%
Primary 912 8,063 11.3% 132,501 2,052,529 6.5%
Secondary 104 3,016 3.4% 28,560 903,008 3.2%

Peru 2019
Initial 12,499 93,944 13.3% 243,380 1,717,576 14.2%
Primary 12,050 47,845 25.2% 614,796 3,827,853 16.1%
Secondary 3,340 22,409 14.9% 424,958 3,076,087 13.8%

Ecuador 2021

Initial 754 7,601 9.9% 8,913 273,579 3.3%
Primary and lower 
secondary

1,740 15,347 11.3% 116,943 3,146,155 3.7%

Upper Secondary 307 4,159 7.4% 19,713 895,043 2.2%

Mexico 2017-2018
Initial 9,796 89,579 10.9% 412,177 4,891,002 8.4%
Primary 10,232 96,920 10.6% 797,420 14,020,204 5.7%

† “Total” here does not mean the sum of all grade levels, as different schools have a different mix of grade levels. 

‡ In Chile, the primary and secondary school numbers exclude adult and special education. Chile’s “Nursery and Preschool” schooling category does not include 
educational settings that fall under the National Board of Kindergartens (JUNJI) and Integra Foundation. 

§ Peru’s “Nursery and Preschool” level of education includes nursery out-of-school nursery programs under PRONOEI, Peru’s federal Non-schooled Education 
Program. Primary and secondary, excluding adult and special education. 

|| Ecuador’s IBE are schools under bilingual regime (jurisdicción bilingüe). 

¶ Mexico: “Nursery and Preschool” includes only preschool.

Source: Directory of schools in each country.
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