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ABSTRACT

In Latin America, Colombia stands out for its more significant and per-
sistent rural–urban educational performance gaps. This paper studies the
evolution of this under-performance of Colombian rural areas by conduct-
ing a long-term descriptive analysis of a new dataset. The results suggest
that the role of the national government is a source of these educational
inequalities because rural education was introduced late and deficiently.
That is, the national government delayed the provision of education to
rural areas. Moreover, even when implemented, these rural educational
initiatives proved deficient due to their lack of funds, lower quality, curric-
ula detached from the rural context and a design that amplified regional
disparities, thus producing and maintaining significant and persistent
rural–urban gaps in education.
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RESUMEN

Colombia, en Latinoamérica, es un país caracterizado por grandes y
persistentes brechas entre el desempeño de la educación urbana y rural.
Este documento estudia la evolución en el largo plazo de esas desigual-
dades a través del análisis descriptivo de una nueva base de datos. Los
resultados revelan que el rol del gobierno nacional es una fuente de
estas desigualdades educativas. Esto es, el gobierno nacional ha imple-
mentado sistemáticamente una educación en áreas rurales tardía y con
deficiencias. Es decir, el gobierno retrasó la provisión de educación
rural. Además, aun cuando el gobierno nacional implementó iniciativas,
estas resultaron deficientes debido a contenidos descontextualizados, pre-
supuestos escasos, baja calidad y un diseño que amplificó las desigual-
dades regionales, produciendo y manteniendo amplias y persistentes
brechas en educación rural.

Palabras claves: educación rural, desigualdades, gobierno nacional,
Colombia

1. INTRODUCTION

The gap between rural and urban educational performance is a consist-
ent characteristic of countries and regions. In general, rural schooling pre-
sents lower levels of attainment, revealing situations of disadvantage in the
countryside (Camarero and Oliva 2019). However, studies in economic his-
tory have identified differences across countries. For example, Andersson
and Berger (2019), Mamadaliev et al. (2019) and Vivier (2008) show
how, in the 18th and 19th centuries, Sweden, Prussia and France imple-
mented rural educational systems that were successful in terms of enrol-
ment and quality. Unlike these experiences, the performance of rural
education in countries such as Spain and Italy was weak and backwards
(Civera Cerecedo and Costa 2018; Westberg and Cappelli 2019).

As for Latin America, inequalities in rural education also evolved
unevenly across countries. While Argentina, Chile, Costa Rica and
Uruguay showed early achievements, other countries consistently lagged
far behind. Colombia is a typical example of this. Figure 1 shows how, rela-
tive to the Latin American average, Colombia persistently experienced
wider differentials between rural and urban illiteracy rates. This also cor-
responds to lower indicators historically in primary coverage of rural areas
and educational attainment in works by Padua (1979) and Wilkie et al.
(2002). Why has Colombia developed these larger rural–urban gaps in edu-
cation? Or better, why do some countries have persistently larger deficits
in rural educational performance? In this paper, we analyse the long-term
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FIGURE 1
DIFFERENCE BETWEEN RURAL AND URBAN ILLITERACY RATES IN COLOMBIA AND THE LATIN AMERICAN AVERAGE.

Source: See text.
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evolution of these larger rural–urban gaps in Colombia, arguing that the
role of national governments is a source of these educational inequalities.

The literature usually explains this educational underperformance with
reference to income levels, that is, a lower income tends to represent lower
educational funding, supply and attainment. Bértola and Ocampo (2013)
indeed suggest that in Latin America, countries with higher GDPs had
more resources including the supply of education, which may explain
the achievements of Argentina or Uruguay as opposed to the precarious
rural educational development of Colombia. Other factors contributing
to lower rural performance are geographical isolation and elements of
demand such as rural poverty, high opportunity costs or the failure of
rural parents to educate their children (Cataño 1984; Ramírez and
Salazar 2010; Baker et al. 2020).

Nevertheless, these different explanations have more structural roots.
Andersson and Berger (2019), Lindert (2010) and Engerman et al. (2002)
claim that, rather than income levels, educational attainment is rooted
in early decisions taken by societies, which may or may not promote edu-
cation for the masses. Camarero and Oliva (2019) also question the geo-
graphical argument since the rural–urban gaps relate to socio-territorial
constructions of inequalities in which rural citizens have fewer rights.
Similarly, Cataño (1984), Lindert (2010) and Arroyo Abad (2015) question
the demand aspects since social groups in situations of disadvantage are
not equal when it comes to shaping their educational preferences.

Rural–urban educational gaps are, therefore, a matter of structural
inequalities. On this subject, extremely unequal societies early neglected
strategies for universal schooling, such as redistributive tax support to
finance basic education, consequently delaying mass schooling
(Engerman et al. 2002; Lindert 2010)1. Frankema (2009), for instance,
claims that in Latin America, countries that experienced intensive colonial
involvement developed more unequal societies than countries where the
influence of the colonial system was weaker. Once mass education took
off, more equal societies prioritised policies for universal schooling. In
contrast, extremely unequal societies neglected the importance of mass
education, leading to their being positioned as «late movers» in developing
schooling (Frankema 2009, p. 368).

This fact may have particularly affected educational outcomes in the
rural areas of «late-mover» countries. Here, the limited supply of rural edu-
cation matches the interests of certain powerful actors and elites, espe-
cially rural aristocracies, higher-income families and latifundistas
(Lindert 2004; Frankema 2009; Wegenast 2010). These elites have

1 Societies with racial heterogeneity, unequal access to political representation or economic
disparities.

IRINA ESPAÑA‐ELJAIEK, DANIELA MEJÍA AND NOHEMI SAMARA GAVIRIA MELENDEZ

378 Revista de Historia Económica / Journal of Iberian and Latin American Economic History

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0212610923000058 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0212610923000058


institutionalised oppressive structures that mainly affect the rural world
(e.g. slavery, commodity-based production, latifundios). They do not pri-
oritise schooling for rural areas because they fear that having more edu-
cated people will undermine their own interests (Galor et al. 2009;
Wegenast 2010). As Lindert (2004) suggested, the consequence is highly
hierarchised rural societies with an elitist bias providing rural schooling.

Moreover, the elite may feed the elitist bias by, among other things,
shaping or controlling those who run the country, that is, the national gov-
ernment, whose role has proved to be of great importance for mass educa-
tion (Newland 1994; Engerman et al. 2009; Teng 2019; Cappelli 2020).
National governments decide policies, programmes and norms for educa-
tional funding, teachers, establishments and quality. More importantly,
they bring out the political voice of the elites, which may be concerned
either with providing or preventing education according to their interests
(Helg 2001; Lindert 2004).

In the more egalitarian Latin American countries, elites and national gov-
ernments were early concerned with providing rural schooling on a mass
basis. Delio Machado (2014) and Naranjo Gutiérrez (2001) show that in
Uruguay and Costa Rica the 19th-century elites realised the importance of edu-
cation in promoting agrarian competitiveness and economic growth; hence,
the national government adopted policies oriented towards providing func-
tional rural schools for the masses. In Argentina, from the mid-19th to early
20th centuries, the elites were also interested in modernising the agro-export
sector and encouraging immigration, for which the national government
was eager to invest in rural public education with stimuli for teachers and
training focused on agrarian skills (Spalding 1972; Elis 2011; Gutierrez
2011). Similarly, Ponce de León et al. (2011) describe how the national govern-
ment early prioritised schooling in Chile even in remote rural areas.

While national governments in these countries prioritised rural school-
ing policies, the literature suggests that more unequal nations failed to do
so. These nations are characterised by the late, sporadic and ineffective
efforts of national governments to develop rural education. However, des-
pite the potential of national governments in shaping rural under-
performance, it remains unclear what their role was in perpetuating
such educational inequalities.

This paper examines this role with reference to the case of Colombia. As
previously mentioned, the rural inhabitants of Colombia live in a state of
extreme educational injustice. Social studies have examined the prevalence
of poor education in rural areas (e.g. FES 1987; Helg 2001; Triana 2009).
Similarly, works in economic history have studied the long-term develop-
ment of schooling (Ramírez-Giraldo and Téllez-Corredor 2007;
España-Eljaiek 2019; Fuentes-Vásquez 2019). However, although social
studies do not provide a long-term perspective, the literature in economic
history focuses neither on the rural sector nor on the role of national
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governments in perpetuating educational disparities. This paper, therefore,
seeks to contribute to the debate by unpacking how national governments
have helped delay rural schooling in contexts of severe inequality, thus pro-
ducing or amplifying the rural–urban gaps in education.

Following Fuentes-Vásquez (2019), Kang et al. (2021) and Lindert (2004),
this research searches for traces of this role by conducting a long-term
descriptive analysis. We identify the long-term patterns of rural–urban
gaps by using a new historical dataset containing information on pupils, tea-
chers and establishments from 1920 to 2019, disaggregated into national
and subnational categories. No previous reconstruction of this dataset exists
for such an extended period, this being another main contribution made to
the literature by this paper. Finally, we complement the data analysis with a
revision of qualitative sources providing evidence of national governments’
actions regarding rural education and political economy.

The main results reveal that, despite the overall improvements in educa-
tion in Colombia, the national government systematically implemented
education in rural areas late and with deficiencies. In a context of severe
inequality, the government delayed the provision of education to the
rural parts of the country. Moreover, even when implemented, these
rural educational initiatives proved deficient due to their lack of funding,
lower quality, curricula detached from the rural context and a design
that amplified regional disparities, thus producing and maintaining large
and persistent educational inequalities in rural areas.

The paper is divided into five sections. Following this Introduction, sec-
tion 2 describes the historical background of Colombian education.
Section 3 explains the methodology and sources used in the research,
while the main results are given in section 4. The conclusion is contained
in section 5.

2. HISTORICAL BACKGROUND

Colombia is a middle-income country in which agriculture, specifically
coffee exports, was the basis of the economy until the second half of the
20th century. Subsequently, socio-economic changes transformed
Colombia from a rural into an urban society. For example, the population
censuses show that agricultural activities accounted for 74 per cent of the
labour force in 1938 but only 20.7 per cent in 1993. The censuses also show
that while in 1938 70.9 per cent of Colombians lived in rural areas, by 2018
this figure was down to 20 per cent.

Although Colombia has had different forms of government, it is cur-
rently a unitary and decentralised republic divided geographically into
five natural regions and organised administratively into departments,
and smaller units called municipalities (see Map 1). Regarding the
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distribution of its population and economic activities, the country has long
had a concentration of inhabitants in the departments of the Andina
region, this being the location of its main urban and economic centres,
including the capital Bogotá. Next, the departments in the Caribbean
and Pacifica regions have lower concentrations of population and level of
economic activities. Finally, the old National Territories are located in iso-
lated regions such as Amazonía, Orinoquía and La Guajira, which are
more rural, rich in natural resources, and with the lowest population dens-
ities (see online Appendix 1).

Historically, Colombia belonged to the group of Latin American coun-
tries that were falling behind the continent’s educational leaders. In 1900,
Colombia had lower enrolment and literacy rates than Argentina, Costa

MAP 1
COLOMBIA.
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Rica, Uruguay or Chile (Ramírez-Giraldo and Téllez-Corredor 2007;
Lindert 2010). Aware of the country’s backwardness, in 1903, the national
government implemented Law 39, which enforced a Catholic and decen-
tralised system of education that delegated the responsibility for primary
mass schooling to subnational governments. This arrangement lasted for
most of the mid-20th century, despite generating inequalities since only
regions with a sufficient income could invest in schooling
(Fuentes-Vásquez 2019).

Between 1930 and 1946, the Liberals took power and prompted educa-
tional reforms to reduce the Catholic Church’s influence and counter racial
and gender exclusion from schooling. However, since these reforms were
not accompanied by sufficient funding, the extent of mass schooling
remained low (see Figure 2 and Ramírez-Giraldo and Téllez-Corredor
2007). In addition, an intense civil war between Liberals and
Conservatives in the period called La Violencia (1947-1953) followed.
Although La Violencia had diverse causes, the Conservatives claimed that
the secular education introduced by the Liberals had caused disrespect
for authority, thus encouraging more violence (Triana 2009). Hence,
once back in power between 1950 and 1958, the Conservatives carried
out counter-reforms that introduced strict Catholic principles into educa-
tion (Triana 2009). Given these complex circumstances, the first half of
the 20th century was a period of instability and a lack of priority for
mass schooling, leading to the country’s poor educational performance
(see Table 1 and Newland 1994).

Colombia nevertheless pursued the expansion of mass schooling in the
second half of the 20th century (see Figure 2). This expansion coincided
with the political period of the National Front (Frente Nacional) from
1958 to 1974. In education, the National Front implemented the govern-
ment’s obligation to invest at least 10 per cent of the national budget in
education, thus increasing the resources for schooling. Other reforms
included the nationalisation of spending on primary education, the launch
of literacy programmes and international support (Arvone 1978).

The expansion nevertheless suffered a setback between the mid-1970s
and 1980s. Figure 2 shows that the decline began in primary pupils after
1976 and in the budget by 19852. The lag in the budget is explained by
the nationalisation of spending on primary education and the new regula-
tion on teachers’ salaries. These fiscal compromises kept the budget high
until the impact of the 1980 crisis (Ramírez-Giraldo and Téllez-Corredor
2007)3. Regarding the reasons for the setback, FES (1987) and

2 The data also confirm the reduction in teachers and schools. For example, from 1981 to 1983,
the number of teachers fell from 110,544 to 106,835 and that of schools from 30,473 to 29,797.

3 Decree 2277 of 1979 established the National Teacher Classification, an attempt to enhance
the status and salaries of teachers.
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Ramírez-Giraldo and Téllez-Corredor (2007) argue that more than lower
demand, the explanation lies in the supply factors, as the national govern-
ment implemented fiscal adjustments that froze teaching positions and
reduced the number of establishments.

Finally, by the 1990s and 2000s, structural transformations were having
an impact on schooling in Colombia. First, the 1991 constitution declared
education a constitutional right and decentralised it. Second, globalisation
demanded greater training of the country’s labour force. Third, the
increasing internal violence generated forced displacements, undermining
education access (DNP 1998). To face these challenges, the national gov-
ernment introduced different strategies. Decentralisation, for instance,
resulted in fiscal indiscipline and inequality since the subnational entities,
facing more significant costs, hoarded national funding without improving
coverage or quality (MEN 2010). The practice of allocating resources by
coverage goals then became the norm, thus forcing subnational govern-
ments to increase enrolment (MEN 2010). Other strategies included the
new General Law of Education (Law 115 of 1994) and the Decennial

FIGURE 2
EDUCATIONAL SPENDING AS A PERCENTAGE OF TOTAL NATIONAL SPENDING

AND PRIMARY GERs 1920-2018.

Source: MEN, Ramírez and Tellez (2007) and World Bank.

Note: School population aged 7-14. Calculated enrolment rates are reasonably consistent with those in
Ramírez-Giraldo and Téllez-Corredor (2007).
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TABLE 1
ENROLMENT RATIOS IN PRIMARY SCHOOLING 1920-1990 AND PISA TEST RESULTS 2006-2018

Enrolment ratios primary schooling, 1920-1990

Country 1920 1930 1950 1970 1990

Argentina 65.81 66.9 81.3 96.0 100.0

Chile 61.97 80.2 96.0 93.0 87.0

Colombia 39.11 36.1 43.2 69.2 74.0

Costa
Rica

45.49 55.0 68.5 89.0 87.0

Uruguay 52.75 58.0 83.1 92.7 91.0

Pisa test 2006-2018

Country

2006 2012 2018

Reading Mathematics Science Reading Mathematics Science Reading Mathematics Science

Argentina 374 381 – 396 388 406 402 379 404

Chile 442 411 438 441 423 445 452 417 444

Colombia 385 370 388 403 376 399 412 391 413

Costa
Rica

– – – 441 407 429 426 402 416

Uruguay 413 427 428 411 409 416 427 418 426

Source: Enrolment ratios obtained from Lee and Lee (2016) in www.barrolee.com/. PISA data from: pisadataexplorer.oecd.org/ide/idepisa/dataset.aspx.
Colombia has been assessed in PISA since 2006.

Note: Lee and Lee (2016) calculate enrolment ratios using country-specific primary-school-age populations.
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Plans intended to improve the quality and training of the labour force
(DNP 1991; MEN 1996; MEN 2010). Also, the national government tried
to respond to the forced displacement by introducing greater flexibility
and virtual instruction (MEN 2010). These strategies were insufficient.
For instance, virtual instruction continues to be flawed, especially in public
schools. Similarly, despite increases in school enrolments, Corvalán (2006)
and Lindert (2010) show that there is still much work to be done on qual-
ity. International educational tests prove that contemporary Colombia is
performing behind countries such as Chile or Uruguay (see Table 1).
That is, from the early 20th century into the 2000s, Colombia still lags
behind Latin America’s educational leaders, though this time in what
Lindert (2010) considers to be a more critical state of schooling disparities,
that is, differences in quality.

3. METHODOLOGY AND SOURCES

We analyse the long-term evolution of Colombia’s rural–urban educa-
tional gaps by constructing long-term series. The research focuses on the
analysis of primary education since this approach captures the effective-
ness of an educational system in providing basic instruction (UNESCO
2009).

The research involves collecting data on primary pupils, teachers and
establishments from 1920 to 2019, disaggregated into rural, urban,
national and subnational levels. The data were collected from the
Memoirs of the Minister of Public Instruction to the National Congress
(hereafter MMPI), and subsequently the Minister of Education (hereafter
MMEN) from 1920 to 1951. Data were also taken from different sources
of the National Administrative Department of Statistics (DANE).
Specifically, we use DANE (1985), the General Statistical Yearbooks
(1934-1966), the DANE Statistical Bulletin (1975-1976), Colombia
Statistics Vol. II (1978-1987, municipal), Primary Education in Colombia
1967-1974 and the DANE Statistical Bulletin 444 (1988). From 1990 to
2019, we use the statistics available on the DANE website and DANE
Statistical Bulletin 579 (1995-1999). The primary education category is col-
lected as specified in the official sources of the Ministry of Education,
which follow laws such as Law 39 of 1903, Decree 1487 of 1932, and
Decree 1710 of 1963. Since this last decree, rural and urban primary edu-
cation has been divided into five grades.

We also utilise Colombia’s official population censuses to collect data
on the population. The series begins in the 1920s since this date has the
oldest memoir of education with sufficient information to disaggregate
the data into urban and rural areas.
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Regarding the subnational data, Colombia had different administrative
arrangements during the analysed period. Before 1991, subnational
entities were classified into departments, intendancies and comisarías
(National Territories). Therefore, the data for these subnational units are
collected as recorded in the different sources.

The database allows us to construct indicators of educational outputs
and inputs (Vos 1996). For example, we calculate the primary gross enrol-
ment rates (GERs) for educational outputs, that is, the number of students
enrolled in primary education divided by the population aged 7-14. We
also present pupils’ results in standardised tests and dropout and comple-
tion rates. These indicators shed light on the primary schooling system’s
needs, support, achievements and quality (Vos 1996; Frankema 2009).
Finally, to assess the means allocated to education, we use input markers
such as pupil–teacher ratios, educational expenditure and schools per
school-age population (Vos 1996). More detailed information is contained
in the section discussing our sources.

The analysis, therefore, contributes by filling the space left by other
long-term studies that lack this level of assessment. The work of
Ramírez-Giraldo and Téllez-Corredor (2007) constructs long-term series
for primary and secondary education during the 20th century and presents
data on students, establishments and teachers. However, it does not disag-
gregate the rural level. Hence, we add supplementary information.
Similarly, España-Eljaiek (2019) and Fuentes-Vasquez (2019) analyse
regional disparities by constructing a series for students. However, their
works focus on the period from 1905 to 1958 and lack any analysis of tea-
chers or establishments.

Finally, the analysis is descriptive, with its aim being to identify the role
of the national government in perpetuating the rural–urban gap in educa-
tion by examining the patterns in the long-term series. Moreover, the ana-
lysis of the dataset is complemented by a rigorous review of official sources
that offer qualitative evidence on the political economy of rural education.
We use mainly the Memoirs of the Minister to the National Congress
(1914-1973), the National Plans of Development from 1974 to 2018 and
different plans of the Ministry of Education.

4. THE LONG PATH TO INEQUALITY

4.1. Rural–Urban Gaps in Colombian Education

Figure 3 shows an initial approach to assessing Colombia’s long-term evo-
lution of rural and urban education. The figure shows the performance of
the urban and rural GERs and indicates the backwardness of rural areas in
Colombia until the 1990s. The rural indicator then experienced an
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expansion, overtaking the urban GERs until the 2000s when the rural and
urban GERs started to converge4.

Figure 4 shows the urban and rural pupil–teacher ratios, which shed
light on the provision of human resources: that is, fewer pupils per teacher
suggest a greater supply of instructors relative to pupils, while more pupils
per teacher indicate the opposite (Vos 1996; UNESCO 2009; MEN 2013).
Figure 4 shows that urban areas presented lower pupil–teacher ratios
than urban areas until the late 1970s, after which the indicator changed
to favour rural areas.

Similarly, Figure 5 shows the number of primary schools per 1,000
school-age population. The figure reveals the existence of rural–urban gaps,
though, in contrast to pupil and teacher indicators, this rural–urban gap
closed in the late 1940s. This early closing corresponds to the larger provi-
sion of establishments for the scattered rural population common in Latin
American countries, as well as the special educational programmes after
the mid-20th century that crowded pupils into the rural schools5.

FIGURE 3
PRIMARY GERs 1926-2019.

Source: See text.

4 This is consistent with a systematic fall in the number of pupils and the schooling population
in rural areas, especially during the intercensal period from 2005 to 2018 (DANE and UNFPA 2022).

5 E.g. in Peru 72 per cent of primary establishments are in rural areas, while in Mexico 88.8 per
cent of primary multigrade schools are rural (INEE 2008; INEI 2012).
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As for the long-term subnational performance, Figure 6 depicts the dif-
ference between the urban and rural GERs in Colombian departments.
The results indicate a pattern of the initial backwardness of rural areas, fol-
lowed by an expansion of rural education, particularly after the 1990s.
Likewise, departments such as Caldas, Bolívar, Atlántico, Antioquia or
Valle del Cauca show lower and early closure of the rural–urban gap,
while La Guajira, Chocó, Meta and Caquetá (old National Territories)
are more volatile and with larger urban–rural gaps.

Figures 3–6, therefore, show an initial backwardness in rural education,
followed by an expansion in the rural educational system over time.
Nonetheless, under closer inspection, Colombia continues to display per-
sistent backwardness in rural education. In this regard, first, although
Figures 3–6 show that rural parts of Colombia experienced educational
expansion after the late 20th century, the rural disadvantage continued in
what Lindert (2010) calls more critical indicators such as poor quality, fis-
cal support, dropout and completion rates (see Corvalán 2006, Figure 7
and online Appendix 2). Second, rural education in Colombia shows
sharp regional disparities regarding performance at the subnational
level. That is, the Andean departments experience a better rise and more
progress, while departments in the old National Territories present a

FIGURE 4
PUPIL–TEACHER RATIOS 1933-2019.

Source: See text.
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slower rise and development. Third, among the Latin American countries,
Colombia is a special case of persistent and larger rural–urban educational
gaps. Figure 1 already shows the country’s backwardness in rural illiteracy
rates. Equally, this backwardness is apparent in other aspects. For
example, Padua (1979) shows that in the 1970s, 75 per cent of rural pri-
mary schools in Argentina, Costa Rica, Uruguay and Chile offered a com-
plete cycle of primary schooling, while in Colombia, this percentage was
25 per cent. Wilkie et al. (2002) also show that in 1970, 38.4 per cent of
Colombian adults in rural areas had no schooling, the equivalent being
29.8 per cent in Chile. Similarly, while in the 1990s, rural areas of
Uruguay had 34.4 schools per 1,000 school-age population, the figure in
Colombia was 18.

Why did Colombian rural education remain in this state of persistent
backwardness? The lower rural performance is usually related to the pov-
erty and apathy of rural inhabitants (Triana 2011). Rural pupils came from
the poorest backgrounds, and their parents did not have enough resources
or interests to cover their education costs (Cataño 1984). The educational
reports, for example, mention how parents withdrew children from schools
because of a lack of resources, the need to employ their offspring in agrar-
ian tasks, or peasant indifference to schooling (Memorias 1914, p. 106;

FIGURE 5
PRIMARY SCHOOLS PER 1,000 SCHOOLING-AGE POPULATION (7-14) 1920-2019.

Source: See text.

REPRODUCING INEQUALITY?

Revista de Historia Económica / Journal of Iberian and Latin American Economic History 389

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0212610923000058 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0212610923000058


FIGURE 6
DIFFERENCE BETWEEN RURAL AND URBAN GERs 1928-2019.

Source: See text.

IRINA ESPAÑA‐ELJAIEK, DANIELA MEJÍA AND NOHEMI SAMARA GAVIRIA MELENDEZ

390 Revista de Historia Económica / Journal of Iberian and Latin American Economic History

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0212610923000058 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0212610923000058


FIGURE 7
PRIMARY URBAN AND RURAL DROPOUT RATES BY GRADE 1943-1998.

Source: See text.

Note: Negative dropout rates indicate the greater capacity of the urban educational system to incorp-
orate students after the economic crisis of 1999 (Baldión Waldrón et al. 2000).
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MMEN 1958, p. 69). These arguments nevertheless contrast with evidence
of rural peasants demanding education for their children. The educational
reports also note that the rural schools stimulated the interest of many pea-
sants, leading to higher attendance rates and increased demand for schools
(MMPI 1919, p. 15; 1924, p. 149).

The literature and the archival material also suggest that, more than
poverty and apathy, the lower performance of rural areas relates to
national policy decisions. For example, Corvalán (2006) and Gutiérrez
de Pineda (1958) discuss the national inefficiencies in organising and
planning a contextualised rural education as reasons that delayed rural
mass schooling. Similarly, the official sources state that rural educational
backwardness relates to how the national government failed to provide
«sufficient» and «timely» efforts for rural education (MMEN 1928,
p. 284). This then leads us to consider the role of the national
government.

The role of the national government is of great importance in ensuring
mass education (Newland 1994; Engerman et al. 2009; Teng 2019; Cappelli
2020). It seems to have been critical in the expansion of rural education in
Colombia after the late 20th century. The expansion in rural GERs in
Figure 3, for instance, coincides with the implementation of national pol-
icies such as the New School (1970s)6 or rural programmes implemented
after the 1990s to increase educational coverage in rural areas7. Similarly,
the expansion of rural teachers in Figure 4 corresponds with national
efforts such as the introduction of a National Teacher Classification or
Decree 707 of 1996, providing for additional benefits to rural teachers,
such as private insurance, access to housing and monetary incentives,
thus improving their status and salaries8.

The role of national governments is, therefore, a source of educational
progress; however, it might also be responsible for educational dispar-
ities, especially in highly hierarchised societies with an elitist bias in
the provision of mass schooling (Lindert 2004 and Frankema 2009). In
this regard, the next section, following Lindert (2004), traces the ways
in which this role might have produced and maintained the persistent
backwardness of rural education in Colombia.

6 Escuela Nueva, i.e. multigrade and flexible rural primary schools in which a single instructor
taught the different primary grades (FES 1987).

7 E.g. Programme of Rural Education PER (1999), Service of Rural Education SER (1997) or
the Programme of Continuous Education CAFAM (1997).

8 The increase in the number of teachers was sharp in the old National Territories, probably
because the decree offers incentives to teachers working in areas that were difficult to access or
that involved critical situations, as was the case in rural areas in the old National Territories of
the Amazonía or Orinoquía (see online Appendix 3).
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4.2. The Influence of the National Government in Rural Educational
Inequalities

As a first point, the analysis identifies the late implementation of rural educa-
tional policies. That is, Colombia being an extremely unequal society, its
national governments showed an elitist bias in providing rural schooling by
delaying the introduction of educational policies for rural areas. The
Organic Decree of 1870 and the General Law of Education of 1892 are
among Colombia’s earliest regulations on schooling9. Regarding rural educa-
tion, these norms paid no special attention to the sector beyond the local gov-
ernments’ implicit decentralised responsibility for primary schooling in rural
areas (see online Appendix 4 on the main regulations in rural schooling).

This fact contrasts with countries in which the interests of the elites
and, therefore, the policies of national governments were aimed at the pro-
vision of mass schooling for rural areas at an early stage, with either a cen-
tralised or a decentralised form of organisation. In Costa Rica, for
instance, Naranjo Gutiérrez (2001) asserts that the elite adopted the values
of progress fairly early. In turn, the national government translated this
into the laws of education of 1886 with explicit rural educational policies.
Similarly, legislation such as Law 1420 of 1884 in Argentina, Law 1350 of
1877 in Uruguay and the Law of Primary Instruction of 1860 in Chile expli-
citly drew up national regulations aimed at providing primary schooling
for the inhabitants of the countryside.

Second, when implemented, rural educational policies proved to be
deficient. At the turn of the century, Colombia introduced rural educa-
tional policies through Law 39 of 1903 and Regulatory Decree 491 of
1904. This regulation stipulated that rural education would last 3 years
against the 6 years of urban schooling, could be conducted in «alternate»
schools10, and specified different primary curricula for urban and rural
areas11. These norms prevailed during the first half of the 20th century,
apart from some attempts at reform. For example, some initiatives homo-
genised rural and urban instruction or introduced educational pro-
grammes in the form of ambulatory schools or scholar’s gardens (Helg
1980, 2001)12.

9 These legal frameworks reflect the prevailing political power. Thus, while the Liberals imple-
mented the Organic Decree by introducing public, free, mandatory and secular mass education, the
Conservatives enforced the General Law of Education, which institutionalised non-mandatory
Catholic schooling.

10 Schools with one day for the exclusive attendance of boys and another day for the exclusive
attendance of girls.

11 Rural curricula included reading, writing, religion, arithmetic and sewing (for girls). The
urban curricula covered, in addition to the rural plan, history, natural history, grammar and physics.

12 Other programmes included the Campaign of Village Culture (Campaña de Cultura Aldeana)
and the Scholar Colonies (Colonias Escolares).
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After the mid-20th century, the National Front governments (1958-1974)
also introduced programmes of rural schooling, such as the Unitary
Schools (Decree 150 of 1967), later transformed into the New Schools.
Other strategies pursued during the 1970s and 1980s include educational
initiatives to increase education supply, reduce dropout rates and identify
rural needs (DNP 1975)13.

Countries with better educational achievements in rural areas had simi-
lar strategies, which they implemented effectively. Argentina and Uruguay
introduced different instructions for rural and urban primary schools and
programmes such as the New Schools (Carro and Fernández 2012;
Billorou 2015). Costa Rica, Uruguay and Chile also implemented ambula-
tory and «alternate» rural schools, as well as differences in school timeta-
bles (Angione et al. 1987; Ponce de León et al. 2011). In Colombia, the rural
strategies presented deficiencies such as limited coverage, low viability and
a lack of precision and coordination (DNP 1977; Toledo et al. 1978; Helg
2001). For example, according to the archival documents, the prevalence
of «alternate» schools in rural areas «breaks the continuity of studies», lim-
its learning time and undermines pupils’ interest (MMPI 1926, p. 65,
MMEN 1931, p. 241)14.

A third factor is that the national government designed a rural school
with a curriculum detached from rural contexts. In nations with better
rural educational achievements, education was an instrument for moder-
nising the agrarian sector; therefore, these countries oriented primary
rural education towards practical knowledge, cultivation methods and
basic but functional literacy skills (Spalding 1972; Goldin and Katz 2003;
Nilsson and Pettersson 2008). In Uruguay, the interests of the elite were
focused on promoting rural productivity and competitiveness; hence, the
national government concentrated on rural instruction with practical
knowledge in agriculture (Carro and Fernández 2012; Delio Machado
2014). Similarly, Jiménez (2007) mentions the efforts of the elite and the
national government in Costa Rica to implement training in agriculture
early.

In Colombia, among the first pieces of legislation in this respect was
Decree 491 of 1904, which mandated the teaching of agriculture and the
establishment of scholar’s gardens. These programmes nevertheless failed
due to insufficient resources and a lack of teachers able to train pupils in
agricultural skills (Helg 2001). Changes in primary-school content in
rural areas occurred throughout the 20th century, with Decrees 1487 of

13 E.g. Rural Development Concentrations (CDR), Rural Integral Development (DRI) or
Support for Basic Education in Rural Areas.

14 Similarly, programmes such as the Scholar Colonies project ran eleven boarding schools for
1,200 children in 1940 (MMEN 1941). This represents low coverage, given the more than 1 million
rural school-age children recorded in the 1938 census.
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1932 and 1710 of 1963 unifying rural and urban primary instruction. The
official sources refer to these contents of rural schooling as detached from
local problems, as it centred on mechanical learning, religious instruction
and skills that did not fit with rural needs, hence frustrating the expecta-
tions of rural communities (e.g. MMEN 1958, p. 68, 1931, p. 181, 1934;
DNP 1986). The conclusion that emerges from the literature is similar.
For Helg (2001), rural education’s design consisted of a condensed version
of urban school subjects without adapting to the peasant way of life.
Consequently, the rural school increased frustration and dropout rates
and reduced attendance in the Colombian countryside (Gutiérrez de
Pineda 1958; MMEN 1934, p. 318).

Fourth, most of the failures in rural educational policies are due to
budgetary discrimination, that is, an elitist bias in fiscal support for
rural areas. For Latin America’s educational leaders, the redistributive pol-
icies of their national governments determined the educational achieve-
ments of rural areas. In Argentina, Elis (2011) describes the greater
financial efforts made by the national government in terms of expenditure
and subsidies, which resulted in greater educational gains for rural areas.
This situation was also present in areas of high urbanisation. Azar (2021,
p. 7) claims that, despite low educational funding levels in Uruguay, 75 per
cent of the new school provision between 1914 and 1954 was concentrated
on rural schools. As for Colombia, by contrast, Ramírez-Giraldo and
Téllez-Corredor (2007) show that in the 1930s, rural schooling was allo-
cated on average between 30 and 40 per cent of the educational budget,
even though Colombia was mainly a rural country at that time. Likewise,
the lack of fiscal support continued even after the rural educational expan-
sion of the late 20th century. Corvalán (2006) highlights the increasing
resources that went into educational funding at that time. However, the
unequal distribution of national funds, with 35 per cent for rural areas
and 65 per cent for urban ones, combined with the interests of the elites
in prioritising urban sectors, became a disadvantage in financing primary
rural education (Corvalán 2006; Serrano Ordóñez 2007; Triana 2009).

Lindert (2010) proposes identifying the elitist bias in fiscal support by
using a ratio between public support for primary education per pupil
and public support for higher schooling per pupil. This indicator is crucial
since, regardless of income levels, ratios below 50 per cent would give a
preference to higher education, hence demonstrating that, rather than
scarce resources, the backwardness in education originates in different
social priorities (Lindert 2010). An important remark here is that in
Colombia, primary rural education depends significantly on public support
and is mainly demanded by poor peasants. For example, 95.2 per cent of
primary schooling provision in rural areas was official in 1935, while in
1983, it was still 86.2 per cent. In contrast, tertiary education was restricted
to urban inhabitants or the offspring of the rural aristocracy (Cataño
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1984). Therefore, an approximation to the Lindert (2010) double ratio may
shed light on an elitist bias in rural educational resources.

Figure 8 shows the ratios. The figure suggests that the ratio improved
during the 20th century while remaining lower than Lindert’s baseline
(50 per cent), indicating lower fiscal support for primary education.
Moreover, comparing the results with Lindert (2010), the figure confirms
that Colombia performs less well than more egalitarian Latin American
countries, validating the social preference for higher education in
Colombia.

Fifth, the lower level of fiscal support translated into lower quality in the
provision of rural mass schooling. In assessing quality, we can initially
consider teachers’ qualifications since this variable might tell us about
the skills of teachers in educating and identifying students’ needs, and
therefore impacting pupils’ performance (Darling-Hammond 2000, p. 8).
Figure 9 shows the qualifications of rural and urban primary teachers.
The figure indicates that rural teachers dominate at the lowest levels of
qualification (primary and secondary), while urban teachers dominate at
the highest levels (graduate levels and normal schools). Such differences
in training remained during the rural educational expansion of the late
20th century. According to official sources, the quality of training of rural
teachers after the 1990s remains lower to the point that children in rural

FIGURE 8
RATIO OF PUBLIC EXPENDITURE PER STUDENT IN PRIMARY EDUCATION TO

HIGHER EDUCATION.

Source: Educational reports 1941, 1951, 1960, 1972, DNP (1991), DANE, Niño (1998) and Ruiz et al.
(2008).

Note: BL: Linder’s based line of 50 per cent.
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areas end up learning half of what they should be learning (Schifelbein
et al. 1994; DNP 1998).

The national government played a role in this outcome. In Colombia,
national policies embedded rural teachers in precarious professional status
and working conditions, leading to many positions remaining vacant or
being occupied by unqualified teachers (Cataño 1984). For example, the
fiscal responsibility for providing teachers in rural areas was delegated to
subnational governments, entities characterised by patron–client hiring
systems, and with low fiscal capacity when it came to fulfilling this obliga-
tion (Helg 2001). Also, if the lack of resources was not an issue, the elitist
bias limited quality since the local authorities undermined any real sense
of rural education being a priority by delaying salary payments
(Ramírez-Giraldo and Téllez-Corredor 2007). A 1931 report on education,
for instance, describes how, although rural teachers earned similar salaries
to public construction workers, the government paid construction workers
punctually, which was not the case for rural teachers (MMEN 1931,
p. 227). Therefore, as the official sources state, no competent person
would voluntarily migrate to rural areas to work in these unpleasant con-
ditions (MMEN 1931, p. 163, 1928, p. 327)15.

These characteristics again contrast with the situation of rural educa-
tional leaders, which focused on strategies to improve quality and attract
diligent rural teachers (Mamadaliev et al. 2019). In 1904, Argentina imple-
mented policies to attract graduates to rural areas with salary premiums
and land grants (Gutierrez 2011). Since the late 19th century, Costa Rica
also implemented policies to provide training and support to encourage
the «ruralisation» of the teaching profession (Jiménez 2007). Similarly,
in Uruguay, the introduction of normal rural schools increased the number
of qualified teachers in rural areas to the point that, while in Colombia by
1950, non-graduate rural teachers were the rule, in Uruguay they were the
exception (Angione et al. 1987).

The introduction of normal rural schools in the 1930s was an attempt to
correct this problem. The normal rural schools nevertheless arrived late, in
low numbers, and with a lack of incentives for working in rural areas;
hence graduates barely worked in rural territories (Triana Ramírez
2010). After the 1970s, national efforts such as the National Teacher
Classification and Decree 707 of 1996 produced an increase in the number
of rural teachers. Despite this progress in the supply of rural teachers, how-
ever, Pearlman et al. (2004) show how rural teachers in Colombia still have
on average 12.6 years of education, while this figure in Chile is 15.6, in
Uruguay 13.2 and in Costa Rica 15.6.

15 Such situations also reinforced the quality and gender gaps so that in 1930, 90 per cent of
Colombian rural primary teachers were women, and just 10 per cent had academic qualifications
(MMEN 1931).
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The questionable quality of teacher training corresponds with pupil
performance (Darling-Hammond 2000). In this respect, we can analyse
the results of the national standardised tests for primary pupils in mathem-
atics and language competencies. An important caveat here is that the
results are only available for the rural–urban disaggregation from 2012
to 2016. Figure 10 depicts the results, showing that rural pupils have

FIGURE 9
SHARE OF URBAN AND RURAL TEACHERS BY QUALIFICATION 1943-1983.

Source: See text.
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both higher levels of insufficient achievement and lower levels of advanced
attainment, especially compared with private education, which is mainly
located in urban areas16.

Sixth, the national government may also produce and amplify regional
inequalities in rural education due to the relationship between the organ-
isation of national schooling and subnational dynamics in Colombia. To
understand this aspect better, we can classify Colombian regions into
three subnational categories. First are the Andean (Andina) departments,
for which the national government implemented decentralised schooling
during most of the 20th century. Second, there are the peripheral depart-
ments located in the Caribbean and Pacific regions with similar schooling
arrangements to the Andean departments. Finally, there are the National
Territories in which schooling was administered by the national govern-
ment, unlike the departments.

Following Fuentes-Vásquez (2019), the decentralised organisation of
schooling favoured education provision in regions with larger resources
such as the Andean departments while delaying education in peripheral
departments and the National Territories. Nonetheless, the peripheral
departments and National Territories have an additional, potentially crit-
ical, characteristic in determining educational inequalities. Historically,

FIGURE 10
PERCENTAGE OF STUDENTS IN LEVELS OF ACHIEVEMENT OF THE

STANDARDISED NATIONAL TESTS SABER 3° IN LANGUAGE AND MATHEMATICS
2012-2016.

Source: ICFES (2017).

16 In 2012 and 2016, for instance, 94.6 and 94.1 per cent of pupils in private primary education
were in urban schools respectively.
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they are the areas with greater concentrations of Afro-descended and indi-
genous people (see online Appendix 5).

As Arroyo Abad (2015) claims, this racial composition produced strati-
fied societies, which, combined with an elite bias against mass schooling,
might contribute to boosting regional disparities in rural education.
Specifically, in peripheral departments, the national decentralised school-
ing system discouraged rural education since the national government
delegated it to local elites, which did not show any interest in redistributive
policies for places with racially heterogeneous majorities. Analysis of the
sources shows examples of this. For instance, in the peripheral department
of Bolívar, the educational reports explicitly state that there was no interest
in making adequate provision for rural schools, despite having the
resources (Memoria 1914, p. 50). Likewise, in the National Territories,
the national government determined the organisation of schooling.
However, its direct administration of schooling was racialised (España-
Eljaiek et al. 2023). In this regard, the Catholic mission was at the heart
of the national educational strategy in the late 19th and mid-20th centuries.
This was an educational project to «civilise savages» by providing them
with basic literacy. Still, it also meant culturally homogenising and con-
trolling non-white people, for example, replacing indigenous languages
and traditions with «white» values such as the Spanish language and the
Catholic religion (España-Eljaiek 2019, p. 135). The national government
also allowed national policies to be combined with subnational decisions,
though without producing significant changes. For example, in Chocó, ini-
tially a National Territory but upgraded to a (peripheral) department in
1947, the Catholic mission was part of its educational project combined
with local decisions. The educational reports for Chocó nevertheless
describe local elites as not having much interest in redistributive educa-
tional policies, for example, suggestions for closing rural schools due to
their poor organisation or their effects in detaching rural inhabitants
from the countryside; authorities justifying social hierarchies in
mixed-race schooling setting; or officers demanding limited provision of
education because of the predominance of non-white races (MMIP 1914,
p. 31 MMEN 1934, p. 323, 1933, p. 452)17. Local conditions undoubtedly
explain subnational differences since local elites may adopt national pol-
icies according to their interests, thus generating regional disparities
(Arroyo Abad 2015). However, the impact of the national schooling organ-
isation on this racially stratified society could also have had its effects.
Rural education was already weak, but national policies that took the
form of delegating responsibilities or racialised educational projects

17 See also Archivo General de la Nación, República, Ministerio de Gobierno, sec. 1ª, t. 713,
folio: 383-384.
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imposed even more disadvantages on the peripheral departments and
National Territories.

Figure 11 provides more precise information on regional disparities in
rural education. In contrast to Figure 6, Figure 11 compares the evolution
of rural departmental GERs with national GERs, showing that depart-
ments in the central Andean territory, such as Antioquia, Caldas or
Cundinamarca, performed better during periods in which rural areas
were educationally backwards. In contrast, peripheral departments such
as Bolívar, Magdalena or Atlántico tended to perform worse than the
national GERs. Even worse results are observed for the lower levels of
the National Territories during most of the 20th century, especially in
Meta, Caquetá and La Guajira.

Figure 11 also shows educational expansion in rural areas of peripheral
departments and National Territories during the last decades of the 20th

century, especially in Magdalena, Chocó, Meta and Caquetá. Is this evi-
dence of eliminating rural educational backwardness in peripheral depart-
ments and National Territories? Map 2 suggests that as Lindert (2010) and
Frankema (2009) claim, regional inequalities were perpetuated in other
indicators. Map 2 provides a sample of the results in standardised quality
tests during the expansion of rural education, confirming how this expan-
sion coincided with poor quality for the peripheral departments and
National Territories. Likewise, the expansion also corresponds to larger
over-age rates and lower qualifications of teachers in these territories
(see online Appendixes 6 and 7).

Finally, violence was another structural issue that the national govern-
ment was unable to counter and in which we can see connections between
the previously discussed aspects of the problem. Internal Colombian con-
flicts have been more intensive in rural areas, deeply impacting rural
school performance. The censuses of the population indeed show an
increase in the national illiteracy gaps in rural areas during La Violencia
(1947-1953), passing from a gap of 9.3 percentage points in 1938 to one
of 12 percentage points in 1951. Another intensive period of violence
began in the 1990s, producing a combination of political conflict, drug
trafficking and displacement. In combating internal violence, the national
government pursued its rural educational policies through literacy cam-
paigns, the diffusion of educational primers, prevention of the drift to
the cities from rural areas and flexible schooling programmes. For
instance, in 1951, the national government decided to re-edit educational
primers to promote awareness of national heroes and natural resources
(MMEN 1951, pp. X-XII). After the 1990s, national programmes imple-
mented a policy of flexible educational supply for rural residents in the
context of intensive forced displacement. Helg (1989) shows that these
types of policies were insufficient and ineffective for a countryside under-
going a humanitarian crisis, one that demanded a solution to structural
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FIGURE 11
GERs 1928-2019.

Source: See text.
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problems and sources of violence, such as discrimination against rural
inhabitants and the unequal distribution of land.

5. CONCLUSIONS

The present research has shown that, despite some progress, Colombia
belongs to the group of countries with large rural–urban gaps in education.
Furthermore, the analysis showed how these gaps are linked to the role of
the national government in contexts of inequality in Latin American coun-
tries. In Latin America, national governments have a critical role in school-
ing (Teng 2019). However, since national governments also represent
powerful groups’ political voices and interests (Lindert 2004), rural educa-
tion evolves unevenly across countries. Hence, in egalitarian contexts, the
elites and the receptive national governments prioritise the policies for
universal rural schooling. In contrast, in highly hierarchised societies,
the elitist bias in providing schooling delays rural educational attainment.

We have shown that Colombia corresponds to this latter case, as govern-
ments rarely demonstrate any real sense of rural education being a prior-
ity. On the contrary, their policy designs tend to accord a secondary place
to rural schooling, thus reinforcing the backwardness of rural education.

MAP 2
AVERAGE SCORE OF RURAL PUPILS IN THE STANDARDISED NATIONAL TESTS

SABER 3° in 2017.

Source: Data provided by ICFES.
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The national government deliberately provided a rural basic education
with lagged initiatives, which, even when implemented, were detached
from rural contexts, with scarce funds, lower quality and a design that
amplified regional disparities.

Confirming the arguments of Frankema (2009) and Lindert (2010), this
situation persisted even in periods when rural education expanded. In
other words, when basic rural education experienced an increase in pupils,
teachers and establishments, its backwardness persisted in terms of more
critical indicators such as lower quality.

SUPPLEMENTARY MATERIAL

The supplementary material for this article can be found at https://doi.
org/10.1017/S0212610923000058.
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