
only in Guatemala. However, this appar-
ent gender balance in the region should
be interpreted prudently, since enrollment
figures do not capture the entire reality of
education. Drop-out rates, quality of in-
struction* and the orientation toward
fields of study may well differ between
men and women.

In the last few decades, the educational
attainment of Latin American women has
substantially improved. The reduction of
illiteracy and the progress toward univer-
sal primary schooling have been remark-
able achievements, especially given the un-
favorable economic situation. Table 1 also
shows that for the five countries for which
both DHS and WFS data are available, fe-
male education improved substantially in
the decade between the two surveys: The
mean duration of school attendance among
women increased by 1.4 years in Colom-
bia and Ecuador, by 1.7 years in Peru, by
2.2 years in the Dominican Republic and
by 3.4 years in Mexico.

National averages tend to underesti-
mate the magnitude of recent change,
while a comparison of the educational at-
tainment among older and younger co-
horts provides a more meaningful indi-
cation. Contrasting the average schooling
of 40–44-year-old women with that of
20–24-year-olds reveals an even greater
improvement: Younger women received
approximately three more years of school-

share the same small family norm as ed-
ucated women, but they are less success-
ful at implementing it.

In contrast with the observed affinity in
fertility preferences, contraceptive prac-
tices vary widely according to education.13

Table 2 shows that the gap in contracep-
tive prevalence between the least and
most educated women ranges from ap-
proximately 20 percentage points in
Colombia and the Dominican Republic to
more than 40 percentage points in Bolivia,
Ecuador, Guatemala, Mexico and Peru. In
general, the lower the national level of
contraceptive prevalence, the larger the
gap in contraceptive behavior between
poorly and better educated women.

Exploring the Links
Indicators and Methods
Having established the inverse relation-
ship between education and fertility, the
next logical step is to inquire about the
channels through which this relationship
operates. In previous studies, most of the
attention was directed to the impact of ed-
ucation on reproductive behavior through
the proximate determinants of fertility,
particularly marriage timing, breastfeed-
ing duration and contraceptive use. More
subtle mechanisms of operation, such as
women’s expectations from family life,
spouse selection, patterns of conjugal in-
teraction, power relationships or women’s
sense of control over their body and des-
tiny, have often been overlooked.

One of the main reasons for this oversight
is that standard demographic surveys do
not collect such social and psychosocial data,
and qualitative data in general are scarce.
However, available survey information can
provide some insight into the changes that
education triggers in women’s lives. Specif-
ically, the DHS data include several indica-
tors of the three broad categories of educa-
tional assets that we outlined earlier:
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ing than older cohorts in each country ex-
cept for Guatemala and Brazil, where gen-
erational gains are closer to two years.

Similarly, comparing the literacy status
of 40–44-year-old women with that of
15–19-year-olds reveals that, with the ex-
ceptions of El Salvador and Guatemala,
the remaining seven countries have been
successful in nearly eradicating female il-
literacy: Over 90% of young women are
literate and attend school for at least six
years (the usual duration of primary
school). In Guatemala, however, more
than one-quarter of young women still
lack literacy skills, and in El Salvador,
roughly one-seventh cannot read or write.

The Relationship
According to earlier comparative studies,
Latin America stands out as the region
where the education-fertility relationship
is strongest.11 Data in Table 2 confirm wide
fertility differentials among educational
groups. The gap in the total fertility rate
(TFR) between the most and least educat-
ed women ranges from 3.2 children in the
Dominican Republic to 4.9 children in Peru.

These large fertility differentials reveal a
highly polarized society in which socially
distant groups follow very different repro-
ductive strategies.12 In fact, the lower and
upper classes in Latin America can be re-
garded as two subsocieties at different stages
of the fertility transition: Poorly educated
women have fertility levels typical of pre-
transitional societies, from six to seven chil-
dren, whereas better educated women have
family sizes analogous to those in the de-
veloped world, from two to three children.

The data on desired family size reveal
that preferences do not differ much by ed-
ucational attainment, once age and pari-
ty are taken into account. Fertility norms
are surprisingly homogeneous, with de-
sired family size varying by only one child
or less. Thus, poorly educated women

Table 1. Indicators of female educational attainment in Latin America, by country, 1985–1989

Country and Years of schooling (% distribution) Gross enrollment ratios* Mean years of schooling % literate
year of DHS 0 1–3 4–6 7–9 ≥10 Total Primary Secondary Survey Age-group Ages Ages

Male Female Male Female DHS WFS† 20–24 40–44
15–19 40–44

Bolivia (1989) 17.4 21.6 19.9 15.4 25.7 100.0 97 85 40 35 5.9 u 7.2 4.3 93.2 45.3
Brazil (1986) 7.4 22.3 31.6 16.0 22.6 100.0 101 97 31 36 5.9 u 6.6 4.4 93.2 78.4
Colombia (1986) 6.9 23.9 31.3 21.0 16.8 100.0 112 115 55 56 5.8 4.4 7.0 3.7 96.3 80.6
Dom. Rep. (1986) 5.9 20.9 24.7 21.0 27.6 100.0 124 129 44 57 6.8 4.6 8.2 4.5 91.7 71.6
Ecuador (1987) 7.8 14.8 32.7 16.1 28.6 100.0 118 116 55 57 7.1 5.7 8.3 5.4 95.5 73.9
El Salvador (1985) 21.3 24.6 24.6 13.4 16.0 100.0 77 81 27 30 4.8 u 5.9 2.9 86.5 61.2
Guatemala (1987) 41.7 24.1 19.6 6.2 8.4 100.0 77 65 50 17 3.9 u 3.7 2.1 72.5 45.5
Mexico (1987) 11.6 16.6 31.4 26.4 14.0 100.0 119 116 54 53 6.2 4.0 7.5 4.1 94.1 69.5
Peru (1986) 10.9 17.8 24.3 17.0 29.9 100.0 125 120 68 61 5.4 3.7 7.6 4.1 93.7 63.1

*Total enrollment of all ages divided by the population of the specific age-groups that correspond to the age-groups for primary and secondary schooling. †The WFS correspond to the following years:
Colombia, 1977; Dominican Republic, 1975; Ecuador, 1979; Mexico, 1976; and Peru, 1977–1978. Note: u=unavailable. Sources: For gross enrollment ratios: Unesco Statistical Yearbook, 1989, Paris,
1989; all other indicators: DHS and WFS individual recode files.

*Five of the countries examined have primary school en-
rollment ratios of more than 100, suggesting that some
children remain in the school system beyond the corre-
sponding ages for grade level. Such pupils reflect a pat-
tern of late entry into school or a high rate of repetition,
both signs of deficient quality in education. Latin Amer-
ica currently has grade repetition rates that are among
the highest in the world. (See: Economic Commission for
Latin America and the Caribbean, “The Impact of
Changes on Latin American and Caribbean Women: Ed-
ucation, Knowledge and Demographic Trends,” discus-
sion note prepared for the United Nations Expert Group
Meeting on Population and Women, Gaborone,
Botswana, June 22–26, 1992.)


