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Introduction
El Salvador, a nation rich in history and vibrant culture, stands at a critical juncture in
its educational development. For too long, comprehensive and accessible information
on its educational system has been fragmented, making it challenging for
policymakers, educators, researchers, and interested citizens alike to grasp the full
scope of its achievements, challenges, and future potential. This book, "Education In El
Salvador: A Comprehensive Overview from Early Childhood to Higher Education," aims
to bridge that gap, offering an in-depth exploration of the Salvadoran educational
landscape from its foundational stages to its most advanced institutions.

This volume embarks on a journey through the multifaceted layers of education in El
Salvador, seeking to illuminate the intricate interplay of historical legacies, policy
frameworks, socioeconomic factors, and the tireless efforts of countless individuals
dedicated to fostering learning and growth. We will delve into the evolution of
education in the country, tracing its trajectory from colonial influences and post-
independence struggles to the significant reforms and innovations of the present day.
By examining the structure and governance of the system, we aim to provide readers
with a clear understanding of how education is organized and administered across the
nation.

Our exploration begins with the crucial early years, investigating the availability and
impact of early childhood education programs that lay the groundwork for future
learning. We then progress through primary and secondary education, scrutinizing
curricula, pedagogical approaches, and the persistent challenges that often impede
equitable access and quality outcomes for all students. A dedicated focus will be
placed on technical and vocational education and training (TVET), recognizing its vital
role in developing a skilled workforce and fostering economic advancement. The
landscape of higher education, encompassing universities and specialized institutes,
will also be thoroughly examined, highlighting its contributions to research,
innovation, and professional development while addressing issues such as access,
quality, and the phenomenon of brain drain.

Beyond structural analysis, this book will critically engage with the broader ecosystem
surrounding education. We will explore the pivotal role of teacher training and
professional development, recognizing that the quality of an education system is
inextricably linked to the capabilities and dedication of its educators. Crucially, we will
dissect educational policies and reforms, analyzing their intended impacts and actual
outcomes, and scrutinizing the complex dynamics of funding and investment in
education. Issues of access, equity, and the persistent disparities between rural and
urban educational opportunities will be brought to the forefront, alongside the specific
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provisions and challenges concerning education for special needs students.

Ultimately, this book aspires to be more than just a descriptive account; it seeks to
foster a deeper understanding of the transformative power of education in El Salvador.
We will examine the influence of technology, the complexities of bilingual education
and indigenous languages, and the ongoing efforts to address challenges in
educational quality and assessment. By exploring the profound impact of
socioeconomic factors on educational attainment, the role of international
cooperation, and the unique considerations of education in post-conflict El Salvador,
we aim to offer a holistic perspective. This comprehensive overview will conclude by
looking towards the future, presenting innovative practices, case studies of success,
and concrete recommendations for navigating the evolving landscape of education in
El Salvador and realizing its full potential for generations to come.
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CHAPTER ONE: Historical Context of Education in El
Salvador
The narrative of education in El Salvador is a rich tapestry woven through centuries,
reflecting the nation's tumultuous journey from pre-Colonial indigenous societies to a
modern state. Understanding this historical arc is crucial for appreciating the current
landscape of the Salvadoran educational system, its enduring strengths, and the
persistent challenges it faces. Education, in its various forms, has always been
inextricably linked to the socio-political and economic currents of the time, serving as
both a tool for maintaining existing power structures and a catalyst for change.

Long before the arrival of European colonizers, indigenous communities in the region
that would become El Salvador possessed their own sophisticated forms of knowledge
transmission. While formal schooling as we understand it today was absent, children
learned practical skills, cultural traditions, spiritual beliefs, and community governance
through observation, apprenticeship, and oral histories. These educational practices
were deeply embedded within the fabric of daily life, ensuring the survival and
continuity of their societies. The content of this traditional learning was intrinsically
linked to their environment and worldview, fostering a profound respect for nature and
a communal approach to existence.

The Colonial Era: Imposing a New Order

With the Spanish conquest in the early 16th century, a new educational paradigm was
forcibly introduced. The primary aim of colonial education was to evangelize the
indigenous population and solidify Spanish control. The first school in El Salvador was
established in 1548 by Lic. Francisco Marroquín, marking the official beginning of a
European-style educational system. Initially, schools were exclusively for Spanish
children, while indigenous instruction was limited to learning Catholicism in their
native languages. This system clearly delineated social hierarchies, with education
serving as a marker of privilege and a means of cultural assimilation.

Convent schools played a significant role during this period, though the convents in
the Provincia de San Salvador were more modest compared to those in Guatemala.
These institutions not only educated Spanish boys but also, for the first time, provided
instruction in reading and writing for some privileged women, albeit with an emphasis
on Christian precepts. The education of males was consistently prioritized, with female
instruction often considered less important, even dangerous. This stark gender
disparity laid a long-lasting foundation for inequalities in access to education, a theme
that would echo through subsequent centuries.
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Despite these efforts, the reach of colonial education remained limited, primarily
concentrated in urban centers and accessible only to a select few. The vast majority of
the population, particularly in rural areas, remained largely uneducated in the
European sense. This early period established a pattern of educational provision that
was characterized by exclusivity, a focus on religious indoctrination, and a curriculum
designed to serve the interests of the colonial power rather than the diverse needs of
the populace. The rich oral traditions and historical narratives of the indigenous
people, often collected by the friars, unfortunately disappeared due to events such as
fires or earthquakes, highlighting the loss of indigenous knowledge systems during
this era.

Post-Independence and the 19th Century: Seeds of a National
System

El Salvador gained independence from Spain on September 15, 1821, and by 1841, it
had adopted a constitution as a sovereign nation. The 19th century was a period of
significant political instability, marked by turbulence and frequent presidential
changes, which naturally impacted the nascent educational system. Despite the
tumultuous environment, this era saw the establishment of the government's
responsibility for education, and the first attempt at educational reform was made in
1832. However, the implementation of widespread public education remained a
formidable challenge.

The concept of a national school system began to take shape during the late 19th
century, with efforts to centralize educational administration. By the end of the
century, however, there were only three official high schools in the entire country.
Secondary education was largely the domain of college-bound upper-class students,
with a curriculum heavily emphasizing subjects like French, due to its use in many
university texts. This suggests that secondary schooling primarily served as a
preparatory step for university education, a path largely inaccessible to the majority.

Teacher training also emerged as a critical concern during this period. The Salvadoran
school system suffered from an undersupply of trained teachers due to limited
budgets for opening schools and ineffective planning. The first school for women
teachers opened in 1875, a liberal initiative that provided an early opportunity for
women to enter the workforce. These developments, while modest, represented a
gradual shift towards a more structured and publicly accessible educational
framework, even if significant disparities in access and quality persisted, particularly
between urban and rural areas.

The 20th Century: Expansion, Reform, and Conflict

The 20th century brought significant, albeit uneven, expansion and reform to El
Salvador's educational system. Public education became a higher priority for
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government spending than healthcare, and this focus was reflected in increased
school attendance and literacy rates. A notable period of growth occurred in the
1960s, characterized by an ambitious program of school construction. Literacy rates
officially increased from 26.2% in 1930 to 59.7% in 1971, reaching nearly 69% by
1980 for those aged ten and older.

The mid-20th century witnessed further attempts at comprehensive educational
reform. Reforms in 1940 and 1968, for instance, divided education into cycles and
levels, and introduced curricula and educational television. The 1968 Educational
Reform, championed by Minister of Education Walter Beneke, was particularly
groundbreaking. It introduced televised instruction, allowing students across the
country to receive the same curriculum. This initiative aimed to standardize and
broaden access to quality instruction, and early results showed increased student
skills in analysis, synthesis, and evaluation. Despite initial teacher enthusiasm waning,
student aspirations for higher education grew, indicating the reform's positive impact.

However, the educational landscape remained deeply marked by inequality. A
significant rural-urban dichotomy persisted, with urban areas, especially San Salvador,
benefiting disproportionately from educational advancements. In 1980, for example,
40% of the rural population over age ten was illiterate, compared to 25% of urban
dwellers. Rural areas suffered from a severe shortage of teachers and schools, with
only 15% of the nation's teachers serving rural areas, despite 64% of primary schools
being located there. Many rural primary schools offered education only below the fifth
grade, and rural students faced high attrition rates as they often left school early to
work. Landowners sometimes resisted efforts to educate the rural population, fearing
that better-educated workers would demand higher wages and organize for reforms.

The late 1970s and 1980s plunged El Salvador into a brutal civil war, a conflict that
profoundly disrupted all aspects of society, including education. The war, which
claimed over 75,000 lives, had a devastating impact on the mental health of children
exposed to violence. Hundreds of schools were shut down, and in some areas,
students and teachers feared attending school due to insecurity. Schools, particularly
in the countryside, sustained damage from fighting. During this dark period, a
remarkable grassroots movement known as "popular education" emerged in FMLN-
controlled zones.

Popular education, occurring from 1980 to 1992, was both a political and educational
process, emphasizing literacy and political awareness. Professional teachers,
professors, and union organizers trained hundreds of popular educators, many of
whom had no more than a sixth-grade education themselves. These educators taught
the poor and oppressed in rural communities and guerrilla camps, often in abandoned
buildings or under mango trees, with scarce resources. They employed the generative
method of Paulo Freire, using students' existing knowledge to build literacy and foster
critical thinking about their country's history. This initiative not only provided
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education but also strengthened commitment to resisting the repressive government
and helped communities organize for food distribution and other local efforts.

Post-Civil War Era: Reconstruction and Modernization

The signing of the UN-mediated peace accords in 1992 brought an end to the civil war
and ushered in a new era for El Salvador, with education designated as a major
element of societal change. The post-conflict period focused on reconstruction and
significant educational reforms aimed at alleviating poverty and the extreme wealth
disparities that had fueled the war. An education sector assessment in 1993-1994,
funded by USAID, led to a follow-up policy analysis and ultimately, a new higher
education law in 1996.

Since the end of the civil war, El Salvador has seen numerous improvements in
education through the implementation of new legislation and policies focused on
protecting children's rights and promoting quality, inclusive education. Evidence of
these advancements includes increased preschool coverage, improved literacy rates,
expanded teacher training options, and significant investment in school infrastructure.
The EDUCO (Educación con Participación de la Comunidad) program, a community self-
managed education initiative, was a key component of post-conflict reconstruction.
This initiative aimed to address basic deficiencies in the pre-conflict system and
brought together elements of civil society, contributing to the sustainability of the
peace process.

Despite these positive developments, challenges persist. While access to education
has expanded, enrollment rates have sometimes been discouragingly low, particularly
at the primary level, due in part to gang recruitment and violence. Poverty also
continues to be a significant barrier, especially for secondary education. In 2013, while
elementary school enrollment was around 91%, secondary school attendance dropped
to 50-60%. The cost of uniforms and supplies, even for free secondary education, can
be prohibitive for many families, and rural students often lack transportation to school.
Child labor remains a concern, with many children leaving school to help their families
financially.

More recently, the COVID-19 pandemic has further impacted educational coverage
and exacerbated existing inequalities. Student performance in core subjects like
languages and math has declined significantly in the later years of secondary
education. However, the government has continued to focus on educational
improvements, with spending on education showing an upward trend since 2020. The
literacy rate for those over 10 years old reached 90% in 2021, a testament to ongoing
efforts. The historical journey of education in El Salvador demonstrates a continuous
struggle to overcome adversity, expand access, and improve quality, a struggle that
continues to shape its present and future.
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