
The differences in the Educational Achievement of Indigenous Students in Guatemalan Primary Schools 

 

1 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



The differences in the Educational Achievement of Indigenous Students in Guatemalan Primary Schools 

 

2 
 

The views and opinions expressed in this document are those of the authors and do not 
necessarily represent the views of HDRI. The designations employed and the presentation of 
material throughout this review do not imply the expression of any opinion whatsoever on the 
part of HDRI concerning the legal status of any country, territory, city or area or its authorities, 
or concerning its frontiers or boundaries. 

 

This research article was coordinated and edited by Ludhiya Johnson, under the supervision of 
Director of Publications, Utsav Shah. The design of this article and its formatting were done by 
the Communications Team, led by Director Sophia Otoo.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

© HDRI 2019                                                  

All rights reserved 

Published in 2019 by the Human 

Development Research Initiative 

(HDRI) 

Cover Photo courtesy of: 

https://www.globalgiving.org/projects/h

elp-build-school-libraries-in-rural-

guatemala/reports/?pageNo=7 

 



The differences in the Educational Achievement of Indigenous Students in Guatemalan Primary Schools 

 

3 
 

Abstract 

This paper analyses the differences in the academic achievement of indigenous and 
nonindigenous children that attend primary schools in Guatemala. A decomposition procedure 
suggests that a relatively small portion of the academic achievement gap is explained by the 
differences in the socioeconomic status of indigenous and nonindigenous families. School 
attributes such as monolingual education, coverage, teacher supply gap, lack of resources and 
school quality play an important role in explaining the academic achievement gap. Furthermore, 
throughout this paper, we will be exploring the importance of bilingual education in tackling 
language barriers in Guatemala. We conclude by suggesting a few recommendations to the 
Guatemalan government, to build an accessible inclusive education for all children. This shall 
also help Guatemala in achieving its goal of reunifying itself into one rich and diverse country 
where ethnical differences are perceived as an asset instead of a burden.  
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Introduction  
Today, education remains an inaccessible right for millions of children and young adults 

around the world. Indigenous peoples are among the most affected and disadvantaged. 
Despite the ratification of several international accords that state universal rights to education, 
including the UN Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples1 and the International Labour 
Organization (ILO) Convention Number 1692, a higher education gap between indigenous 
communities and the rest of the population remains a critical issue worldwide. This reality has 
had an even greater impact in low-income countries, where high poverty and inequality rates 
as well as strong social and cultural fragmentation remain the norm3. Thus, to better understand 
this situation, this paper will focus on the case of Guatemala, a country known for its 
multiethnicity. 

Guatemala, officially known as the Republic of Guatemala, is a country in Central 
America with an estimated population of 17 million4. The country has faced chronic instability 
and protracted civil strife. After the 1966 signing of the Peace Accords, Guatemala has 
witnessed some economic growth and stable government. In spite of this, the country remains 
heavily polarized, especially between its indigenous and its non-indigenous populations. A 
growing literature describes the severe and intertwined deficits that confront all 
Guatemalans—but especially indigenous groups—in multiple indicators of human 
development.  In fact, a closer look at the data reveals a deep ongoing disparity between the 
educational attainment and available opportunities for Mayan communities (which represent 
the indigenous groups) as compared to “ladino” populations (which refer to the mestizo or 
"hispanized" populations in Central America). As a consequence, poor or no education and the 
lack of skill development materializes into lower labor market opportunities for the indigenous 
populations.  

Through this paper, we shall assess the multiple challenges indigenous children 
encounter while entering a “one size fits all” school system as well as explain the importance 
of promoting inclusive education in our societies. For the remainder of the paper, the term 
indigenous will refer to “people in independent countries who are regarded as indigenous on 
account of their descent from the populations which inhabited the country, or geographical 
region to which the country belongs, at the time of conquest or colonization or the 
establishment of present state boundaries and who irrespective of their legal status, retain 
some or all of their own social, economic, cultural and political institutions”.5 

 
1 United Nations, “UN Declaration on the Rights of indigenous Peoples (2007)”. Available at: 
https://www.un.org/development/desa/indigenouspeoples/wp-content/uploads/sites/19/2018/11/UNDRIP_E_web.pdf 
2 International Labor Organization, “ILO Convention Number 169 on the Rights of Indigenous and Tribal Peoples”, 1989.  
Available at: https://www.ilo.org/global/topics/indigenous-tribal/lang--en/index.htm 
3 Tedesco, J.C. “Igualdad de oportunidades y política educativa”. In Políticas educativas y calidad. Reflexiones del Seminario 
Internacional pp 21-31. Santiago de Chile: FundaciónFord, Universidad Alberto Hurtado, UNICEF, UNESCO, 2004. 
4 World Bank, “Population Total, Guatemala.”World Bank Data database. Accessed on January 17, 2020, 
https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SP.POP.TOTL?locations=GT 
5 International Labor Organization, ILO Convention Number 169 on the Rights of Indigenous and Tribal 

Peoples (1989). Accessed on January 20, 2020. Available at: https://www.ilo.org/global/topics/indigenous-

tribal/lang--en/index.htm 

https://www.un.org/development/desa/indigenouspeoples/wp-content/uploads/sites/19/2018/11/UNDRIP_E_web.pdf
https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SP.POP.TOTL?locations=GT
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Guatemala: a melting pot of identities 
1.1 Being indigenous in Guatemala: Structural Marginalization and Exclusion  
Guatemala is recognized as a multi-ethnic, multicultural and multilingual country by the 

UN Agreement on Identity and Rights of Indigenous Peoples (AIDPI)6 of 1995. Out of the total 
population, 43.6% are indigenous7 with 33% speaking an indigenous language8. The 
indigenous groups mostly reside in the poor rural neighborhood. Although the country has 
witnessed a progressive economic growth post-conflict, reaching a GDP growth rate of 3.1% 
in 2018, Guatemala’s growing stability has not translated into bridging its income gap. Poverty 
and inequality have been persistently high, making indigenous peoples the most 
disadvantaged of all. Despite representing such a large part of the national population, being 
indigenous in Guatemala is accompanied by structural marginalization and exclusion from basic 
services and activities. As a result, indigenous Guatemalans live with limited and low-quality 
access to health care, education and other basic services which reinforces the poor living 
standards most indigenous populations live in.   

In essence, there are “two Guatemala’s”, one that is well-off and one which is poor, one 
urban and one rural, one Ladino and one indigenous. The large gap in the social and economic 
outcomes indirectly translates into a lower literacy rate. Currently, the level of youth literacy in 
Guatemala is at a level of 88% and is faring slightly better for urban Ladino students. Urban 
students, regardless of native background, have reached an average literacy rate of 95%. 
However, while Ladino students have reached a 96% literacy rate, urban indigenous students 
only have a literacy rate of 89%. This situation is even more evident in rural communities where 
the literacy rate is 81%, with Ladino students reaching a rate of 86% and indigenous students 
at a lower rate of 76%. Rural indigenous females have the lowest literacy rate, which stands at 
68%9. Hence, in Guatemala, the ethnicity factor is very important when analyzing the country’s 
educational system. In other words, to be indigenous in Guatemala is deeply associated with 
negative connotations: it means to remain poor, to be largely illiterate and to have no access to 
basic rights. 

1.2 Education system of Guatemala 
Guatemala has been following a monolingual and monocultural education system 

historically imposed by the “ladina” elite during the colonization era. Even after two decades 

 
6 United Nations, UN’s peacemaker. “Agreement on Identity and rights of Indigenous Peoples”. 1995. Available 

at: Accessed on January 20, 2020. 

https://peacemaker.un.org/sites/peacemaker.un.org/files/GT_950331_AgreementIdentityAndRightsOfIndigenou

sPeoples.pdf 
7 National Institute of Statistics (INE), Government of the Republic of Guatemala. “Census Survey 2018”. 

Guatemala, September 2019, (p.14). Accessed on January 20, 2020. Available at: 

https://www.censopoblacion.gt/archivos/Infografias.pdf 
8 Inter-American Development Bank (IDB), National Statistics Institute (Guatemala), World Bank. Guatemala 
Living Standards Measurement Survey 2000. Washington DC, United States: World Bank 
9 Center of Economic and Social Rights (CESR). “Guatemala Factsheet: Visualizing Rights”. Guatemala, Vol. 

3, (p. 6), 2008. Accessed on January 20, 2020. 

https://www.cesr.org/sites/default/files/Guatemala_Fact_Sheet.pdf 
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after the formal end of the civil war, the long history of indigenous exclusion continues. There 
exist structural struggles for indigenous peoples to entitle the basic right of education. This 
accompanied with the scarce coverage of the schools and poor-quality teaching has resulted 
in the establishment of a non-inclusive educational system. Indigenous students across 
Guatemala start schooling about 0.5 years later than ladino students10. Already with 
disadvantaged backgrounds, indigenous students attend schools with fewer resources and 
perform worse on exams than non-indigenous students across Guatemala11. Other factors 
such as discrimination from the non-indigenous group’s kids, and ethnic discrimination fuel the 
absenteeism denying the opportunities of a good future. Thus, Guatemala presents great 
challenges for its educational system, making it imperative for the government to address the 
country’s socio-demographic diversity.  
 
The challenges of attainment of education by the indigenous groups in Guatemala: a 
long-lasting fight.  

2.1 Educational policies  
Guatemala has witnessed multiple government structures with each having an impact 

on its education system. Under Jorge Ubico’s (Guatemalan dictator) leadership, schools were 
closed, freedom of instruction was limited, teachers were persecuted, and the military-
controlled education.  However, in 1944 when Ubico was overthrown by a pro-democratic 
military coup, a new educational era had begun which introduced literacy law and emphasized 
on learning and teaching of Spanish through indigenous dialects. This initiative is better known 
as the Bilingual Castilianization Program (1965). Even though the democratic coup emphasized 
on the role of education, enhancing the diversity of the Guatemalan population and building an 
inclusive education system was never a focus. Finally, in 1985 the educational system evolved 
from the “Castilianization” era to an educational system more concerned with inclusivity and 
biculturality, leading to the creation of the National Bilingual Education Program (PRONEBI), 
which aims to provide bilingual education for rural indigenous children in cooperation with the 
Ministry of Education. PRONEBI provided schools with adequate resources, such as bilingual 
textbooks and trained bilingual teachers. This accompanied by the Educational Reform Design 
of 1998 has now led to joint efforts to implement policies and strategies aimed at improving 
educational services for all. 
 

2.2 Access to quality education 
Post introduction of the bilingual schooling systems, much progress has been made in 

the provision of inclusive education. However, there exists a gap in the access and quality of 
education received by indigenous children in comparison to that of the “ladino” children. We 

 
10 Martha Hernandez, Harry Anthony et al, “Quality of Schooling and Quality of Schools for Indigenous 

Students in Guatemala, Mexico and Peru”, World Bank Policy Research Working Paper 3982, August 2006, 

https://doi.org/10.1596/1813-9450-3982 
11 Ibid 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hispanicization
https://doi.org/10.1596/1813-9450-3982
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shall analyze the performance of indigenous children across five key indicators of education 
and understand their challenges and differences in the attainment of education.  

● Social factors: financial status, parental schooling and ethnic discrimination  
Factors such as financial status, parents’ education and ethnicity can explain the 

attainment of education by a child. This situation can be summarized in one simple phrase: “a 
Ladino boy living in an urban area who has no other occupation but study and whose parents 
have 12 years of schooling and do not belong to the poorest quintile has a 97% chance of being 
in school. A girl in a rural area who works and belongs to an ethnic group, and whose parents 
are illiterate and belong to the poorest 20% of the income distribution, has just a 22% chance 
of being in the school system.12” 

As highlighted above, the income inequality indigenous populations face forces children 
from low-income households to work in order to contribute to the welfare of their households. 
While two-thirds of non-indigenous children aged 10–12 years are enrolled in primary school, 
only about half of the indigenous children aged 10–12 years are enrolled.13  This can be linked 
to the environment at home, indigenous children have poor living standards because they come 
from a humble household and have parents with less or no schooling and lower incomes. This 
confluence of factors reduces their educational attainment, which in turn may mark them as the 
poor parents of tomorrow.  

Another major barrier an indigenous child face is ethnicity. Too often, education systems 
are not welcoming or inclusive to indigenous peoples’ diverse cultures: when indigenous school 
children are introduced to the national discourse at the expense of their native discourse, they 
are in danger of losing part of their identity, their connection with their parents and 
predecessors while not fully becoming a part of the dominant national society. 

● School Enrolment, Attendance and Attrition 
Among children aged 7–16, 77% of nonindigenous children attend school as compared 

to 63% of indigenous children14. Even though the enrolment rates seem higher and the gap 
between indigenous and nonindigenous children is not huge. It needs to point out that there is 
a difference between enrolment and actual attendance. Enrolment refers to pupils being 
registered in a given educational facility, whereas attendance requires their actual physical 
presence in class. Although enrolment rates for primary school are generally on the rise, 
attendance is low with indigenous children marking absence. Conversely, dropout rates (i.e. the 

 
12 Porta, Emilio and José R. Laguna. “Inequidad de la educación en Guatemala”. Academy for Educational 

Development. Guatemala City, Guatemala, 2007. 
13 Harry A. Patrinos, Eduardo Velez. Costs and benefits of bilingual education in Guatemala: A partial analysis. 

Human capital development and operations policy working papers; no. HCD 74. Washington, DC, World Bank, 

1996. Available at:  http://documents.worldbank.org/curated/en/963701468771062355/Costs-and-benefits-of-

bilingual-education-in-Guatemala-a-partial-analysis 
14 Patrick J. McEwan, Marisol Trowbridge. The achievement of indigenous students in Guatemalan primary 

schools. Department of Economics, Wellesley College, Massachusetts, 2007. Accessed on January 20, 2020. 

Available at: http://academics.wellesley.edu/Economics/mcewan/PDF/guatemala.pdf 
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proportion of pupils who enrol and do not complete their education), are significantly high 
among indigenous populations. 

The indigenous children do not attend school due to financial limitations. Additionally, 
in most cases, the schools in these predominantly indigenous and rural communities only offer 
access to primary education, with minimal coverage for the secondary level. This means that in 
order to continue with their education, indigenous children must enroll in urban schools, where 
schools are more developed. The high costs of urban schools lead to an early dropout of these 
children from primary education as well. 

 
• Institutional factors: Teacher Supply gap and lack of infrastructure 

Access to schools is limited for indigenous communities, especially because in many 
cases, the areas and regions where they live do not have the efficient infrastructure and well-
trained teachers to attend to the specific needs of students. There exists a lack of supply of 
bilingual teachers and educational material. Out of the total teachers (78272) trained at the 
national level, only 23% (18072) are indigenous, and only 7.6% (5976) have been trained as 
bilingual and inter-cultural education teachers. 15 The situation is further exacerbated by the 
fact that out of the few trained teachers, only a small percentage of them are willing to teach in 
rural areas.  The poor infrastructure and inadequate facilities at the rural schools are other 
reasons for absenteeism in schools. 
 

● School quality  
Indigenous children attend primary schools of lower quality. Rates of age–grade 

distortion are higher among indigenous children in Guatemala, which means that many 
indigenous children are older than expected for their grade16. This reflects both delayed 
enrolment by indigenous students as well as grade repetition. The education imparted at the 
schools is not customized to the indigenous students’ needs. The non-inclusive teaching 
learning methodology and non-attainment of learning outcomes are probable reasons for 
relatively higher-grade repetition. Summarizing evidence from a 2002 survey of Guatemalan 
schools17, indigenous children are less likely to have access to textbooks, teachers have fewer 
years of experience and students are more likely to attend a multi-grade classroom. 
Furthermore, these low levels of education are also reflected in the high illiteracy rates amongst 
indigenous people.  

 
 

 
15 Linda King, Sabine Schielmann, “The Challenge of Indigenous Education: practice and perspectives”. 

UNESCO, (p.124), 2004.  
16 Patrinos, H.A., Psacharopoulos, G. “Socioeconomic and ethnic determinants of age-grade distortion”. The 

World Bank, Washington, DC, 1999.  
17 Martha Hernandez-Zavala, Patrinos, Sakellariou, Shapiro (2006). Quality of Schooling and Quality of Schools 

for Indigenous Students in Guatemala, Mexico, and Peru, World Bank Group, Washington DC. Available at: 

https://doi.org/10.1596/1813-9450-3982.  

https://doi.org/10.1596/1813-9450-3982
https://doi.org/10.1596/1813-9450-3982


The differences in the Educational Achievement of Indigenous Students in Guatemalan Primary Schools 

 

9 
 

● Bilingual schooling  
  The indigenous children are marginalized by an educational system that is not 
necessarily prepared for their needs.  Indigenous children who don’t speak Spanish are not able 
to cope with the school curriculum because of the language barrier in a monolingual school.  
Bilingual education has recently been introduced; however, it is far from being universal in 
Guatemala. Nationally, only 33% of indigenous children receive bilingual instruction, and these 
efforts remained scattered and dominated in rural areas. Studies undertaken to infer the impact 
of bilingual schooling on student achievement in comparison to those attending monolingual 
comparison schools18 indicate that students attending bilingual schools score marginally higher 
than those that don’t.  Additionally, the lack of teaching materials and guides in bilingual 
languages makes access to education difficult for the indigenous groups. 
 
 Recommendations  

Despite the major efforts by government-led entities to build up an inclusive educational 
system in Guatemala which encompasses the ethnic diversity of the national population, many 
challenges remain for Guatemala to universalize the bilingual and bicultural education system. 
This is fundamental since education is the means for preventing the intergenerational 
transmission of inequality and poverty in Guatemala. Based on our literature review, we 
suggest the following recommendations to build an inclusive educational system. 
 

• Teacher training and capacity building 
First and foremost, teachers should be trained for intercultural bilingual education. They 
should also be given incentives to work in rural areas where they are most needed. By 
building these capacities, Guatemala could expand the school coverage offered by 
Intercultural Bilingual Education schools at the national level, making the Guatemalan 
educational system more inclusive and efficiently fighting the language barrier. Provide 
pre-service and in-service teachers continuous training to ensure that teachers can 
engage in effective pedagogy, be culturally competent, have subject-matter knowledge. 

 
• Awareness campaigns 

For indigenous people to fully integrate into society, it is crucial to eradicate the negative 
connotations surrounding their ethnicity. Awareness campaigns to be targeted 
especially amongst the urban non-indigenous groups to educate them about the 
diversity and cultural heritage of indigenous groups and the importance of the use of 
mother tongue language-based instruction in schools order to fight social alienation and 
discrimination within the Guatemalan society.  

 

 
18 Enge, K., Chesterfield, R. “Bilingual education and student performance in Guatemala”. International Journal 

of Educational Development, 1996.  
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• Leveraging parents’ involvement 
Promote policies that position parents (and other family members) as “first teachers” in 
the families. Parents Teacher Associations and similar committees to be established to 
encourage parents and community involvement in the education of their children. This 
shall also increase the accountability of educational systems.  

 
• Effective monitoring 

Develop monitoring & evaluation systems to collect data and monitor the attainment of 
learning levels of children. Studies to be conducted to showcase evidence of cost-
effectiveness: government leaders need to be informed on the importance of the mother 
tongue-based bi/multilingual education programs and its future benefit to the economy. 

 
• Funding and International Cooperation 

 The current state of education in Guatemala is underfunded with low coverage of 
schools, poor infrastructure and shortage of teachers. The government spends less than 
2% of its GDP on education.19 Hence, funding and support from International 
Organisations and donor agencies with benchmarked educational goals can aid in 
improving the education scenario. Efforts such as teaching fellowships targeted at 
improving the indigenous children’s education shall aid in making them at par with the 
regular children.  

   

 

19 Alan Ian Gershberg, Ben Meade, Sven Anderson, “Providing better education services to the poor: 

Accountability and context in the case of Guatemalan decentralization, International Journal of Educational 

Development, Volume 29, Issue 3, May 2019, pp 187-200, https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijedudev.2008.08.002  

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijedudev.2008.08.002
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