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The Quest for Educational Equity  
in Mexico

Fernando M. Reimers

I examine the dynamics of implementing at-scale reforms to provide meaningful 
educational opportunities to disadvantaged students in Mexico. To effectively re-
duce social inequality and exclusion, education policies need a mix of system-wide 
and targeted efforts that are implemented at scale and sustained long enough to be-
come institutionalized. The resiliency of those policies requires an elusive balance 
between system-wide and targeted efforts, alignment between federal and state ini-
tiatives, and supportive politics. However, the politics of implementing system-wide 
reforms are more contentious than those involving targeted efforts because they dis-
rupt entrenched interests, making such efforts harder to sustain. Targeted policies, 
while easier to implement, reinforce the segregation of students into different educa-
tional tracks of varying quality. 

The Mexican public education system has, since it was created a century 
ago, advanced policies that challenge high levels of inequality and poverty.  
Such efforts became more salient as Mexico joined the North American  

Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) in 1994 and after the democratic transition that 
took place in 2000. These forces shaped policies with inclusive intent over remark-
ably long periods, even as some administrations made modifications to these poli-
cy initiatives and claimed them as their own. While considerable financial resourc-
es were devoted to these policies, implementation was deficient because of the 
challenges of simultaneously meeting three essential conditions: 1) complemen-
tarity and coherence between system-wide and targeted programs, 2) alignment 
between federal and state priorities and sufficient levels of capacity across states 
and localities to support the demands of those policies, and 3) supportive politics. 
The results of these equity-oriented policies fell short of the aspirations of the re-
formers, and they were insufficient to transform the structure of economic and so-
cial opportunity in Mexico. 

The economic transformation resulting from the greater integration of Mexi-
co into the global economy, beginning in the mid-1990s with the incorporation of 
Mexico into NAFTA and followed by the political transition toward more compet-
itive politics in 2000, incentivized policy elites to prioritize education. Education-
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al development had stagnated in Mexico because of the debt crisis of the 1980s 
and the consequent economic adjustment and contraction in education spending. 
As Mexico joined NAFTA, President Salinas de Gortari and then President Ernes-
to Zedillo made education a higher priority in the national agenda.1 Their educa-
tion reforms and others that followed over successive administrations incorporat-
ed the goal of advancing educational opportunity for children from marginalized 
backgrounds, most notably by expanding the duration of compulsory education 
from six to twelve years, plus three years of preschool, which improved education 
quality and provided assistance for poor families. 

While a series of multiparty agreements supported these reforms, the capture of 
significant elements of educational governance by the Mexican teachers’ union (in 
particular, teacher selection, preparation, and career advancement), the use of pro-
grams to advance partisan goals, the lack of alignment between federal and state 
authorities when led by opposing political parties, and different levels of institu-
tional capacity across states shaped their implementation. After providing a brief 
historical and institutional context, I examine some of the education policies and 
programs spanning more than three decades and six presidential administrations. 

Mexico is the tenth most populous country in the world, with 42 percent 
of the population under the age of twenty-five.2 Given this demographic 
structure, schools and higher education institutions can shape individ-

ual opportunity and social institutions in very short order. While the law that es-
tablished primary education as free and compulsory in Mexico was passed as early 
as 1888, the Mexican revolution of 1910 provided the impetus for the expansion of 
education. It enshrined the right in article 3 of the constitution of 1917 and commit-
ted significant federal spending to education upon the creation of the Ministry of 
Education in 1921, with the aim of centralizing and coordinating efforts to advance 
education.3 The strong role of the executive branch of government in educational 
governance and finance made education a very appealing instrument to serve par-
tisan politics. For instance, the national teachers’ union, the Sindicato Nacional de 
Trabajadores de la Educación, was created in 1943 by the Partido Revolucionario 
Institucional (PRI), the ruling party in Mexico for seventy-one years, from the par-
ty’s founding in 1929 until the turn of the twenty-first century. The teachers’ union 
has exerted extraordinary control in educational governance, controlling teacher 
appointments, teacher education, and paths for career advancement, among oth-
er elements. In exchange, for seven decades, the union played an important role in 
mobilizing electors during election seasons and in guarding polling stations and 
counting the votes, helping to assure the political hegemony of the PRI. 

The first secretary of education of Mexico, José Vasconcelos spearheaded efforts 
to expand access to primary education, public libraries, and literacy. In 1936, Presi-
dent Lázaro Cárdenas established the Department of Indigenous Affairs, which cre-



208 Dædalus, the Journal of the American Academy of Arts & Sciences

The Quest for Educational Equity in Mexico

ated the first schools for Indigenous children in rural areas. Building on this work, 
the Ministry of Education developed a specialized strand of schools, called “Indig-
enous schools,” tasked with the complex goal of educating Indigenous students in 
rural areas. In 1946, Congress amended the constitution, making six years of edu-
cation compulsory and free; and in 1959, following a reform to the General Law of 
Education in 1957, the Ministry of Education established a national program of free 
school textbooks, which spurred the development of a new set of textbooks, aligned 
to the national curriculum, to be distributed to all students in primary schools.4 In 
1971, President Luis Echeverria established the National Council of Educational De-
velopment (CONAFE), an autonomous agency tasked with the expansion of access 
to education in rural and marginalized regions of Mexico, mostly small communi-
ties that lacked rural or Indigenous schools. Indigenous schools, the national text-
books, and these various programs continue to this day. 

During the 1980s, because of the government’s structural-adjustment pro-
grams to face the debt crisis, education spending receded, slowing down efforts 
to advance educational equity. But beginning in the 1990s, successive policies ex-
panded the duration of compulsory schooling: from six to nine years in 1992, add-
ing three years of preschool in 2002, and from nine to twelve years in 2012. 

The enduring focus of these policy initiatives on equity has gradually advanced 
educational opportunity in Mexico. Since its creation, the Mexican education sys-
tem has pursued efforts to include marginalized students through a mix of system- 
wide policies designed to serve all students in making the system more inclusive, such 
as expanding enrollments and providing textbooks, as well as targeted policies and  
programs, such as the creation of a directorate of Indigenous schools, the community- 
based schools sponsored by CONAFE, the full-day schools, the polytechnical uni-
versities, and the intercultural universities. 

Today, Mexico relies on a complex set of educational institutions to educate 
a large student population. At the precollegiate level, as of 2021–2022, the edu-
cation system includes 34,413,485 students, of which, 29,461,792 are in public in-
stitutions; 24,113,780 students are enrolled in basic education, 4,861,091 in upper- 
secondary education, and 4,004,680 in tertiary education.5 These students are 
taught by 1.2 million teachers in 225,000 institutions. The education system is or-
ganized in three levels: basic education (comprising three years of preschool, six 
years of primary school, and three years of lower-secondary education), upper- 
secondary education, and tertiary education. Basic education and upper-secondary  
education are compulsory and free, as mandated by the constitution, although 
there are no enforcement mechanisms compelling parents to send their children 
to school or to force students to attend. 

At the basic-education level, there are three different types of schools: general 
schools (in urban and rural areas), Indigenous schools (run by the directorate of 
Indigenous education, not by Indigenous communities), and community schools 
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(operated by CONAFE). Twenty-one thousand Indigenous schools enroll eight 
hundred thousand students, out of an estimated 1.2 million Indigenous students, 
who also attend general schools. Indigenous groups in Mexico speak sixty-eight 
different languages, some of which are used for instruction in Indigenous schools. 
In those schools, there is no dual bilingual education (in which students would 
learn all subjects in both languages). At best, Indigenous languages are taught as a 
subject for three hours a week; but because many of the teachers assigned to those 
schools are unable to speak Indigenous languages, they typically don’t even do 
that. The poor training of teachers in Indigenous schools and nonexistent coor-
dinated bilingual education contribute to the low educational outcomes of those 
schools. A large percentage of Indigenous students attends either regular rural 
schools or urban schools, which offer no language support. One of the shortcom-
ings of these various subsystems of the Mexican education system has been the 
lack of flexibility to adjust to demographic flows, such as the large migration of 
Indigenous communities to urban areas.

Basic education is a shared responsibility of the thirty-two states and the fed-
eral government, and there are significant variations across states and local gov-
ernments in resources and capacity to fund and support educational initiatives. 
The federal government, which had full responsibility for schools until a consti-
tutional reform decentralized education services in 1992, supports states through 
a series of programs that transfer resources and set national education policy on 
issues such as curriculum, teacher appointment processes, and mandatory text-
books. Since state secretaries of education are appointed by state governors and 
the federal secretary of education is appointed by the president, there is greater 
alignment between state and federal policy when there is party affinity across the 
federal and state governments. 

Who is marginalized in Mexico? Social and economic exclusion in Mex-
ico is shaped by various intersecting dimensions of identity, among 
which social class is salient. Ethnicity and location of residence also 

play a role in social exclusion, and those living in small communities in rural ar-
eas in certain states–mostly in the south–are the most marginalized. Indigenous 
populations and those who are displaced in search of economic opportunity are 
also marginalized. Intersectionality across various dimensions aggravates mar-
ginalization: for instance, Indigenous groups who are poor and live in rural areas 
in the poorest states are more marginalized, and among them, women are margin-
alized further.

While the incidence of poverty has declined over the years, it has done so slow-
ly over the last decade, only to increase post outbreak of COVID-19. In 2016, 43.2 
percent of the population was considered poor; this figure declined to 41.9 per-
cent in 2018 and increased to 43.9 percent in 2020. Poverty incidence varies con-
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siderably by state, from over 60 percent in the southern states of Chiapas (75.5 
percent), Guerrero (66.4 percent), and Oaxaca (61.7 percent), to under 30 per-
cent in the central and northern states of Jalisco (31.4 percent), Nuevo Leon (24.3 
percent), Coahuila (25.6 percent), Chihuahua (25.3 percent), Baja California (22.5 
percent), and Baja California Sur (27.6 percent). Among OECD countries, Mexico 
has the third-highest level of income inequality, and while it declined during the 
1990s until the mid-2000s, it has since stagnated.6 

Nine out of ten Indigenous people, who represent 12 percent of the population, 
live in higher or very high marginalization, and eight out of ten live in poverty.7  
While 79 percent of the population lives in cities with more than one million peo-
ple, 21 percent lives in remote and small communities of less than 2,500; the geo-
graphic dispersion of this population makes it more difficult to implement effec-
tive programs.8

Educational reform was spearheaded by the integration of Mexico into 
NAFTA during the presidency of Carlos Salinas de Gortari (1988–1994). 
President Salinas launched a program that modernized basic education, 

reformed the curriculum, and established a new generation of school textbooks. 
The creation of technological and polytechnical universities complemented these 
system-wide reforms by offering preparation in technical fields linked with the 
economic needs of the various regions of Mexico. These universities, which still 
exist, have been aligned to the export-oriented industries most directly impact-
ed by NAFTA. The administration of President Enrique Peña Nieto (2012–2018) 
introduced dual programs of study that provided flexible pathways to continue 
higher education studies. Over 80 percent of the students served by these institu-
tions are first-generation college students. Other targeted programs begun during 
the Salinas administration included compensatory programs to support educa-
tion in the poorest southern states.

President Ernesto Zedillo (1994–2000), who had been secretary of education 
during the Salinas administration, continued these efforts, further emphasizing 
civic education and a review of the history curriculum. His administration en-
hanced efforts to evaluate the quality of education, joining the OECD Programme 
for International Student Assessment (PISA), which evaluates students’ knowl-
edge and skills. In 1997, Mexico launched PROGRESA, a program that provided 
economic incentives (cash transfers) to families, conditional on enrolling their 
children in school and following up with health checkups; the program lasted for 
nearly two decades until it was terminated in December 2018. The Zedillo admin-
istration also began a program to expand the duration of the school day. Much 
of the expansion in enrollments in the preceding decades had relied on using the 
same school building for multiple shifts of students, which shortened the dura-
tion of students’ school day to about four hours of instruction. The program of 
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full-day schools sought to increase learning time to about eight hours of instruc-
tion; it continued in the three subsequent presidential administrations, and its 
reach increased tenfold to more than twenty-five thousand schools during the 
Peña Nieto administration. An impact evaluation of the program found that it had 
significantly improved student learning while also reducing grade repetition and 
dropout rates, particularly for low-income students and for those in schools serv-
ing high percentages of low-income students.9 The program of full-day schools 
was discontinued, however, during the administration of President Andres Man-
uel Lopez Obrador.

The election of President Vicente Fox (2000–2006) in July of 2000 marked 
the first political transition of power to a party other than the PRI. President Fox 
maintained the priority of advancing transparency and accountability in educa-
tion and created an autonomous institute for educational evaluation, the National 
Institute for the Evaluation of Education. This institute coordinated several evalu-
ations of student knowledge and skills, including participation in PISA, and man-
dated that the reports of such studies be publicly available. The emphasis during 
Fox’s administration was on system-wide improvement of the quality of educa-
tion and expansion of access (including allocation of funding through school-
based management programs and the implementation of large-scale technology 
in education initiatives), along with the continuation of two targeted programs, 
the PROGRESA cash-transfer and CONAFE compensatory programs. During the 
Fox administration, a constitutional reform in 2002 decreed three years of pre-
school education compulsory, which considerably expanded access to preschool 
in the following years.

In its 2001 development plan, the government proposed that Indigenous edu-
cation should be approached as intercultural and bilingual education. Intercultur-
al universities were established (and continue) in some regions of the country, but 
overall, this recommendation has not been implemented beyond teaching Indig-
enous languages a few hours a week in Indigenous schools. 

During Felipe Calderón’s presidency (2006–2012), education remained a prior-
ity. System-wide initiatives to foster equity included a comprehensive curriculum 
reform and the expansion of access to high school. Targeted initiatives included the 
expansion of the conditional cash transfer program and the implementation of a  
national nursery school program to support female workers. Other efforts of system- 
wide improvement focused on strengthening the quality of education, enhancing 
learning environments and infrastructure in basic education, promoting the use of 
technology in education to support digital literacy, extending the use of education-
al assessment to increase accountability, and supporting bilingual education, espe-
cially the learning of English.

Calderón’s successor, President Peña Nieto pursued a series of structural re-
forms, including education. A constitutional amendment incorporated quality  



212 Dædalus, the Journal of the American Academy of Arts & Sciences

The Quest for Educational Equity in Mexico

education for all as a constitutional right, setting equity as a national priority, and 
led to system-wide initiatives as well as several targeted programs to support edu-
cational opportunities for marginalized students.10 Equity was identified as a core 
element of quality education in the general education law.11 

The range of Peña Nieto’s system-wide reforms included the redesign of the 
curriculum to foster twenty-first-century skills, values, and socioemotional de-
velopment. It also prioritized the improvement of learning environments, defin-
ing minimum norms for the operation of schools (so schools serving marginalized 
children would meet minimum conditions to support learning), expanding the 
program of full-time schools, and establishing a school-improvement service. It 
revamped teacher, principal, and supervisor career tracks, defining required com-
petencies and standards and outlining a career structure that included evaluation 
of competencies necessary to join and advance in the profession. It provided con-
stitutional autonomy to the National Institute for the Evaluation of Education and 
tasked it with the evaluation of both the system and teachers. Finally, the reform 
funded improvements to school infrastructure.12 Among the system-wide policies 
to advance inclusion were the expansion in enrollment in early-childhood care and 
education as well as upper-secondary education in 2012. The reform also expanded 
the number of schools offering a full school day of six to eight hours, beginning in 
2013, with the objective to eventually extend this modality to all students. 

Among the targeted programs to support inclusion were the conditional cash 
transfer programs, renamed as PROSPERA, and the CONAFE community school 
programs that offered scholarships to high school graduates who teach for at least 
a year to enroll in higher-education programs. The reforms also increased sup-
port to Indigenous schools, reaching about half of the twenty-one thousand In-
digenous schools in the country. Other targeted programs to support inclusion in-
cluded investments in infrastructure for the most dilapidated schools (Escuelas al 
CIEN) and dropout-prevention programs, including the Movement against School 
Dropout (Movimiento contra el Abandono Escolar), which provides information 
to students and families, participatory planning, and community outreach.

An assessment of the status of the right to education conducted at the end of 
the Peña Nieto administration by the National Council for the Evaluation of Social 
Policy, an autonomous public agency created to evaluate the impact of government 
programs, identified five priorities for advancement: 1) improve the physical infra-
structure of schools; 2) expand early-childhood education, increase the number of 
institutions of upper-secondary education, and promote access for and retention of 
students at risk; 3) reduce inequalities in access to education among different groups 
and equalize the quality of education across types of schools; 4) improve student 
learning; and 5) improve teachers’ initial education, their continuous profession-
al development, and the effectiveness of instructional practices.13 This assessment 
concluded that important progress had been achieved in the preceding five years, 
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especially in terms of access to education and creation of schools, while highlight-
ing the elusiveness of the constitutional mandate of ensuring an excellent educa-
tion with equity for all. In particular, the report concludes that the education system 
reproduces inequalities in tracking the most disadvantaged groups–Indigenous  
and migrant students, students learning at community centers, and students learn-
ing via tele-education–in separate education streams.14

The administration of President Lopez Obrador (2018–2024) discontinued 
some education reforms initiated by his predecessor, dismantling the process of 
teacher appointments and promotions based on assessments of knowledge and 
skills, and transforming the National Institute for the Evaluation of Education into 
a government agency without constitutional autonomy. The administration also 
diminished the emphasis on system-wide policies of inclusion in favor of target-
ed programs without a clear target population. Lopez Obrador’s administration 
launched seventeen “priority programs” to foster social inclusion, most of which 
were to be implemented by the Ministries of Agriculture and Rural Development, 
Education, and Welfare. An analysis of the seventeen programs by the National 
Council for the Evaluation of Social Policy concluded that only six of them clearly 
identified the results they sought to achieve and the target populations these pro-
grams were meant to serve.15 Three programs to be implemented by the Ministry 
of Education were the creation of one hundred new “Universities for Well-Being,” 
the Benito Juarez Universal Scholarship for Students of Upper- Secondary Educa-
tion, and Youth Writing Their Future. The goal of the Universities for Well-Being 
is to create one hundred institutions of higher education in communities where 
upper-secondary education is offered but there are no institutions of higher ed-
ucation nearby. The Benito Juarez scholarship program for students of upper- 
secondary education awards 875 pesos per month (approximately USD 51) to stu-
dents enrolled in this level. Youth Writing Their Future is another scholarship pro-
gram for students aged eighteen to twenty-nine, enabling them to continue their 
studies in higher education or technical training, consisting of 2,575 pesos per 
month (approximately USD 150).16

The various policies to support educational inclusion implemented over the 
past three-plus decades have produced several achievements–notably,  
the expansion in access to education and the extension of compulsory ed-

ucation–that have elevated the levels of educational attainment of the popula-
tion. On average, the Mexican population has ten years of schooling, an increase 
from 8.6 years of schooling in 2010.17 At the age of three, 39 percent of students are 
enrolled in preschool, 78 percent are enrolled in preschool at the age of four, and 
73 percent are enrolled at the age of five.18 Between the ages of six and eleven, 96 
percent of students are enrolled in school and 97 percent of students who begin 
primary school complete it.19 Between the ages of twelve and fifteen, 84 percent 
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of kids are enrolled in secondary education, and between ages sixteen and seven-
teen, 61 percent are enrolled in an upper-secondary school.20 

Even though these policies expand access, equity disparities remain, particu-
larly in access to upper-secondary education. In 2019, 64 percent of the Indigenous 
population between the ages of fifteen and seventeen were enrolled in school, 
compared with 76 percent among their non-Indigenous peers. Among those living 
in highly marginalized cities, 65 percent were enrolled, compared with 77 percent 
among those living in cities with low marginalization. Among school-age youths 
working more than twenty hours a week, only 29 percent were enrolled, com-
pared with 91 percent among students working less than twenty hours per week.21

Important challenges to equal educational opportunity remain. Results from 
the National Program for Learning Assessment (PLANEA) in language and math 
show that 40 percent of students have only a basic mastery of language and an-
other 34 percent are below this basic level; in math, 65 percent are below the ba-
sic level. For both subjects, most of the higher performing students attend pri-
vate schools.22 Students of Indigenous parents score systematically below non- 
Indigenous students, and this gap is twice as large in community centers. 

Results from PLANEA show systematic and large differences in students’ per-
formance by marginalization. At the end of lower-secondary school, students 
with an Indigenous background score lower on average than non-Indigenous 
classmates in math, and the proportion of students who are below the basic level 
on PLANEA is much higher in smaller and more marginalized localities (62 per-
cent compared with 34 percent in nonmarginalized areas).

Completion of upper-secondary education is highly inequitable. Non-Indigenous  
students are twice as likely to finish upper-secondary education as Indigenous stu-
dents.23 And students from wealthier backgrounds are three times more likely to 
finish upper-secondary education than their less privileged peers.24 Though this 
does represent an improvement since 2000, when wealthier students were five 
and a half times more likely to finish. 

The cross-national PISA survey of knowledge and skills administered by the 
OECD shows that the low levels of knowledge of fifteen-year-olds in Mexico have 
not improved since 2000, the first year of the assessment, although it should be 
noted that during this period, the percentage of fifteen-year-olds in secondary ed-
ucation increased from 50 percent in 2003 to 63 percent in 2018 and 64 percent 
in 2022.25 On average, students in Mexico score lower in the evaluation than stu-
dents in other OECD countries, though not significantly different from students 
in other Latin American countries participating in the assessment (such as Chile, 
Uruguay, Costa Rica, Brazil, Colombia, Peru, and Argentina). In 2018, 35 percent of 
the students in Mexico did not achieve a minimum level of proficiency in reading, 
math, and science. By 2022, this figure had increased to 38 percent. Those students 
are disproportionately poor. While socioeconomic background is significantly 
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related to student performance in the assessment, the gap between the most ad-
vantaged and least advantaged students is comparable to the gap for all countries 
in the OECD, and the gap has decreased in Mexico over the last two decades.26 
Student achievement levels dropped significantly during the COVID-19 pandem-
ic. Math scores declined fourteen points (or an effect size of about 0.14). Reading 
scores declined by five points, science scores by nine points. These declines were 
comparable to the OECD average declines of fifteen points in math, ten points in 
reading, and two points in science.27 The strength of the relationship between stu-
dent performance in math and socioeconomic background was lower in Mexico 
(10.4 percent) than both the United States (14 percent) and the OECD average (15.5 
percent). And the percentage of the most disadvantaged students attaining in the 
top 25 percent of scores was similar in Mexico (11.8 percent) to the United States 
(10.6 percent) and the OECD average (10.2 percent), indicating comparable lev-
els of education resiliency. The average gap in math between advantaged and dis-
advantaged students was lower in Mexico (fifty-eight points) than in the United 
States (one hundred and two points) or the average for the OECD (ninety-three 
points). It should be noted, however, that in Mexico, only 64 percent of fifteen-
year-olds are enrolled at the grade level at which PISA is administered, whereas 86 
percent are in the United States.28 

In Mexico, as in the rest of the world, the COVID-19 pandemic tested the resil-
iency of education systems to sustain educational opportunity in challenging con-
ditions. In-person instruction was suspended to contain the spread of the virus, 
and the federal government relied on a mix of online instructional resources and 
educational television to support education at home. The federal government’s 
strategy to support the continuity of learning during the pandemic, known as 
“learning at home,” included the production and broadcast of television and ra-
dio programs, the distribution of printed materials in regions with limited access 
to digital media, the distribution of digital resources via websites, and a national 
call center to support students, teachers, and parents.29

State and local government initiatives supplemented these efforts by launch-
ing radio education programs, prioritizing school attendance, and distributing 
education resources to vulnerable groups.30 The pandemic influenced educa-
tional opportunity through multiple channels, not just through the suspension 
of in-person instruction. Vulnerable families were more impacted, and this un-
dermined their ability to support the education of their children. A study of how 
teachers supported educational opportunity during the pandemic identified six 
challenges: 1) deficient quality of instructional materials deployed in the learning- 
from-home system, 2) lack of access to reliable technology, 3) deficient skills to 
teach remotely, 4) lack of parental involvement to support students at home, 
5) limited views of the role of educational technology to support learning, and  
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6) preexisting socioeconomic inequalities amplified the impact of the pandemic 
on learning opportunities.31

The low effectiveness of remote-education modalities used during the pro-
tracted period of suspension of in-person instruction caused many children to 
disengage from school and some to drop out. At the preschool level (ages three 
to five), net enrollment rates dropped from 71.4 percent in 2019–2020 to 63.3 per-
cent in 2021–2022, at the primary level they dropped from 98.3 percent to 96.3 per-
cent, at the lower-secondary level they increased from 83.8 percent to 83.9 percent, 
and at the upper-secondary level they dropped from 63.2 percent to 60.7 percent.32 
Students experienced significant learning loss, which was greater among margin-
alized students, though the loss experienced was, on average, consistent with that 
of other OECD countries.33 

Despite more than three decades of equity-oriented policies, equal educa-
tional opportunity for all remains elusive in Mexico. Much progress has 
been achieved in expanding access to education and in increasing the 

number of years of schooling of the population, but levels of student knowledge 
and skills remain low relative to other countries in the OECD and relative to the 
intended goals of the Mexican curriculum. Important gaps also remain in access 
to upper-secondary education, in student knowledge and skills, among margin-
alized students and their more privileged counterparts, and between public and 
private schools. But these gaps are not exclusively the result of what educational 
institutions do. Poverty and inequality shape opportunities to learn through mul-
tiple channels, including the support students have at home and the conditions in 
which they live.

The policies to support inclusion have been of two types. The first are those 
that seek system-level transformation to expand inclusion: for instance, declar-
ing a quality and equitable education a constitutional right, making three years 
of preschool and of upper-secondary education compulsory and free, and efforts 
to improve the quality of education. The second type of efforts include targeted 
policies, such as conditional cash transfer programs, programs of Indigenous edu-
cation, and community-based programs. Both types of policy have demonstrated 
great resiliency over time, suggesting that educational inclusion and equity have 
become an important priority across party lines. Mexico’s increasing reliance on 
the use of evidence to analyze public policies supports the continuity and contin-
uous improvement of such policies. The creation of the National Council for the 
Evaluation of Social Policy has provided steady support in the form of analysis 
and data to inform policymaking. But despite the resiliency of the equity-oriented 
efforts, there have been occasional setbacks, such as the elimination of the auton-
omy of the National Institute for the Evaluation of Education and the elimination 
of knowledge and skill assessments from teacher career tracks. 
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The more resilient policies include system-wide approaches, such as high lev-
els of spending in education, extension of compulsory education, creating and dis-
tributing new textbooks, augmenting the ambitions of the curriculum, and efforts 
to assess student knowledge. Though there have also been disruptions to the au-
tonomy of the agency in charge of student and teacher performance assessments. 

Policies comprising special efforts to reach disadvantaged groups have also 
been resilient; these have included Indigenous schools, community-based edu-
cation centers for small rural communities, technological universities, and schol-
arship programs. Less resilient have been programs that extended the duration of 
the school day, programs to increase the autonomy of schools, and reforms related 
to the careers and preparation of teachers. 

A key differentiator between the most and least resilient efforts was wheth-
er there were synergies among the three sets of forces described earlier: 1) com-
plementarity between system-wide and targeted efforts, 2) alignment between 
national and state-level strategies and state and local institutional capacity, and  
3) politics. The most enduring reforms benefited from the enabling environment 
for implementation that such synergies created. For instance, the expansion in 
compulsory education was complementary with the scholarship programs that 
supported the poorest students to enroll in those additional years of education. 
Both reforms were within existing levels of institutional capacity and were politi-
cal wins, creating gains for many groups, without obvious losses for any. The gains 
included more jobs for teachers, scholarships for constituents of local politicians, 
and construction projects for supporters. In contrast, reforms that did not benefit 
from such synergies were more fragile, such as reforms to teacher appointments 
or teacher education that challenged the teachers’ union’s hold on those process-
es. The extension of the school day created new demands (on teachers and bud-
gets) without commensurate gains to interest groups.

But what made policies enduring sometimes rendered them ineffective. For 
example, Indigenous education and community programs survived at the ex-
pense of allowing the teachers’ union and local politicians to appoint poorly pre-
pared candidates to teaching positions, resulting in lower quality of instruction. 
Programs that sought system-wide transformation received more scrutiny than 
targeted programs such as Indigenous education and community schools. Recent 
reports of the National Council for the Evaluation of Social Policy indicate that 
the “subsystems” into which vulnerable students are tracked are the reason for 
their lower educational opportunities because they receive lower funding, mate-
rials, technical support, and human resources, all of which increase educational 
inequality.34 

The stratification of poor and Indigenous students in tracks, different levels 
of institutional capacity, and the capture of elements of the education system by 
the teachers’ union account for the gap between policy intent and implementa-
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tion. Considerable variation in states’ levels of institutional capacity and resourc-
es shape how policy is implemented across Mexico. In addition, when state and 
national offices are controlled by different political parties, there are fewer incen-
tives to work together to implement education policies. 

The implementation challenges to equity-oriented education policies in Mex-
ico reflect forces that have been identified elsewhere. A study of the politics of 
education reform found that access-oriented policies benefit from more political 
support because they distribute gains to many groups and costs to few, whereas 
quality-oriented policies enjoy less political support because they impose costs on 
key groups.35 A study of education reforms in the United States concluded that 
most of them have failed to reach scale, except for the expansion of schooling and 
the incorporation of extracurricular subjects in high school, which did not require 
deep changes in practice and worked within existing organization and culture. 
Other exceptions were “niche reforms” that were able to change the “grammar 
of schooling” for smaller subsystems or networks of schools, rather than the en-
tire system, such as the adoption of advanced placement courses, the internation-
al baccalaureate, and the Montessori education philosophy.36

Mexico’s efforts to advance equal educational opportunity have shown re-
markable continuity since the 1990s. To the many children who today achieve 
higher levels of schooling than their parents, there can be little doubt that the edu-
cation system offers them better chances to build their future than the other insti-
tutions in their lives. As the gap between policy intent and implementation closes, 
Mexico’s efforts will come closer to creating equal opportunity for all.
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