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What effect does government prioritization of education have on education out-

comes? I argue that when governments prioritize education, as measured by

levels of relative spending and the average tenure of education ministry leader-

ship, they can increase educational attainment. I test this hypothesis using data

on test scores and graduation rates from two samples. In addition to relative

spending and ministerial tenure, I also measure priority through absolute levels

of spending and the cabinet rank of the education minister. The evidence from

this study suggests the following four findings: absolute spending is not a strong

predictor of education outcomes; relative spending is a strong predictor of the

both test scores and graduation rates; average tenure of the minister of education

is a strong predictor of test scores but not completion rates; and the rank of the

education minister within the cabinet is a poor predictor of education outcomes.
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1 Introduction

What are the political factors that drive education outcomes? Does it matter how

highly the national government prioritizes education? Though often assumed, the

answers to these questions have profound implications for policymakers and for

democracy. Education, more than other policy areas, is a subject for which talk

is cheap and successful action is infrequent. Education is often credited as being

a great equalizing force in society, a path toward development, and an opportu-

nity for the poor to get ahead. In the wake of World War II and at the start of

the 21st century, with the release of the Millennium Development Goals, govern-

ments and international organizations made a concerted push toward expanding

access to and quality of education. Even between these periods, education never

ceased to be pushed as a solution for improving poor living conditions. Politi-

cians can score easy points by talking up education improvements and reforms for

this reason and because of the concern the public generally (if quietly) voices for

education. Yet actually improving education has not come as easily as the grand

proclamations. Even when there is consensus as to what constitutes an improve-

ment in education, a wide range of obstacles, including institutional legacies and

teachers’ union opposition, prevents any meaningful changes from occurring.

One of the preconditions for improvements in education is for the government

to make it a priority. If education is truly a priority, then the government will

devote greater resources to it, focus those resources in areas where they will make
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a difference, and move decisions about the education system out of the political

realm and into the hands of competent technocratic actors, who, for the most part,

allow decisions to be driven by the law and data, not ideology or politics.

While previous work focused on the politics of education has looked at the

reform process, the dominant actors, and the political obstacles, little attention has

been given to the degree to which governments actually prioritize these reform

efforts. This paper addresses the gap in the literature by examining the ways

in which governments can prioritize education in budgetary and bureaucratic

ways and the consequences of doing so. It considers priority from two distinct

angles. First, priority can be conceived of in budgetary terms: how much money

is the government spending on education and how much is it spending relative to

other public goods? Measuring this version of priority is straightforward. I find

that absolute spending is a poor predictor of education outcomes, but relative

spending gives explanatory leverage on the question. Second, priority can be

conceived of in terms of the leadership in the education bureaucracy. To measure

educational priority within the bureaucracy, I use both the average tenure of the

minister of education and the rank of the minister within the executive cabinet. I

find that average ministerial tenure can predict education outcomes but, contrary

to expectations, cabinet rank of the education minister cannot.

My findings suggest that while talk is cheap and action difficult, when gov-

ernments prioritize education, as measured by the tenure of education ministers
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and relative levels of spending, they can actually produce positive results. This

has important implications for policymakers as well as all education stakehold-

ers in democracies. If priority can improve education outcomes, then all actors

interested in improving education need to look beyond classrooms, teachers, and

families, and consider ways to push the government to prioritize the problem.

This paper proceeds as follows. First, I explore the ways in which govern-

ments demonstrate priority. I consider both budgetary measures and ministerial

measures. Second, I draw theoretical connections between the prioritization of

education by the government with school outcomes. Third, I subject these hy-

potheses to empirical tests using two datasets- a small one based on available

data in Latin America and a large world dataset for a robustness check. I use

Bayesian techniques for my primary research and a frequentist approach for the

larger world-based dataset. I discuss in detail the findings of the models. The

final section concludes by considering the broader implications of these findings

for policymakers and and looks to future extensions.
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2 Theory

Questions about the politics of education have been well studied in previous

work. This literature focuses on the stakeholders, the role of teachers’ unions, and

the educational policy process (which generally resembles the policy process in

other areas). This research finds that education reforms are most likely to succeed

in cases where teachers are allowed to participate in the reform process in mean-

ingful ways (Grindle, 2004), there are openings to overcome institutional legacies

(Pribble and Huber, 2011), and policy entrepreneurs find ways to overcome the

concentrated costs and diffuse benefits of the reforms (Corrales, 1999).

However, the literature has spent much less time considering why there is

so much talk about education, and so few results. Below, I outline a theoretical

framework to explain why some states have been able to move beyond talk and

produce successful education outcomes, while others struggle to do so. I argue

that states that prioritize education, as measured by spending relative to other

policy areas and average tenure of education ministry leadership, are able to pro-

duce positive educational outcomes. Simply spending more money on education

does not, however, represent priority. Rather, the quality of education bureaucrats

and the leadership in this area is essential. The highest quality bureaucrats and

leadership comes when the educational bureaucracy is depoliticized and run in a

technocratic manner. Governments that maintain high degrees of politicization in

the education sector continue to lag behind and are unlikely to show significant
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progress in improving the quality of their education system.

2.1 Priority and Politicization

Central to this research is the concept of priority. Previous work on the prioritiza-

tion of issues has approached this problem from two different angles: looking at

the attention given to policy areas and looking at the resources devoted in bud-

gets. Both perspectives have provided insight into this question and I incorporate

some elements from both perspectives into my operationalization and measure-

ment of priority. However, both are also insufficient because they focus on the

legislative branch to the near exclusion of the executive and they ignore the poli-

tics and quality of bureaucratic appointments. I argue that priority of education

is reflected by the appointment of more technocratic leadership to the education

ministry and that quality of education leadership can be measured by the average

tenure of the education minister.

Recent scholarship has focused on attention as the definition and measure of

priority. Simply put, “policymakers prioritize problems by allocating attention

to them” (Jones and Baumgartner, 2005, 205). According to this point of view,

attention is a finite resource whose allocation is an indication of the priority. If

one issue receives greater attention than another, it must be a greater priority to

the policymakers. This is true of both individuals and organizations, which have

a greater attention capacity but are still bounded in their available attention.
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Although this perspective provides great insight in many ways into prioritiza-

tion by a government, there are four problems for using it in this study. First, it

treats all policymakers equally instead of differentiating between lawmakers and

bureaucrats. Attention as priority makes more sense for legislators than bureau-

crats (though below I discuss problems of this concept for legislators as well).

Bureaucracies are generally divided into substantive areas and each branch de-

votes its entire attention to that single issue. A ministry of education, for example,

is devoted solely to the issue of education and works only on education issues.

Therefore, to answer the question of how much a government prioritizes education,

it makes no sense to measure how much attention the bureaucracy is devoting to

that issue.1

Second, attention is not the only finite resource available to governments.

Money also matters. Some literature addresses this concern by measuring prior-

ity as the real dollar amount spent on a policy issue (Kamlet and Mowery, 1987).

There are issues with using money as an indicator of priority, however. For one,

the budget is rarely rewritten from scratch. Spending at time t is closely related

to spending at time t− 1 (Natchez and Bupp, 1973). For another, budgets reflect

not only priorities, but also institutional requirements, prior commitments, and

a wide range of other non-priority related considerations (Ibid.). Additionally,

pure spending is useless as a comparative measure given the enormous range

1However, if the question was how much does the government prioritize primary education,
then it would make sense to measure the attention given to primary education within the educa-
tion bureaucracy.
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in the size of world economies (and thus in the enormous range of government

budgets), the fluctuation in budget size for any given country from year to year,

and a range of needs based on demographic factors — countries with a younger

population will necessarily need to spend more on education compared to coun-

tries with older populations that may need to spend more on programs targeted

at the elderly.2 Most importantly, raw spending tells us nothing about the relative

importance of education compared to other areas. Relative spending can vary

significantly between administrations and is a far better measure of the priorities

of a government. There is always an implicit trade-off in the allocation of funds.

Assuming a budget of a fixed size, politicians must find a way to divide it. How

much they devote to any policy area compared to others is an indication of the

relative importance they assign it. Thus budget rank of education spending can

be a measure of the importance the government places on education.

Third, while attention may be a better measure of priority for legislators than

bureaucrats (at least at the macro level), talk is cheap. There are potential political

rewards for appearing to deal with an issue without actually doing anything.

Floor debates and hearings are relatively public arenas in which lawmakers can

appear to devote a great deal of attention to an issue, while still using a variety of

tools within the legislative process to defeat the debated measure. By so doing, the

legislator can reap the rewards of “paying attention” to an issue and then benefit

2This could be overcome by using a slight variant on the measure— spending as a percent of the
government budget, spending as a percent of GDP, or spending per student are all possibilities—
but the relativity issue remains.
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again (presumably with a different group) by devoting monetary or legislative

resources in other directions. Conceptualizing priority as attention only ignores

these confounding political factors.

Finally, attention as priority ignores the importance of the quality of bureau-

cratic leadership and policymakers writ large. Both the budgetary and attention

perspectives assume that priority implies a trade-off: more attention on education

means less attention on health; more spending on the military means less spend-

ing on social security. This view of priority fits well with the ordinary use of the

word and captures an essential element to the underlying concept. However, pri-

ority also relates closely to quality. If an issue is truly a priority, then attempts to

address it will be of a high quality. If governments prioritize education, then they

will not only devote time and money to it, they will also devote good leadership.

In a bureaucracy focused on providing a public good, strong leadership will be

technocratic, competent, and generally divorced from politics. Generally, quality

leadership also has a background in the policy area.3

The issue of ministerial quality is particularly salient in the Latin American

context and even more so for education. Spending has long been a political tool

for incumbents (Ames, 1987). The same is true of the bureaucracy. Increasing

3There are exceptions to this, of course. Politicians may have an interest in using an outsider.
If the outsider fits the other qualities of a quality appointment, then this may still be a sign
of government priority. This case points to an understanding of quality that is much closer to
that of a trade-off: if bureaucratic leadership is technocratic and competent, but does not have a
background in the policy area, then the government has chosen to prioritize that area over the one
in which the leader does have a background. In most cases the trade off is much less clear.
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the size of the bureaucracy and increasing salaries are two common manipulative

strategies (Ibid.) that politicize the ministry and move it away from a techno-

cratic administration. Using the bureaucracy for political ends is a particularly

entrenched problem in education ministries in Latin America, where,

because heads of government are disinclined to engage in education

reform battles, they will use the ministry of education for alternative

political purposes: to reward political supporters, to “park” political

allies whom they wish to promote, to compensate opposition parties,

etc. (Corrales, 1999, 9).

Using the education minister position in this way indicates that, regardless

of any other talk or monetary resources, education is not a priority. In contrast,

governments can demonstrate and commit to educational priority by depoliti-

cizing the ministry of education and appointing competent, qualified leadership.

By transitioning to a technocratic administration of education, governments can

have a positive effect on education outcomes. Previous work has shown that a

technocratic administration of social programs has produced positive outcomes

for democracy (Hunter and Sugiyama, 2014). I measure priority of education

through the appointment of competent and more technocratic ministers as the

average tenure of that position. Governments that prioritize education will se-

lect high quality ministers who are likely to stay in the job for a long period of

time, whereas governments that do not prioritize education will use the position
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in the ways described above and cycle through ministers at a high frequency. It

is important to note that the causal arrow does not run in the opposite direction

— a low quality appointment will not turn into a high quality minister simply

by staying in the position for a lengthy period. Research shows that it is, in fact,

quality that drives longer tenures (Huber and Martinez-Gallardo, 2008).

My definition of priority broadens the more narrow views taken in the lit-

erature. I argue that a government prioritizes an issue by devoting attention,

monetary resources, and competent and qualified leadership to that area. Within

this definition I focus primarily on the resource and leadership elements, which

have been less studied. This definition has observable and measurable implica-

tions. For monetary resources, I can measure both the absolute level of resources

devoted to education (as a percentage of the government’s budget) as well as the

spending on education relative to other areas. For leadership, one indicator of

quality is the average tenure in that position. Low tenures indicate high turnover

and a politicization of education, while higher tenures indicate a shift toward

more technocratic administration and high authentic priority.4

4As Corrales notes, a higher turnover may also be indicative of general political instability or
political conflict within the education sector (2002). This does not change the general argument.
A politically unstable system is unable to prioritize social goods, at least to the same degree as a
stable system. Similarly, political fights within the education sector indicate that the system has
not been depoliticized and moved in a technocratic direction. For the purposes of this study, if
high quality ministers leave after a short period of time, I will underestimate the effect of priority
as measured by tenure on education outcomes.
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2.2 Mechanisms

The mechanisms between educational prioritization at the national level and school

level outcomes can be divided into two categories based on the operationalized

measure of priorities.5 Following the definition of priority laid out above, we

can measure priority via resource and bureaucratic indicators, such as the cabinet

rank of the education ministry.

Mechanisms related to budgetary priority rely on the same logic: greater pri-

ority will result in increased resources for a particular educational element. These

mechanisms build on the economic literature’s treatment of schools as firms that

conform to unique (but otherwise standard) production functions. Inputs to

the function include time, materials, and teachers and output is student learn-

ing (Glewwe et al., 2011). Each of these inputs has been studied as a path for

translating priority as expressed through legislation or budgets into educational

outcomes.

One common school input argument relates to class size. The argument goes

that, “in small classes teachers can interact more with each student and tailor

instruction to a student’s particular needs” (Peterson, 1999, 107). Therefore, leg-

islation and resources that prioritize schools by decreasing the number of pupils

in a classroom should translate to better outcomes.

Another (recent) input involves both schools and parents: school choice through

5To be clear, this paper looks at nationally aggregated outcomes. However, priority of education
at the national level affects national level education outcomes through the micro-level pathways.
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vouchers and charter schools. In this case, the mechanism is that “if parents are

given more ability to choose among schools, schools will be forced to be more re-

sponsive to parents” (Hoxby, 1999, 281). This mechanism relies on both the idea

that parents can accurately judge school quality and will react accordingly.6

Another causal pathway is through teachers and school administrators. These

actors are responsible for implementing many of the quality-based educational

measures and are, thus, one point at which a national policy will produce changes

at the school or individual level (Bonesrønning, 2013). These arguments fit well

with the production function view of schools. Additionally, previous research has

examined the ways in which teachers transform various inputs such as textbooks

and other materials into learning outcomes (Fuller and Clarke, 1994), offering

another explanation of the mechanisms that might translate budgetary priority

into education outcomes. These studies show that money is necessary, but not

sufficient for quality education.

Other recent work confirms the pathway between state education policy and

education outcomes through teacher and school inputs. This has been found

in both the U.S. (Darling-Hammond, 2000; Darling-Hammond and McLaughlin,

1995; Hedges, Laine and Greenwald, 1994) and international contexts (Ingvarson,

Meiers and Beavis, 2005; Sahlberg, 2007). Similar work has looked at the effects of

6Research confirms that parents will react to information about absolute test scores (Hastings
and Weinstein 2008), but do not appear to act on information about the value-added quality of the
school (Mizala and Urquiola, 2013). The latter information takes into account non-school factors
such as the demographic characteristics of schools that may affect test scores.
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priorities at the school board level and found substantively similar results (Land,

2002). In other words, these studies have found that when governments priori-

tize education, student outcomes are affected through the value-added aspect of

teachers. Darling-Hammond, for example, finds that the quality of teacher mat-

ters for student outcomes and that teacher preparation and certification are the

strongest predictors of student achievement (2000). Similarly, in a meta-analysis

of input effects, Hedges, Laine and Greenwald (1994) find that school resource

inputs have a significant and positive effect on student outcomes, again pointing

to the necessary but not sufficient status of money for quality education.

Similar connections have been found in regard to higher education. Recent

research demonstrates that priority for higher education as measured as a share

of the public budget has been reduced over the past several decades and this has

strong negative consequences for higher education outcomes (Rizzo, 2006). This

supports my hypothesis that relative spending as a measure of priority is a better

predictor of outcomes than absolute levels.

An important caveat to the literature reviewed here: most of it focuses on

the U.S. context, which varies in important ways from that of developing coun-

tries. For example, in the United States higher education faces strong budget

competition with primary and secondary schools (Dowd, 2003) whereas in many

developing countries, higher education holds the dominant budgetary position.

Spending per student at the tertiary level is often at two to four times that of
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primary and secondary levels in many Latin American countries. There are, of

course, many other ways in which education in other countries differs greatly

from the United States, and the international education setting is extremely var-

ied. Although policy that increases quantity of education is generally clear, that

which is aimed at quality has not produced consistent results in the literature

(Glewwe and Kremer, 2006).

Because there are several intervening layers between the top of the bureaucracy

and students, we have to consider the effect that these layers may have. Some

research has examined just this problem and found that teachers’ unions can dis-

tort the mechanisms hypothesized above, including a finding that the activities of

teachers’ unions can remove any observable effect from increasing school inputs

(Hoxby, 1996), while others find distinctly negative effects (Baker, 2011).7 Other

research considers the effects of school boards as an intervening institution (Land,

2002). I argue that priority within the board acts through identical channels as

priority within the national government, only on a different scale.

Apart from budgetary measures, educational priority can also be measured

by the position given to the education minister within the cabinet and the av-

erage tenure of that position. If cabinet rank measures government priorities,

then the more highly placed the education minister is within the executive cab-

inet, the greater the incentive to appoint a highly qualified individual. High

7 As is the case with any research involving teachers’ unions, others dispute this claim (Steel-
man, Powell and Carini, 2000; Thornicroft, 1994).
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quality appointments will create more stability, (Browne, Frendreis and Gleiber,

1984), which becomes increasingly important at higher positions within the cab-

inet. Some turnover within cabinets is expected for all positions. However, a

government can withstand more frequent changes at lower levels of the cabinet

than at higher ones. Stability of the minister allows time for “the accumulation

of experience necessary for effective governance” (Huber and Martinez-Gallardo,

2008). This is not to say that a bad minister will become effective given enough

time. Rather, policy goals can only be achieved if competent ministers are given

sufficient time. In addition to creating stability, high quality ministers will also be

chosen for their ability to accomplish policy agendas. Research has shown that

high quality education ministry leaders employ similar tactics in their attempts to

improve education. These successful individuals use their power of appointment

to incorporate key stakeholders into reform initiatives (which greatly increases

the chances of success), take steps to weaken the power of teachers’ unions in

reform processes, and set the terms of the debate (Grindle, 2004).

The importance of teachers’ unions to the politics of education in Latin Amer-

ican cannot be understated. Though there is some variation between countries,

in many cases a single unified national teachers’ union exists. In these cases, the

unions have become centers of power and been a dominant actor in the policy

formation process (Morales-Gómez and Torres, 1990). As a consequence, unions

have, “used strikes to assert their power and make demands” during education
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reform processes in which the teachers have felt left out of discussions (Grindle,

2004, 160). Skillful leadership is required in these situations to allow quality en-

hancing improvements to move forward.

In addition to creating an incentive to appoint high quality ministers, there is

a second possible mechanism connecting cabinet rank with education outcomes.

Grindle (2004) argues that successful education reformers raise the profile of the

issue and proposed ideas about reform. More highly ranked cabinet ministers

have higher public profiles and, therefore, start from a better position to raise the

profile of education issues and successfully implement access and quality reforms.

Finally, the literature also provides an explanation for the mechanism connect-

ing longer tenures with education outcomes. Research shows that the importance

of the policy area to the government is a strong predictor of the stability of the

appointment (Huber and Martinez-Gallardo, 2008). The authors of that study

theorize that the more important a policy area is, the more time and care the gov-

ernment will spend in selecting the minister to head it. Once a quality minister

has been appointed, a longer tenure will, as argued above, allow that individual

more time to build necessary expertise and employ successful tactics to improve

education outcomes.
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2.3 Timing

The connections between political decisions and educational policies and out-

comes have been studied in a variety of ways and contexts. The findings of these

empirical studies support the theorized mechanisms from the previous response.

However, much of this literature does an inadequate job of addressing the issue

of time.

Policy does not produce an immediate effect. In studying the effects of polit-

ical decisions on education outcomes, special attention must be paid to the issue

of time in both my theoretical framing and empirical implementation. Policy lag

has been a concern of many of the most influential economists of the 20th cen-

tury (Friedman, 1948; Keynes, 1936). However, there remains debate about the

proper way in which to deal with it. One problem relevant to this study is that

if the effects in question have a long temporal delay, then many standard empir-

ical approaches may not be appropriate (Habicht, Victoria and Vaughan, 1999).

Education is an area in which we should expect particularly long delays between

any change in policy and resulting changes in learning outcomes. In addition to

the normal delays built into policy implementation, delays are related to the cu-

mulative nature of education for students and the high level of friction frequently

associated with teaching practices.

Another issue of concern is that the process is an iterative one in which poli-

cies are incrementally changed in response to data about their effectiveness (Hill
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and Hupe, 2014). Although this may produce better outcomes, it seriously com-

plicates any analysis that connects political decisions with educational outcomes.

This issue is often dealt with using time-series statistical analysis, though this

comes with a wide range of potential problems and complicating factors. One

such approach is to use structural equation modeling (SEM) in a latent change

analysis (Heck, 2004). Others make similar recommendations, including the use

of survival models in the analysis of event-based outcomes (Gilliam and Zigler,

2000).

Both of these statistical methods (along with the more vanilla ARIMA models

common to time-series analysis) rely on multiple observations of the same unit

over time. They also perform best with a single unit, and not the large cross-

section that I have in this study.

This study primarily looks at education outcomes for 15-years-olds and thus

focuses on political decisions that affect education for students 15-years and younger.

Many of these political decisions require a long time period to take effect. For ex-

ample, if class size is reduced (and we assume that a smaller class size has a pos-

itive effect on learning), then we would expect to see a change within one school

year because the change can be implemented relatively quickly and the theorized

benefits of a smaller classroom should appear immediately. Policy aimed at in-

creasing teacher standards, however, would be expected to take a very long time

to show returns since training takes time, new teachers represent a small fraction
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of all teachers, and new teachers are still new teachers.

Given these concerns and the structure of my data, the most appropriate

method for testing my hypothesis that priority of education by the national gov-

ernment will affect education outcomes, using a lagged explanatory variable is

sufficient. I am interested in the overall trend, so disaggregating types of reforms

and attempting to theorize about the length of the delay is not productive. As

described in greater detail in the next section, I use a moving lagged mean in

many of my tests. This helps to smooth trends in the aggregate picture.
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3 Data and Methods

I conduct a series of statistical tests to establish the relationship between a govern-

ment’s prioritization of education and subsequent educational outcomes. I mea-

sure priority through absolute spending, relative spending, average ministerial

tenure, and cabinet rank of the minister of education. Other measures of priority

are possible, these have been selected for the theoretical reasons discussed above.

Although my primary analysis rests on Latin America, I also run several tests

using a world dataset. My Latin American sample shows a significant variation

in the dependent variable and can generally be treated as a most-similar-systems

design. The world sample, on the other hand, includes a wide range of countries

and thus fits more with a most-different-systems design.8 This allows me to con-

firm my findings from the smaller setting. In both sets of analyses, I find support

for the intuition that spending alone is not predictive of education outcomes. I

also find that relative levels of spending indicate improved education outcomes in

Latin America, but not the rest of the world. I find support for the hypothesis that

the quality of leadership, as measured by education minister tenure, has a posi-

tive effect on test scores, but not graduation or completion rates. Finally, against

expectations, I find that the rank of the education ministry within the cabinet is

not a strong predictor of education outcomes. These findings are discussed in

8It should be noted that there are strong reasons to worry about the generalizability of these
findings. OECD countries and countries that opt into taking the PISA test scores are likely differ-
ent from the non-test-taking countries in important ways.
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detail following the analysis.

3.1 Data

The dependent variable in this study is education outcomes. For the bulk of

my analyses, I use test scores as an indicator of learning outcomes. The Or-

ganisation for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) administers a

battery of standardized tests every three years known as the Programme for In-

ternational Student Assessment (PISA). The PISA tests are given to 15-year-olds

in OECD countries and a selection of other countries that opt into testing. The

tests cover mathematics, science, and language (which varies by country), with

scores reported separately for each subject. Scores are available at the national

and sub-national level in three-year intervals from 2000 to 2012.9 The number of

countries participating has increased with each wave of testing, so the amount

of data available for a given country or region varies by year. The 2012 wave

of testing included 70 countries. The detailed scores can be accessed through

the OECD’s website and national aggregations are available through the World

Bank’s EdStats Database. PISA scores are standardized to have a mean of 500 and

a standard deviation of 50 points.

Test scores are often criticized as poor indicators of education quality. There

is little question that standardized tests are highly flawed and it is a mistake to

9PISA 2015 has been administered, but results will not be published until December 2016.
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conflate scores with actual quality, there exist few viable alternatives. Measuring

quantity, on the other hand, is much easier. To this end, I employ graduation

rates from primary and lower-secondary as measures of quantity-based educa-

tion outcomes. Primary and lower-secondary are defined according to UNESCO

standards and correspond approximately to the American education system’s el-

ementary and middle school levels. While the ages of students vary slightly from

between countries for these levels, the designations are created to be interna-

tionally comparable. This data is available for many countries from 2002-2014

through the World Bank. However, there are gaps in this data that include several

countries of interest in Latin America, including Chile, Brazil, and Mexico.

To fill in the gaps in the Latin American data, I employ an alternative measure

of school attainment. The Comisión Económica para América Latina (CEPAL), a

branch of the United Nations, reports the percentage of a population subset that

has completed primary or secondary education. In the case of the latter, they

report the percentage for 15-19-year-olds and in the case of the latter, they report

the percentage for 20-24-year-olds. These numbers are not directly comparable to

the data provided by the World Bank. However, they can serve as a robustness

check to confirm that the results found using the World Bank numbers are not

driven by the absence of certain cases.

As discussed above, I conceptualize the explanatory variable of interest in two

different ways: as budgetary priority and as ministerial or bureaucratic priority.
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Data for the two budgetary priority measures come from the World Bank. The

first measure is simply the percentage of government spending on education as

a percentage of GDP. This information, originally collected by UNESCO, is avail-

able for total government spending on education, as well as metrics broken down

by education level. I run models with total education, spending on primary edu-

cation, all secondary education, lower secondary education, and upper secondary

education.

The relative budget allocation is calculated by comparing the above num-

bers with similar figures for spending on the military and health, also available

through the World Bank. Spending on education can be the highest of those three

areas, higher than one but not both, or the lowest of all three. The coding does

not distinguish between cases in which spending is higher than health but not the

military and cases in which spending is higher than the military but not health.

On the bureaucratic priority side, I use data on the ranking of different min-

istries within the cabinet from the Europa World Yearbook from 1995 to 2005. This

data source records the rank of each ministry within every country. Although

movement is not common, there is variation in both the absolute position of the

education minister and the relative position. Some countries change rank fre-

quently (such as Brazil, which changed both absolute rank and total cabinet size

nearly every year under study) and others only rarely (such as Argentina, which

made only one change). This data source lists all members of the executive cabi-
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net, which allows me to control for the total number of members in the cabinet.

I also measure portfolio priority through the average tenure of the educa-

tion ministers. Corrales (2004) has compiled statistics on ministerial tenure in

nearly all Latin American countries, but these statistics only go through 1999. I

extend these numbers for select Latin American countries through the present.

To compute average tenure, I first created a database of all education ministers.

This information is not contained centrally anywhere, so I was limited to those

countries that published this information on their ministerial websites. From this

database, I can then easily compute the total number of ministers divided by a

certain number of years. In my analysis, I run models using the average tenure of

the ten years prior to a given set of test scores as well as the three year mean and

the five year mean.

In addition to the priority of education, I also control for two important con-

ditions. The first is GDP per capita. Again, this data is available freely from

the World Bank for nearly all country-years in the study. Controlling for income

is important because of the well documented empirical correlation between eco-

nomic development and school performance. Finally, I also control for regime-

type using the Polity IV regime database. This is an essential inclusion, given

that previous research demonstrates that democracies spend more on education

in absolute terms (Brown and Hunter, 1999, 2004).
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3.2 Methods

I employ two methods in this analysis: a standard OLS regression and a Bayesian

linear regression. I use a Bayesian approach for the Latin American data because

of a lack of data. Bayesian methods can produce accurate results even in the

presence of very small n (Jackman, 2009). OLS is employed as a robustness check

using a world sample. Bayesian and OLS techniques have been shown to produce

very similar results (Ibid.), so the confirmation provided by both the additional

technique should provide confidence in the results.

The form of the general model I use in all regressions is the following:

Outcomei ∼ Importancei + GDP/capitai + Democracyi + εi (1)

where the unit of analysis is the country-year. Importance varies between

models based on the operationalization being tested. Details are provided below.

Models in which the ministerial rank is used as the measure of importance also

include total number of cabinet positions as a control.

3.2.1 Bayesian Analysis

The Bayesian approach to statistics takes a given set of data and attempts to an-

swer the question, “Given these data, what should I believe about the data gener-

ating process that created them?” This contrasts the frequentist approach, which

makes assumptions about the data generating process and attempts to answer
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question, “Given these assumptions, what is the probability of actually observing

the data?” One of the advantages to the Bayesian approach is that it allows the

researcher to achieve an arbitrarily high degree of precision regarding the results,

even in the presence of a small n. A second advantage is that it allows straight-

forward claims about uncertainty. The researcher can, for example, claim that

there is a 95% chance that an interval contains the true value of the estimated

parameter.10

Bayesian analysis is based on Bayes’ formula:

P(A|B) = P(B|A) · P(A)

P(B)
(2)

Since we can never calculate the denominator of Equation 2 directly, we rely

instead on the proportionally equivalent, P(A|B) ∝ P(A) · P(B|A). In Bayesian

terminology, this is read as the posterior probability is proportional to the prior

times the likelihood. In this framework, all of the values are distributions, de-

scribing how the researcher thinks about the likelihood of different values for the

parameters before knowing the values of the data and how he or she should think

about those values after observing the data. That is, we can characterize our be-

liefs about the probability of different values for each parameter by multiplying

our prior beliefs about that parameter by the likelihood of observing the data we

10In contrast, the frequentist framework only allows the claim that under repeated sampling, a
given interval contains the true value of the estimated parameter 95% of the time. In that setup,
there is no way of knowing whether the current sample falls in the 95% or the 5%.
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observe, as specified by our model.11

Given the complexity of many models and the highly unintuitive, multi-dimensional

distributions that result, the actual implementation of a Bayesian analysis relies

on the intuition that we can learn the important characteristics of a distribution

by drawing samples from it. We allow the computer to sample repeatedly from

the posterior distribution and use that to characterize our beliefs. In my models,

I use a Gibbs Sampler and allow it to run for 10,000,000 iterations.12 I allow a

5,000 iteration burn-in period and then thin the results by 100. My effective sam-

ple size varies by test and variable, but generally falls within a range of 35,000

to 80,000 (out of a theoretical 100,000 maximum). Standard tests confirm that all

regressions converge for all sampled variables.

11Prior beliefs are allowed to be extremely vague, even to the point of complete ignorance.
12Specifically, I run JAGS through the package rjags in R.
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4 Empirical Analysis and Results

In this section I present the tests themselves and the results. Table 1 provides a

summary of the dependent and explanatory variables used in all the models. The

discussion of the results examines both the individuals models and the compar-

ison between the Latin American sample and the world sample. Models 1-8 use

the Bayesian framework outlined above on the Latin American sample. Models

9-12 use OLS in the frequentist framework on the world sample.

Table 1: Summary of Models

Dependent Variable Explanatory Variable

PISA Grad Spend Budget Tenure Rank Method

Model 1 X X B
Model 2 X X B
Model 3 X X B
Model 4 X X B
Model 5 X X B
Model 6 X X B
Model 7 X X B
Model 8 X X B
Model 9 X X F
Model 10 X X F
Model 11 X X F
Model 12 X X F

Note: B = Bayesian, F = Frequentist
Grad = Graduation Rates, Budget = Budget Rank, Rank = Ministerial Rank

In Model 1, I use test scores as the dependent variable and education minister

tenure as measure of priority. Scores are taken from 2000 and 2012 and tenure is

calculated as the average from 1990-1999 and 2000-2011, respectively. The results
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confirm expectations for the control variables. First, income is a strong predictor

of test scores: for every dollar increase in GDP per capita, the expected increase on

any of the PISA scores is approximately .01 points. While this may appear to be a

small value, it means that one standard deviation of difference is explained by a

difference of $5000 of per capita GDP. If Peru, the poorest Latin American country

in the sample with an average GDP per capita of $2992 during the years studied,

increased that number to Brazil’s levels (the next poorest country on average in

this sample), the expected increase in Peru’s test scores would move it up at least

five places from its current last place ranking for PISA scores, jumping over one or

more Latin American countries. Second, regime type is also a strong predictor of

test scores. For every point increase on the Polity scale, test scores rise an average

of over 4.5 points. This means that a shift from a fully authoritarian regime to a

fully democratic regime would be expected to produce an improvement of nearly

two standard deviations! In other words, a country at Peru’s level would move

from the absolute bottom of the rankings to the middle, at approximately Israel’s

level. The results of income and regime type are substantively similar for all

models and will not be discussed further.

Education minister tenure also produces a positive effect on education out-

comes. Fig. 1 presents estimates of the coefficients from Model 1. The point

estimates for reading, math, and science are 8.9, 10.6, and 6.1, respectively. Sub-

stantively, an increase in average tenure of one year is expected to produce around
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20% of a standard deviation of improvement in test scores. A 95% highest prob-

ability density region (the Bayesian equivalent of a confidence interval) for these

estimates is a little wider than one might hope. However, this is not surprising

given the very small n used. Despite these concerns, I am still over 96%, 98%, and

94% certain that the respective coefficients are greater than 0.13
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Figure 1: Posterior densities for Model 1. Dependent variable is PISA scores,
explanatory variable is ministerial tenure.

As noted above, Model 1 matches expectations: an increase in GDP per capita

results in an increase in test scores. More importantly, an increase in ministerial

13This is roughly equivalent to the more common claim in frequentist statistics that the p-value
is ≤ .04, .02, and .06, respectively.
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tenure results in an increase in test scores. I cannot test the causal relationship di-

rectly with this data, but the theoretical reasons discussed previously suggest that

such a relationship is plausible. This result confirms the theory that ministerial

tenure is an indicator of quality and, potentially, of importance to the govern-

ment. In substantive terms, these results are significant as well. An increase of

one year in tenure is not as large of a jump as it may seem, considering the low

level at which the means are starting. In many cases, governments were changing

the education minister nearly every year. Even if this number were cut in half,

the typical one-term Latin American president would still have several appoint-

ments to make over the course of that term. The result is a jump of approximately

one-fifth of a standard deviation in test scores. While this may seem like a small

amount, that is, on average, the separation between each Latin American country

that took the PISA in 2012. In other words, ceteris parabus, a one year increase in

tenure would move a country up one place in the Latin American rankings.

Take a more extreme example: if a state increased its average ministerial tenure

by 5 years, scores would be expected to go up a full standard deviation. There

is no doubt this is a large increase in the explanatory variable, but I argue that

it would represent a move from a political to a technocratic administration of the

education bureaucracy. This theoretical move would be enough to move Peru,

the lowest ranked country in the PISA results to very near to Chile, the highest

ranked Latin American country. It would also be enough to move Chile to nearly
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the same level as the United States.

In Model 2, I again use test scores as the dependent variable, but use spending

as the measure of priority. As noted above, I measure spending as government

spending on education as a percentage of GDP. I estimate coefficients based on

all education spending, primary spending, all secondary spending, and lower

secondary spending.14

Spending as a percentage of GDP does not appear to have any explanatory

power for test scores. For all spending specifications and all three subject areas,

the posterior distributions all center around 0. See Fig. 2 for a graphical repre-

sentation of posterior distributions.

The results from Model 2 are not surprising. Although we might hope that

higher levels of spending translate into better outcomes in the classroom, this

does not appear to be the case. These findings confirm previous research that it

is the quality of education that matters most and that quality is not synonymous

with higher levels of spending. These findings are also largely confirmed in the

extended analysis using world data and a standard linear regression, suggesting

that absolute levels of spending are not a strong measure of government priority.

Next, Model 3 uses completion rates at primary and secondary as the de-

pendent variable and tenure as the measure of importance. Also in contrast to

expectations, the coefficients for ministerial tenure overlap 0 to a high degree and

14Lower secondary is defined according to UNESCO designations and aligns roughly with U.S.
grades 6-8.

32



0.
00

0.
05

0.
10

0.
15

0.
20

−
25

0
25

50
C

oe
ffi

ci
en

t E
st

im
at

ed
 V

al
ue

Density

R
ea

di
ng

0.
0

0.
1

0.
2

−
20

0
20

40
C

oe
ffi

ci
en

t E
st

im
at

ed
 V

al
ue

Density

M
at

h

0.
0

0.
1

0.
2

−
20

0
20

40
C

oe
ffi

ci
en

t E
st

im
at

ed
 V

al
ue

Density

Le
ve

l A
ll

Lo
w

er
 S

ec
on

da
ry

P
rim

ar
y

S
ec

on
da

ry

S
ci

en
ce

Figure 2: Posterior densities for Model 2. Dependent variable is PISA scores,
explanatory variable is absolute levels of spending.
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we are forced to conclude that this has no effect on completion rates at either the

primary or secondary levels. Fig. 3 illustrates the results from Model 3.
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Figure 3: Posterior densities for Model 3. Dependent variable is completion rates,
explanatory variable is ministerial tenure.

In Model 3, the results suggest that tenure is not a good predictor of com-

pletion rates. While there is greater certainty in the results for secondary than

primary, both distributions are almost perfectly centered around 0, indicating no

effect. Although this contrasts with the findings from Model 1 in which longer

tenures are associated with higher test scores, this finding does not suggest that

average tenure is a poor measure of priority. Rather, it reflects the wide range of
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complicating variables surrounding decisions to stay in or drop out of school, es-

pecially family level factors. Data limitations prevent an equivalent large sample

test involving tenure and graduation rates.

Model 4 uses test scores as the dependent variable and budgetary rank as the

explanatory variable of interest. Like Models 1-3, I use a 3 year moving mean

on both the budgetary rank and the control variables. The results suggest that

the rank of education spending has a strong positive effect on test scores. Note

that because rank is coded as whether education spending is first, second, or

third, in a list of spending on education, health, and the military, a lower number

indicates a higher rank. Therefore, a negative coefficient indicates that a higher

rank produces higher test scores.

Fig. 4 shows the posterior distributions for the three subject areas. The esti-

mates for reading and math are not as certain as the one for science. Still, I am

over 90% certain for both subjects that the coefficient is negative. For science, I

am over 98% certain that the coefficient is negative. The estimated mean for the

coefficient on budget rank for science test scores is -17.4. This indicates that if

spending on education were to move from lowest ranked to highest ranked, test

scores in science would be expected to increase by almost 35 points, or 70% of a

standard deviation. 35 points is the separation between Brazil and Chile in most

subjects.

The results from Model 4, which uses PISA scores as the dependent variable
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Figure 4: Posterior densities for Model 4. Dependent variable is PISA scores,
explanatory variable is budget rank.

and budget rank as the explanatory variable lends face validity to the claim that

budget rank is a better measure of priority than absolute levels of spending.

Model 5 looks at the connection between spending and completion rates. The

results show that higher levels of spending are negatively associated with com-

pletion rates for primary education for both spending as a whole and primary

specific spending. On the other hand, higher spending on secondary education

may be associated with slightly higher completion rates at the secondary level,

but the results are inconclusive. The analysis suggests that a one percent increase
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in percent of the education budget spent on education would result in a nearly

three percent increase in the secondary graduation rate. However, there is only

an 88% certainty that the coefficient is greater than zero, which would not be con-

sidered “significant” according to traditional metrics. Similarly, there is a high

probability that the overall level of spending as a percentage of the government

budget may have a negative effect on secondary graduation rates.

I suspect that the unusual finding for primary education is a result of having

very little variation in the primary completion rates. Nearly all countries in Latin

America are close to saturation levels for primary education, as noted above, mak-

ing an analysis of the remaining variation challenging and much less meaningful.

See Fig. 5 for results from Model 5.

Model 6 also uses graduation rates as the dependent variable, but looks at

the budget rank as the explanatory variable. As with test scores, the analysis

confirms the expectation that relative spending can predict education outcomes.

Specifically, increasing the relative rank of education compared to health and

military by one position is expected to increase graduation rates at the primary

level by approximately 5.5% and at the secondary level by over 6% (although there

is less certainty in the latter result). Fig. 6 illustrates posterior distributions from

Model 6.

Models 7 and 8 use ministerial rank as the explanatory variable and test scores

and completion rates, respectively, as the dependent variable. Against expecta-
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Figure 5: Posterior distributions for Model 5. Dependent variable is completion
rate, explanatory variable is absolute spending.

tions, ministerial rank does not act as a strong predictor of education outcomes

in any of the regressions. See Figs. 7 and 8. In Model 7, the results for math

scores suggest that the coefficient on ministerial rank is positive with a 93% prob-

ability and a point estimate of approximately 3 points. I am hesitant to place

too much weight behind this finding. While it is possible that ministers focus on

math achievement at the expense of science and reading, the single finding is not

suggestive of a conclusive result. Additionally, even if this is an accurate estimate

of the effect, it is substantively tiny. Given the size of most of the cabinets in

38



0.00

0.05

0.10

0.15

−40 −20 0 20
Coefficient Estimated Value

D
en

si
ty Grade Level

Primary

Secondary

Figure 6: Posterior distributions for Model 6. Dependent variable is completion
rate, explanatory variable is budget rank.

countries studied, the education ministry would have to move from almost the

bottom of the cabinet to the top for any meaningful change to take place in test

scores.

Model 9 mirrors Model 2 and uses test scores as the dependent variable and

education spending as the explanatory variable of interest. This regression uses

the larger world-based dataset and is run using a standard linear regression, as

opposed to the Bayesian analyses above. I run 75 different regressions with this

model. For each subject (reading, math, and science), spending is measured at the
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Figure 7: Posterior densities for Model 7. Dependent variable is PISA score,
explanatory variable is ministerial rank.

overall level, primary level, secondary level (overall), upper secondary, and lower

secondary levels. Each level is then lagged 1 year, 3 years, 5 years, and 3- and 5-

year moving mean are calculated. The results from these models are summarized

in Fig. 9

The results from Model 9 suggest that spending is almost never a statistically

significant predictor of test scores are surprising. The puzzle in the results is

that lagged primary spending levels are significant, but the coefficient is negative,

meaning that greater spending at the primary level actually lowers test scores at
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Figure 8: Posterior densities for Model 8. Dependent variable is completion rate,
explanatory variable is ministerial rank.

the end of lower-secondary. On the one hand, these results could be explained

as the result of shifting focus in the government’s priorities: greater spending at

the primary level may be accompanied by decreased spending at the secondary

level. However, the correlation between primary and secondary spending is .423

for this sample. Further, we would expect that even if spending at one level were

taking away resources at another level, the longer lags should show a return on

this investment. In other words, if greater spending at the primary level actu-

ally produces results, then we would expect those results to start showing up in
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Figure 9: 95% CIs for Model 9. Dependent variable is PISA score, explanatory
variable is spending at specified level and lag.

higher test scores several years down the road, in a 5-year lag model, for example.

Yet this is not what we observe. I am again hesitant to put much weight in these

findings. Given that the large majority of regressions find no result, it would be

42



inappropriate to use the outliers as conclusive evidence. The range of specifica-

tions on the measurement of the explanatory variable and the lag is meant as a

robustness check. In this sense, it is much safer to conclude that spending does

not have any effect on test scores.

Nearly all results are not statistically significant at the 95% level. The only

spending variables that are consistently significant in both statistical and substan-

tive terms are the lagged primary spending levels. However, the coefficients are

all negative, suggesting that an increase in spending at the primary level actu-

ally decreases the PISA test scores of 15-year-olds. We observe something similar

in a few regressions using total education spending as the explanatory variable,

though the results are much smaller in substantive terms. Like in Model 2, given

the near saturation of primary education in the sample, these results should be

considered with great caution.

It should be noted that in all models, the same control variables are used.15

In all cases, these controls fit with the expectation: democracy and income are

associated with higher test scores, as was true in the Bayesian models.

Model 10 also uses test scores as the dependent variable, but moves to budget

priority as the explanatory variable of interest. As explained above, priority is

coded as whether spending on education is greater than both the military and

health, higher than one, or the lowest of all three. For Model 10, I only need to

15The control variables are always symmetrically lagged with the explanatory variable. For
example, when the regression is run using a 3 year lag on spending, GDP per capita and regime
are also held at a 3 year lag.
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run 12 regressions: for each of the three subjects, I use the rank at a 1-year, 3-year,

5-year lag and a 3-year moving mean. Not enough data is available to run the

model using a 5-year moving mean. The results are summarized in Fig. 10
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Figure 10: 95% CIs for Model 10. Dependent variable is PISA score, explanatory

variable is budget rank at specified lag.

The results clearly show that the rank of spending is not significant for any

subject area or any at any lag level. These results contrast the expectation that

spending rank should be a better predictor than pure spending levels. They do,

however, fit the narrative that quality is more important than quantity, and that

any measurement of spending is a poor indicator of substantive results. This
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differs from the results of Model 4, which suggested that rank of spending does

matter for test scores in Latin America. I suspect that these results may be ex-

plained by the difference in sample between Latin America and all PISA countries

. The larger sample includes a high number of relatively stable countries whose

priorities are sufficiently constant to depress any finding of an effect. In contrast,

the high turnover of regimes in Latin America, including swings from highly ide-

ologically distant parties, is likely to result in a larger variation that the analysis

can detect.

Model 11 extends the analysis of Model 5. Graduation rates are the dependent

variable and spending is the explanatory variable of interest.16 Graduation rates

from primary education and lower secondary are tested. Again, regressions are

run for all spending levels and theorized lags. The results are summarized in Fig.

7

Why should higher levels of spending result in lower completion or gradua-

tion rates, as Models 5 and 11 show? There are two possible explanations. The

first possibility is that increased spending is generally not associated with edu-

cation reforms or practices associated with boosting completion rates. This fits

with the evidence that increases in education spending are often associated with

teacher salaries and capital projects such as construction of new schools.17 It also

16It is important to remember that this model uses true graduation rates, whereas Model 3
has to use completion rates. The difference is subtle, but it means the results are not directly
comparable, even beyond the difference in explanatory variable.

17Increased teacher salaries may increase performance, but in Latin America at least are still
thought to be too low to attract top talent (Corrales, 1999).
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points to the politicization of education and highlights the need to move toward

technocratic administration. The second possibility is that spending associated

with access reforms incorporates the students least likely to succeed and score

well on tests. Given the high levels of saturation at the primary levels, this is a

distinct possibility.

The results from Model 11 are also somewhat surprising. Spending is not sig-

nificant in most regressions, but in those where it is, the coefficient is negative. In

all of these cases, however, the magnitude of the coefficient is substantively small.

Still, it is surprising that spending at the secondary level might lower graduation

rates at the primary level. A similar explanation to the previous one may fit these

results: the students who are being added to the system are those least likely to

complete their education. Given that social promotion, the practice of allow stu-

dents to advance grades based on their age and not academic achievement, does

not exist in Latin America.

Finally, Model 12 uses graduation rates as the dependent variable and bud-

getary rank as the explanatory variable. Like the Bayesian Model 6, the results go

against expectations: budgetary rank is not a good predictor of graduation rates.

See Fig. 12.

46



rank.lag.1

rank.lag.3

rank.lag.5

rank.mm.3

rank.mm.5

−5 0 5 10 15
Estimate

La
g

Lower Secondary

rank.lag.1

rank.lag.3

rank.lag.5

rank.mm.3

rank.mm.5

−10 −5 0 5 10
Estimate

La
g

Primary

Figure 12: 95% CIs for Model 12. Dependent variable is graduation rate, explana-

tory variable is budget rank specified lag.
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Figure 11: 95% CIs for Model 11. Dependent variable is graduation rate, explana-
tory variable is spending at specified level and lag.
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5 Conclusion

This paper addresses the question of what effect the prioritization of education

actually has on education outcomes. Using both PISA test scores and gradua-

tion and completion rates as a measure of outcomes, I test the hypothesis that

greater priority will produce positive results. I find that while absolute levels of

spending do not do a good job of predicting outcomes, spending on education

relative to other public goods does. This indicates that while spending may be a

necessary condition for access and quality expansions in education, it is not suf-

ficient. Relative spending is a better indicator of government priorities because it

captures the inherent trade-off between spending on education and other public

goods. Similarly, I find that the tenure of education minister is a strong predictor

of test scores and graduation rates. When education is a priority for the govern-

ment, it will select qualified and effective leadership for the education ministry.

These leaders will enjoy longer average tenures than those chosen for purely po-

litical motivations and will use that longer time period to implement successful

improvements. Rank of education minister within the cabinet does not provide a

strong predictor of education outcomes, in contrast to expectations. These find-

ings stress the importance of a technocratic administration for improving both

access to and quality of education.

This paper has offered a novel way of measuring priority. However, greater

work needs to be done to expand and validate this measure. Doing so would
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allow it to be used on a wider scale both within the education sphere and in

other policy areas as well. Education is not the only policy area in which gov-

ernments devote large amounts of resources. While politicians may make grand

proclamations about their priorities, reality does not always match. Looking at

the tenure of various appointed positions may provide additional leverage for

understanding the issues governments actually prioritize.

Additional work is also needed to test the proposed mechanisms connecting

education priority with classroom outcomes. While the statistical tests in this pa-

per were able to establish some of the basic empirical relationships, case studies

would provide greater leverage on the ways in which governments prioritize ed-

ucation through the selection of bureaucrats and, in turn, how those individuals

can influence the results at the classroom level. The case of Colombia would be

particularly interesting for this purpose. In the early 2000s the government an-

nounced that education would be a priority and they took many steps in order to

make this the case. Among a wide range of changes included investing in strong

ministerial leadership. The average tenure of education ministers in Colombia

from 1990-1999 was only 1 year 3 months years, but that figure rose to 4 years

3 months during the period 2000-2012. This new leadership focused efforts on

primary and pre-primary education, the areas that experts have long suggested

make the most difference for education outcomes (Camargo Abello, 2015). A

growing economy allowed the Colombian government to spend large sums of
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money on the new technocratic-based programs (Ibid.). The government efforts

produced real results in both access and quality of education in that country.

This contrasts with the case of Argentina, which saw ministerial tenure fall

from 2 years 6 months to approximately 1 year 7 months over the same time pe-

riod. In 2001 Argentina suffered an economic collapse from which the country

has yet to fully recover. The downturn not only reduced the amount of funds

available for education, it also fundamentally changed the calculus of education

for students (Tedesco, 2015). Remaining funds continued to be channeled to sec-

ondary education and not primary and pre-primary education where it was most

needed.18 Finally, reforms to education during this time were subjected to large

scale inputs from the public through surveys and consultations (Ibid.). Although

this created wide support for the bills, allowing them to pass into law without

major opposition, the consequence is that they were designed with political ex-

pediency in mind and not the technocratic-based content needed to improve the

quality of education outcomes. These changes correspond with declining quality

of education in Argentina, as measured by test scores.

This work has important implications for policymakers in both Latin America

and other regions. It also adds support to previous work that suggests it is not a

matter of quantity, but rather quality that matters in the provision of education.

Simply increasing the amount of money spent on education will not produce de-

18Indeed, Argentina is the only Latin American country where spending per student is consis-
tently and significantly higher at the secondary level than the primary level.
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sirable results. Rather, a government must prioritize education by depoliticizing

the education bureaucracy and appointing technocratic leadership. Stakeholders

interested in improving the quality of education should find these results encour-

aging: pressure on the government that makes education a great priority to it may

result in better education outcomes.
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