
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Copyright 

by 

Santiago Alejandro Tellez Canas 

2020 

 

 

  



The Dissertation Committee for Santiago Alejandro Tellez Canas Certifies that this 
is the approved version of the following Dissertation: 

 

Decentralization of education in Colombia: its operation and effects on 

education performance and inequality  

 

 

 
Committee: 
 
 
 
 
Paul von Hippel, Supervisor 
 
 
 
Victoria Rodríguez Ward 
 
 
 
Peter Ward 
 
 
 
Kurt Weyland 
 
 
 
Leigh Linden 
 
 
 
 



Decentralization of Education in Colombia: its operation and effects on 

education performance and inequality 

 

 

by 

Santiago Alejandro Tellez Canas 

 

 

 

 

Dissertation 

Presented to the Faculty of the Graduate School of  

The University of Texas at Austin 

in Partial Fulfillment  

of the Requirements 

for the Degree of  

 

Doctor of Philosophy 

 

 

 

The University of Texas at Austin 

August 2020 



Dedication 

To my sister Diana (1988-2018) for her brave fight. 

To my grandmother Delfina (1929-2019) for always believing in and guiding me. 

To my uncle Miguel (1953-2014) for being a role model. 

 



 v 

Acknowledgements 

I would like to thank all my committee members: Paul von Hippel, Victoria 

Rodríguez, Peter Ward, Kurt Weyland and Leigh Linden for your guidance and support 

during my doctoral studies and through the dissertation process. Special thanks to my 

committee chair, Paul von Hippel for always posing hard and thoughtful questions. My 

deepest gratitude to Victoria Rodríguez and Peter Ward. I could have not done it without 

your kind, generous and unconditional support at all times, both personally and 

academically. Also, I would like to offer my appreciation to professor Chandler Stolp, 

whom I consider an unofficial committee member, for always looking out for me, even 

when I moved to Colombia. Kurt Weyland provided key guidance when this project was 

taking shape in my dissertation proposal and in the last months of re-writing and revising 

this manuscript. The initial work I did on Leigh Linden’s class and his feedback were the 

seed of two of the chapters of this manuscript. 

I would also like to offer my gratitude for the generous support of the Graduate 

School and the LBJ School for Public Affairs at the University of Texas at Austin, even 

since I started the program. 

The members of my Cohort and now friends: Ilse, Abby, Hans, Christina, Noah, 

and Esther provided me with the best study, writing and support group I could have 

expected. Also, thanks to Adam, Donna, Alex, Jenn and William for supporting us along 

the process. All this process would have been much harder without all of you guys by my 

side. I extend my gratitude to Cale and Sara. Thanks for your friendship. I still miss happy 

hours and the inspiring conversations we shared.  

The LBJ School of Public Affairs provided a kind and collegial work environment. 

Thanks to Francisca and Jody for your kindness and support along the way. Thanks to 



 vi 

Alvaro for convincing me to apply, showing me around, introducing me to the Zacapa 

world, and inviting me to write and work together.  

I would also like to thank the interviewees that made this dissertation possible. 

Special thanks to Adolfo Sánchez for his interview and for connecting me with officials 

and former officials of the Ministry of Education. Mariana, my cousin, helped me 

transcribing the interviews, and I really appreciate that. It saved a lot of time.  

Universidad Externado de Colombia and my boss, Constanza García, have 

provided me the opportunity to teach, improve and refine ideas I developed during the 

program. I hope to keep contributing to our students and the university.  

More importantly, I would like to thank my smart, beautiful and caring wife, Lucía. 

Only you know what all this  meant. You were by my side at every step of this journey. 

You celebrated and were happy for me in the good moments, and never let me down, 

always believed in me and encouraged me in the bad moments. This, truly, would not have 

been possible without you. We made it. Thank you.  

My mom, Consuelo, allowed me to dream and grow, and she did all she could so 

that we had an education. This is the fruit of all her efforts and sacrifices. Thanks to my 

siblings, Diana and Juan Camilo, for your braveness in the path we walked together. My 

niece Valentina has provided me inspiration to finish, and I thank her for that. My gratitude 

also goes to Martin for being next to us in all circumstances. I admire you all for our 

struggle and thank you all for being there, even when I could not, during the hard times. I 

am sure better times will come for us. 

Thanks to my grandmother, aunts, uncles and cousins for always keeping an eye on 

me during this time. Thanks to my dad, Benjamín, for his calls and for being proud, and to 

my aunt, Sandra, for all the conversations on education we have had. Your experience is 

an inspiration for me to keep working on these issues. Special thanks to my mother in law, 



 vii 

my brother in law, and Lucia’s aunts for hosting me in your house and your family during 

this time. 

I still miss Austin and friends there. I would like to thank Nicolás for being a great 

roommate and friend, Nathalia for always keeping an eye, Jimena for your generosity, and 

Andrea for your kindness and unconditionality. Also, thanks to Jaime and Adriana for your 

company and encouragement at all times. We are fortunate to have a little bit of Austin in 

Bogotá. Thanks to Marcelo and Marta for your friendship. 

My friends in Bogotá have provided company, entertainment and support, both 

virtually and materially during this time. Thanks to Gustavo, Samir, Isaza, Jiménez, Juan 

Francisco y Vera for always being there. I am grateful for belonging to a group where we 

learn of all things from each other, laugh (also of all things) at each other and support each 

other in all forms. Thanks to Jimena Serrano for her unconditional friendship, and for 

always believing in me. Thanks to Ariel and Miguel for our conversations. Your company 

has been comforting. Thanks to Ivan and Mario for backing me up. Thanks to Pablo 

Enrique for your advice and friendship. Finally, thanks to Viviana for listening, helping me 

understand, and guiding me. 

  



 viii 

Abstract 

 

Decentralization of Education in Colombia: its operation and effects on 

education performance and inequality 

 

Santiago Alejandro Tellez Canas, PhD 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2020 

 

Supervisor: Paul von Hippel 

 

The distribution of functions and decision-making over the educational system is 

different all over the world. In some countries, most of the responsibilities lie with the 

national government, while in other countries schools or local authorities enjoy high levels 

of autonomy. This dissertation aims to assess the effects of decentralization of education 

in education expenditures, performance and inequality. Second, it aims to evaluate if 

political competition and local administrative capacity are mechanisms that explain that 

relationship, and moreover to understand how those factors relate to the output and 

outcomes of interest. The dissertation focuses in Colombia for its historical experience with 

decentralization, and more importantly, because in 2001 it adopted a reform which granted 

autonomy to large municipalities with respect to education management. To provide a 

comparative perspective to the results for Colombia, the dissertation also includes a 

comparative analysis of seven Latin American countries. The dissertation finds that in the 

case of Colombia, decentralization increases education expenditures and inequality but 

does not have any effect on education performance. For municipalities with high levels of 

political competition, decentralization does not have a different effect on expenditures, but 
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in some estimations it appears to decrease performance, and decreases education 

segregation, while for those with low levels of political competition, it only has a 

differentiated effect on education expenditures that municipalities make with their own 

resources. The quantitative chapters of the dissertation also show that levels of local 

administrative capacity, as measured by the percentage of income generated by 

municipalities out of total revenue, only have an effect on the latter type of expenditures, 

but do not produce differentiated effects on performance or inequality. The dissertation 

also shows, through a qualitative exploration, that even though the stated purpose of the 

2001 reform was to decentralize decision-making, it appears to have sparked a growing 

trend to recentralization of funding and decision-making. Despite this trend, with respect 

to the little autonomy municipalities have, those with resources and technical capacity are 

able to use to to experiment with new programs and initiatives. However, that does not 

appear to be the case for most autonomous municipalities. In those municipalities, political 

capture of autonomy for politicking and clientelism and the lack of administrative capacity 

hamper the use of autonomy to improve education performance and reduce inequality. 

Finally, the comparative exploration of seven Latin American countries largely confirms 

the findings of Colombia that the association between decentralization and performance 

and inequality tends to be weak. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

MOTIVATION 

The distribution of functions and decision-making over the educational system is 

different all over the world. In some countries, most of the responsibilities lie with the 

national government, while in other countries there are higher levels of decentralization in 

which decision making is a responsibility of schools or school districts. Also, in some other 

countries, middle range layers of government (e.g. states or municipalities, etc.) have most 

of the decision-making responsibilities. Although decentralization has been studied in 

detail, in particular regarding the political processes behind it and its effects on political 

outcomes, its effects on policy outcomes such as performance or inequality are still debated 

in the literature. 

Some research has shown that decentralization of education is associated with 

higher levels of student performance and higher levels of enrollment, specifically in richer 

communities or in municipalities with higher levels of institutional development. However, 

the empirical literature on decentralization of social services suggests that in some contexts 

decentralization might lead to rent capture by local interest groups and elites. Therefore, 

the effects of decentralization on educational outcomes still seem unclear, as are the 

mechanisms through which decentralization operates in improving education outcomes or 

reducing inequalities.  

The Colombian congress passed a law in 20011 to grant autonomy for the provision 

of education to the largest of the country’s 1122 municipalities, while assigning that 

 
1 Law 715 of 2001. 
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responsibility to departments2 in the case of the smaller municipalities. This reform 

provides an opportunity to assess the effects and operation of the decentralization scheme 

that the 2001 reform established for education provision. To that purpose, this dissertation 

estimates the reform’s effects on educational investments, a relevant policy output that 

might influence outcomes such as performance and inequality. Also, it evaluates the 

reform’s impact on educational performance and inequality. Third, it provides an 

explanation about the mechanisms through which decentralization of education affects 

education funding and management, and ultimately performance and inequalities, 

including the potential influence of political competition, political capture and local 

administrative capacity, among others. Finally, it places the reform and its effects in the 

context of education systems in Latin America by comparing levels of decentralization in 

eight countries and its relationship with performance and inequalities.  

The dissertation focuses on Colombia for two reasons. First, although it is a unitary 

country, Colombia is considered to have high levels of decentralization. As Chapter 2 

shows, it has attempted to implement decentralization policies since the 1980s, including 

the introduction of the popular election of mayors in 1986 and the attempt to municipalize 

education in 1989. Second, the reform adopted in 2001, by assigning heterogenous levels 

of decentralization among municipalities, provides an interesting setup to compare the 

operation and effects of decentralization among municipalities under the same set of formal 

and informal institutions and regulations.  

Moreover, Colombia belongs to a region that has experimented for a long time with 

decentralization of the provision of social services including education. Federalist 

countries such as Brazil and Mexico (Wilson et al., 2008), as well as unitary countries such 

 
2 Colombia is a unitary country divided in 32 departments. Each department is in turn divided in 
municipalities.  
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as Colombia, Chile and Bolivia (Angell et al., 2001; Falleti, 2010; O’Neill, 2005) have 

attempted to decentralize and recentralize the provision of education (among other social 

services) in some cases to states or departments (e.g., Mexico and Colombia in the 1990s), 

in other cases to municipalities (e.g., Brazil and Colombia in the late 1980s), and in some 

circumstances granting higher levels of autonomy to schools (e.g., Nicaragua, Chile and 

Colombia since 1994 with respect to the curriculum (Grindle, 2004)). The comparison with 

other Latin American countries that Chapter 6 shows places the effects and operation of 

the Colombian reform in a comparative perspective, by showing how different schemes for 

the provision of education relate to performance and inequality. 

The following section provides more context about decentralization reforms in 

Latin America. After that, I present some definitions of decentralization and its types, and 

discuss the potential effects of decentralization. Then I discuss the mechanisms that link 

decentralization with those effects, outline the contributions of the dissertation, and briefly 

summarize the methods used. Finally, I describe the content of the remaining chapters.  

DECENTRALIZATION IN LATIN AMERICA 

The 2001 reform in Colombia is not an isolated initiative. As mentioned before, 

decentralization initiatives have been implemented in Latin America since the 1980s both 

in unitary and federalist countries. Decentralization has been so prominent in the region’s 

countries that some scholars have even asserted that it has been a revolution. 3 In the 

education sector, decentralization was one of the common reforms introduced by Latin 

American governments during the 1990s (Grindle, 2004, pp. 9–10).  

 
3 For instance, Grindle affirms that Latin American underwent a “Decentralization Revolution” (Grindle, 
2007, pp. 4–9) , while the book that Timothy Campbell devoted to the topic was titled “The Quiet 
Revolution: decentralization and the rise of political participation in Latin American cities” (Campbell, 
2003) 
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Along with the multiple initiatives has come a surge in studies devoted to 

decentralization. Most of those studies have focused on understanding the political 

motivations and processes behind decentralization initiatives, as well as its effects on 

political outcomes (Angell et al., 2001; Campbell, 2003; Eaton, 2004; Falleti, 2010; 

Montero & Samuels, 2004; O’Neill, 2005; V. E. Rodríguez, 1997). Specifically in the 

education sector,  Grindle (2004) shows the political processes behind education reform, 

including decentralization of education, in a group of Latin American countries. Similarly, 

of particular interest within this group of studies are the works of Rodríguez (1997) and 

Eaton (2004), both of which attempt to explain the choices of governments in the 

centralization/decentralization continuum, and how those choices are not binary, but 

instead a combination of measures to decentralize power, decisions or resources in some 

areas, as a means to centralize or recentralize in other areas. 

Other studies have focused on more immediate outcomes of decentralization 

reforms, that is, its direct effects on local governments and the modes of policymaking by 

the subnational state. For instance, Grindle (2007) studied the effect of decentralization in 

overall municipal performance using a sample of 30 medium-sized municipalities. 

Municipal performance is measured in terms of political competition, public sector 

modernization, state entrepreneurship, and civil society activism. Similarly, Wilson et al 

(2008) adopt a comparative perspective to assess the relationship of decentralization and 

the efficacy and capacity of the subnational state, by exploring similarities and differences 

in three federalist countries in the Americas (i.e. Mexico, Brazil and United States). For 

instance, they address the effects of decentralization on local capacity, relationships 

between the branches of government and between subnational units, as well as the 

relationship of civil society with the subnational state. 
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Other studies have analyzed the effects of decentralization on more distal outcomes, 

particularly related to public sector provision such as health and education, although these 

type of studies are more scarce in the literature (Gadenne & Singhal, 2014). For instance, 

Faguet (2004) reports positive effects of decentralization on local investments and 

responsiveness of those investments to local needs in education and health in Bolivia, after 

its decentralization reform of 1994. Robles (2006) showed that decentralization of 

education in Mexico produced positive effects in coverage and efficiency in primary 

education, but negative effects on coverage in secondary education. Moreover, he shows 

evidence that the effect not only varied by education level but also that it was different for 

different Mexican states. Faguet and Sánchez (2013) indicate that decentralization 

produced positive effects on access to basic education and health in Colombia. Galiani et 

al. (2008) showed positive effects of decentralization on students’ performance, although 

those effects do not seem to benefit the poor. Similar gaps are reported by Madeira (2012) 

in his analysis of decentralization in São Paulo, Brazil. In the specific case of the 

Colombian reform of 2001, Cortés (2010) found that in the short-term it increased access 

to education in autonomous municipalities, partially by increasing enrollment into private 

schools. Brutti (2015) shows that autonomy increased the gap in performance among 

municipalities with higher and lower levels of development. 

In sum, the decentralization revolution in Latin America has been accompanied by 

a surge in studies about different aspects of decentralization. Some studies focus on the 

political processes and motivations behind the decisions to whether decentralize or 

recentralize, the type of decentralization adopted (i.e. political, fiscal, administrative) and 

the modes of decentralization. Other studies have focused on the effects of decentralization 

on local politics, the operation of local governments and their relationships with other 

subnational units as well as with civil society at the local level. Finally, some analyses have 
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focused on assessing the impact of decentralization on specific outcomes in sectors of 

social service provision such as health and education, including a couple of studies that 

focus on the Colombian reform of 2001.  

Two shortcomings are identified in this literature. First, few studies have provided 

a comprehensive view of decentralization, that is, one that encompasses estimation of 

effects along with an analysis of the operation and implementation of decentralization 

reforms, with a particular focus on a policy sector. An exception is Robles (2006). Second, 

in the case of education, although the literature has presented evidence on the effects of 

decentralization reforms in improving access and performance, as well as on the 

differences in outcomes among subnational entities, it has not analyzed its effects on 

inequality of outcomes within subnational entities, which is an equally important outcome 

of those reforms.  

This dissertation expands and improves on this literature by addressing the 2001 

Colombian reform from a comprehensive point of view. To that end, the dissertation 

provides a historical perspective of decentralization efforts in Colombia up to an 

explanation of the reforms’ origins, estimates the effects of the reform in educational 

performance and inequality within subnational entities, assesses if the reform generated an 

increase on education investments, which could be a possible causal mechanism to achieve 

better performance and/or lower inequality, and explores the actual operation of 

decentralization by focusing on three Colombian municipalities. Moreover, the dissertation 

puts the reform and its effects in a comparative perspective, by comparing levels of 

autonomy with respect to education in Colombia with those of other Latin American 

countries, and by exploring if and how autonomy in education management relates to 

education performance and inequality.  
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THE CONCEPT AND TYPES OF DECENTRALIZATION 

According to Falleti, decentralization “is a process of state reform composed by a 

set of public policies that transfer responsibilities, resources, or authority from higher to 

lower levels of government” (2005, p. 328). The idea of decentralization as a process, 

instead of a final state or goal that could be reached, had been already advanced by Victoria 

Rodríguez in her work on decentralization in Mexico (1997, p. 9). Two aspects distinguish 

decentralization, according to this definition. First, it implies an actual transfer of 

responsibilities, resources or authority. Second, that transfer happens within the 

government and not to private entities.  

Decentralization differs from privatization or deregulation, in which the recipients 

of authority or responsibilities are private entities (Rondinelli et al., 1989, p. 72), although 

other authors have included privatization within the concept of market decentralization (V. 

E. Rodríguez, 1997, p. 10). It differs from deconcentration because there is an actual 

transfer of responsibilities, while in deconcentration the high level of government fully 

retains the authority and responsibilities over service provision, but implements them using 

agents or branches that it creates in subnational entities, which are completely dependent 

on the guidance and funding from the national government  (Rondinelli et al., 1989, p. 76). 

Decentralization is also different from delegation. In delegation, implementation and 

execution of responsibilities are usually transferred to semiautonomous entities, such as 

public corporations, at the same level of government, although sometimes those entities 

are located at the subnational level, e.g. regional bodies or agencies (Rondinelli et al., 1989, 

p. 74). In any case, responsibility and authority are formally assigned to the national 

government, which must oversee its execution, and can regain them at any given moment, 

while in decentralization the opportunity of regaining authority should not be present, at 

least in theory. Decentralization as understood in this dissertation is similar to what 
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Rodríguez distinguishes as devolution, which implies the actual transfer of decision-

making powers to autonomous regional and local organizations (V. E. Rodríguez, 1997, p. 

11).4  

The literature also distinguishes three types of decentralization (Falleti, 2005, p. 

329; Grindle, 2007, p. 4; V. E. Rodríguez, 1997, pp. 9–10): 

1. Administrative decentralization: decentralization of the provision of social services 

such as education or health. The new distribution of functions with respect to education 

in the 2001 reform, specifically the granting of autonomy to large municipalities to 

manage resources and be in charge of education provision, is an example of 

administrative decentralization. 

2. Fiscal decentralization: policies that aim to increase revenues and fiscal autonomy of 

subnational entities. Falleti argues that it could take three institutional forms: “increase 

of transfers from the central government, the creation of new subnational taxes, and 

delegation of tax authority that was previously national”. (Falleti, 2005, p. 329) The 

measures taken in the 2001 reform in Colombia that modified the operation of resource 

transfers from the central government to subnational entities are an example of the first 

institutional form of fiscal decentralization. 

3. Political decentralization: policies that aim to “devolve political authority or electoral 

capacities to subnational actors” such as the popular election of mayors and governors, 

that used to be appointed by the national government. The constitutional reform of 1986 

that allowed mayors’ popular election, and the change introduced in the Constitution 

 
4 For Rodríguez (1997, pp. 10–12) deconcentration, delegation and devolution are modes of 
decentralization, instead of completely differentiated phenomena. Moreover, as Grindle (2007, p. 5) and 
Bello-Gómez (2020, pp. 1–2) have proposed, the reality for local officials is that those phenomena (i.e. 
devolution or decentralization, deconcentration and delegation) coexist in practice. 



 29 

of 1991 to allow the popular election of governors are examples of political 

decentralization in the Colombian context.  

The OECD has a framework to measure education decentralization that splits the 

tasks related to the education system in four domains: (1) organization of instruction, (2) 

programming and structure, (3) personnel management, and (4) allocation and use of 

resources (OECD, 2018, p. 411). The focus of the 2001 reform was on the fourth domain 

(i.e. allocation and use of resources), although schools and the central government also 

have some roles in this domain. The reform also partially focuses on personnel 

management, although teachers’ hiring is a complex process that involves both local and 

national authorities, as further explained in Chapter 2. The reform does not involve 

organization of instruction or programming and structure, which are domains mainly under 

schools’ purview, as Chapter 2 shows.  

DECENTRALIZATION’S POTENTIAL EFFECTS 

Reforms related to decentralization of social service provision and funding have 

traditionally had two motivations: to improve efficiency in public service provision and to 

increase democratic legitimacy (Grindle, 2007, pp. 7–9; Wilson et al., 2008, p. 27).5 

Moreover, the practice of decentralization in the 1980s and 1990s showed that the capacity 

and quality of local governments varied among subnational units, which could then lead to 

heterogenous outcomes, and potentially to increases in inequalities among those units. 

Also, practice made it clear that some groups (e.g. local elites) could be better positioned 

to take advantage of decentralization, which might in turn generate inequality within 

subnational units. 

 
5 Wilson et al. (2008, p. 27) and Rodríguez (1997, pp. 3–6) also discuss as motivations for decentralization 
the dynamics of industrialization and population growth, as well as advocacy by international organizations 
such as the World Bank.  
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Following both the theoretical expectations and the practical realities of 

decentralization, this dissertation focuses on one output and on two outcomes:  

• Education expenditures (output): One potential pathway through which 

decentralization might affect education performance and inequality are the amount 

and composition of investments of subnational entities in education. Although there 

are other factors that could explain changes in performance and inequality, such as 

the characteristics of the families, or the management of schools, this dissertation 

focuses in investments because they were an output that the 2001 reform definitely 

sought to influence.  

• Efficiency (outcome): In the education sector, efficiency improvements refer to 

education performance (e.g. improvements on average test scores), which could 

increase because subnational units have more information about local preferences 

and needs to which they might adjust their decisions. Also, local communities are 

better able to monitor local providers’ behavior and hold those providers 

accountable.  

• Education inequality within subnational units (outcome): As a consequence of 

decentralization some schools and families within a given subnational unit might 

receive more resources and face incentives and institutional constraints that are 

conducive to a better provision of education, while other schools and families might 

fail to receive those resources or incentives, thereby increasing gaps or inequality 

within subnational units. 

The relationship between investments, performance and inequality could take 

different forms. Education investments could increase performance if they are used in 

activities and products with the potential to enhance education quality. If those investments 

are properly targeted to the most disadvantaged schools and families those investments 
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could also reduce inequality, although it is possible that overall performance does not 

increase. However, if those investments are targeted to those schools or families that are 

already advantaged, they could both increase inequalities and performance. And if those 

investments are devoted to activities and products without the potential of enhancing 

education quality (e.g. to hire officials without technical preparation for education) they 

could maintain or decrease performance, and maintain or increase inequalities. Finally, if 

there is no change in investments, performance and inequality might improve, worsen or 

remain equal, depending on the behavior of other factors such as family characteristics and 

the way in which schools are managed.  

From the previous discussion, it becomes clear that performance and inequality do 

not necessarily improve together. Improvements in performance located among those 

already advantaged could improve overall performance and deteriorate inequality. But if 

performance improvements are focused on the middle of the distribution both performance 

and inequality might improve. Furthermore, when performance improvements focus on the 

bottom of the distribution, average performance might worsen or remain constant, while 

inequality could improve. 

The effects of decentralization on education investments in Colombia are addressed 

in Chapter 3, while its effects on education performance and inequality within subnational 

units are addressed in Chapter 4, as well as in Chapter 6 in a comparative exploration that 

includes seven other Latin American countries.  

As discussed in more detail in the next section, as well as in some of the analysis 

presented in Chapters 3 to 5, political factors relevant in the context of decentralization 

such as political competition, the capacity of local governments and participation by 

relevant stakeholders are included in the explanation of educational outputs and outcomes 
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(Chapters 3 and 4) as well as in the description of the actual operation of decentralization 

(Chapter 5).  

Beyond the effects described before, decentralization might also increase 

inequalities among municipalities (Grindle, 2007; Prud’homme, 1995; Wilson et al., 2008). 

Some regions or municipalities might be better positioned to use their autonomy in a way 

conducive to the improvement of average achievement and attainment levels, while other 

municipalities might lack the resources, incentives or constraints to do so. However, this 

dissertation does not focus extensively on this outcome, mainly because the empirical 

strategy adopted in Chapters 3, 4 and 6 does not lend itself to the analysis of heterogeneous 

effects among subnational units. 

After this description of the potential outputs and outcomes of decentralization that 

are the focus of this dissertation, the next section presents the theoretical argument that 

underlies this dissertation, and specifically, explains the possible theoretical mechanisms 

that link decentralization of education with the changes outputs and outcomes previously 

described.  

CAUSAL MECHANISMS THAT EXPLAIN THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN 
DECENTRALIZATION AND EDUCATIONAL OUTPUTS AND OUTCOMES  

This section presents three theoretical mechanisms that explain the link between 

decentralization—both administrative and fiscal—and increments or reductions on 

education investments, performance and inequality. Those mechanisms include the role of 

the median voter and political competition, the potential for local political capture and 

clientelism, and the role of local administrative capacity.  
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Decentralization and political competition  

The role of decentralization and political competition is rooted in the rational choice 

tradition of public policy. According to this approach, decentralization might increase 

efficiency in the provision of education because municipalities have more information 

about local preferences and needs. Therefore, they have an advantage with respect to the 

central government and they could allocate resources and provide services according to 

those preferences. Additionally, parents, students and the community in general are better 

able to monitor local providers’ behavior and hold those providers accountable because of 

their proximity. A particular mechanism for monitoring and accountability is, according to 

one of the first proponents of this argument, “voting with the feet” or moving to another 

jurisdiction, where the set and characteristics of public goods provided align better with 

individual or household preferences (Tiebout, 1956).  

Within this view decentralization might also be negative because it decreases the 

opportunities to coordinate the possible spillovers of public goods’ provision. For instance, 

an irrigation system or a regional road produces spillovers, namely potential benefits for 

more than one municipality. In those cases, decentralized provision is not ideal, because it 

reduces opportunities of coordination. Nonetheless, not all public services provided at the 

local level have the same potential for producing those spillovers. For instance, a local road 

or bridge that benefits only one municipality would not produce any potential benefit to 

another municipality. Similarly, this could be the case of education, specifically at the 

elementary and secondary levels, whose provision is usually local. Oates (1972) argues 

that when spillovers are irrelevant, a decentralized system of government is preferred, 

because the benefits of matching service provision with local preferences exceed the costs 

of lack of coordination.  
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Chubb and Moe (1990) and Carolyn Hoxby (1999) have invoked the matching of 

decisions and local preferences to argue in favor of local funding and control of schools. 

Similarly, this approach has been used to support school autonomy as a policy to increase 

school performance in developing countries (Barrera-Osorio et al., 2009, 2012). 

While “voting with the feet” provides a mechanism to match service provision with 

local preferences, in some contexts, moving to a new jurisdiction might not be an easy 

decision due to economic, social or cultural factors (Bardhan, 2002; Gadenne & Singhal, 

2014). Additionally, it might be easier for some people to move (e.g. rich families), than 

for other people (e.g. poor families). In that case, within the rational choice perspective, 

effective political competition in the election of local officials provides the mechanism to 

match preferences and provision of public services. If political competition is effective, in 

the context of unequal societies such as Colombia (Álvarez Rivadulla, 2013) and most of 

Latin America, local politicians have an incentive to appeal and target policies to the more 

disadvantaged groups of the population (Gift & Wibbels, 2014), thereby reducing 

inequalities within municipalities. This incentive originates in the fact that, in an unequal 

society, where the income distribution is typically skewed, the decisive voter (i.e. median 

voter) has an income that is lower than the mean income. Therefore, the median voter 

favors more redistribution through government programs, in this case through better 

quality of education provision for the poor, thereby reducing educational inequalities 

within municipalities (Acemoglu & Robinson, 2005; Meltzer & Richard, 1981). Although 

the median voter theorem was devised mainly in the context of national politics, it is a 

useful device to explain public policy outcomes in the context of decentralized decision-

making.6 
 

6 Ward (1998, p. 354) argues that another potential influence of political competition is through the 
influence it might have on reducing the extent and incidence of machine politics and patronage based 
politics, towards more technocratic governments, in which decisions are based on technical considerations 
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Redistribution might occur through a variety of mechanisms. Local authorities 

might choose policies and programs that are more beneficial for a particular population 

group (e.g. the poor) or might target and favor that group in the implementation of policies 

and programs, as well as the provision of services. These two mechanisms are a byproduct 

of administrative decentralization. Another possible pathway to generate redistribution is 

the collection of taxes from the rich to create programs that benefit the poor, to favor the 

poor in service provision or to free revenue coming from national transfers and devote it to 

the poor. These mechanisms are a byproduct of fiscal decentralization. 

In the education literature examples of this approach include Corcoran and Evans 

(2010), which presented evidence about a positive relation between higher levels of income 

inequality and greater levels of spending on public education, mostly driven by the ability 

of local governments to raise more resources from the top of the income distribution. In 

Colombia, Sánchez and Pachón (2013) assert that in the context of decentralization, 

effective electoral competition leads to increased local fiscal capacity—i.e. collection of 

municipal taxes and reduced dependence on national transfers—which in turn leads to 

higher enrollment in schools and better performance in test scores.  

Following the previous discussion, an initial prediction out of the rational choice 

tradition is that decentralization of education increases education performance, due to the 

match of decisions and resource allocation with local needs and preferences. Moreover, a 

second prediction from this approach is that in the context of an unequal society such as 

Colombia, administrative and fiscal decentralization along with effective political 

competition lead to less educational inequality within municipalities because local 

politicians will implement pro-poor policies to appeal to the median voter, and therefore 
 

(e.g. needs based) rather than on political considerations (e.g. rewarding or inciting political support). 
Relatedly, Grindle (2007, p. 10) has argued that political competition translates into more effective and 
competent local governments.  
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will provide better education to the poor. Finally, the effect of decentralization on 

investments might take two forms. First, decentralization might increase them because 

performance improvements or the need for redistribution might demand larger levels of 

resources. Second, it might change the composition of expenditures and investments, for 

instance towards expenditures related to improvements in quality of education (e.g. 

teachers’ training, textbooks, among others), or to benefit those more disadvantaged. 

The potential for local political capture and clientelism 

Within the same rational choice tradition Bardhan and Mookherjee (2000, 2005) 

argue that in the context of decentralization there is also a possibility of political capture 

of local authorities. Political capture refers to the possibility that local elites influence local 

decision making through different means. According to their model, some of the 

determinants of political capture are levels of political awareness, interest group 

cohesiveness and inequality. Their model relies on the fact that the socioeconomically 

advantaged are more politically informed and therefore have higher levels of political 

awareness, are more cohesive as a group and more likely to try to influence the government 

through lobbying or similar means. The consequence of political capture is that local 

authorities adopt policies that benefit the elites, refraining from adopting policies that 

benefit the poor such as better provision of education or health for all (Hutchcroft, 2001).  

The potential of political capture is not far of the social reproduction tradition in 

the sociology of education (J. Bourdieu, 1977; DiMaggio, 1979). That is, 

socioeconomically advantaged families could seek out and achieve advantages for their 

children through actions and decisions that aim to influence policy or rents allocation (i.e. 

political capture). In particular, in the case of decentralization, those families might look 

to affect the decisions and resource allocations of local officials. For instance, families 
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from the elite could attempt to lower taxes so that they are able to pay for private schools 

or to invest in tutoring or other extracurricular activities. Similarly, those families might 

aim to increase funding and opportunities for higher quality public schools that their 

children attend, concentrating resources in those schools to the detriment of schools 

attended by the poor. Those families might also attempt to influence the government to 

funnel funds to support their children’s higher education, which might be expensive, more 

exclusive and not beneficial to disadvantaged families (Gruber & Kosack, 2014). 

Additionally, it is also possible that socioeconomically advantaged classes or local elites 

influence local governments with other purposes, such as pure rent seeking or corruption 

(Mookherjee, 2015), for instance through the funding with public money of students that 

attend private schools. In that case, they might not care about education provision at the 

local level and may divert resources from education to other ends that might be more 

beneficial to them. 

Similarly, some works have proposed that high levels of political competition might 

also lead to clientelism in the context of decentralization (Bardhan & Mookherjee, 2012; 

Khemani, 2015; Mookherjee, 2015).7 That is, local politicians facing electoral uncertainty 

might use clientelistic practices to gain an electoral advantage. Those practices might 

involve the provision of small short-term services, targeted subsidies or transfers to poor 

people. These services serve two purposes: they help secure an electoral advantage and, 

once elections have been won, they serve as a mechanism to comply with commitments 

made in election time. Moreover, these short-term and particular services or investments 

crowd out investments in services that produce long-term and sometimes diffuse benefits 
 

7 The assertion that political competition might also lead to practices such as clientelism and patronage, 
departs from previous studies that have asserted that those practices only surge in the context of less 
competitive settings (Grindle, 2007, p. 10; Ward, 1998). However, this discussion of political capture and 
clientelism is consistent with the view that decentralization opens up the opportunity for “local bosses” to 
remain in power (Wilson et al., 2008, p. 10) 
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for the poor, such as education and health (Bardhan & Mookherjee, 2012; Khemani, 2015). 

Eaton and Chambers-Ju provide evidence of the existence and nature of clientelism in 

Colombia and argue that during the decentralization process of the late 1980s and early 

1990s the beneficiaries of clientelism changed from local politicians to leaders of the 

teachers’ union (Eaton & Chambers-Ju, 2014).  

The effects of political capture and clientelism in the context of decentralization on 

the outcomes of interest to this dissertation are heterogenous. They might lead to an 

increase in expenditures or investments that benefit local elites or may be used to reward 

political loyalty or induce political support. However, even if there is not an increase in 

expenditures or investments, the composition of investments could change, favoring 

expenditures or investments that benefit local elites (e.g. private schools or resources 

devoted to higher education), or short-term targeted expenditures that are used to reward 

and induce political support. If public resources in a decentralized context are used to the 

benefit of the few (i.e. elite families) or of the political class, decentralization might not 

have an effect on education performance, or its effect might be negative. This might be a 

consequence of both the lack of focus on improving education for all, especially those more 

disadvantaged, and of the re-composition of investments that reflects this lack of focus. 

Moreover, when political capture and clientelism are present, decentralization will lead to 

more educational inequalities within municipalities or at least to maintenance of inequality. 

This outcome results either because the better-off classes or groups will be able to influence 

local governments and their decisions to further their own interests, leaving the poor out 

(i.e. local capture), or because local authorities provide targeted short-term transfers or 

services, instead of making long-term investment that could produce larger benefits to the 

poor, such as education (i.e. clientelism).  
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Local administrative capacity 

The third approach that links decentralization and educational inequalities is a state-

centered approach. This approach relies on the conceptual apparatus advanced by Theda 

Skocpol (1979, 1985), according to which the state has the autonomy to create and 

implement policies of its own, which are not reflective of the demands of individuals, 

classes or interest groups. Skocpol (1985, p. 7) defines states as “compulsory associations 

claiming control over territories and the people within them”. In order to claim such 

control, states should have the capacity “to implement official goals, especially over the 

actual or potential opposition of powerful social groups or in the face of recalcitrant 

socioeconomic circumstances” (Skocpol, 1985, p. 9).  

Both Kurtz (2013) and Soifer (2015) have gone deeper in defining state capacity, 

building on Michael Mann’s (2012) concept of the infrastructural power of the state. For 

instance, Soifer defines state capacity as “the state’s ability to exercise control and 

implement policy choices throughout the territory it claims to govern” (2015, p. 9). 

Furthermore, Kurtz emphasizes that state building “is the process by which the institutions 

of public administration are strengthened in their scope and penetration of society” (Kurtz, 

2013, p. 56). Strength and penetration are critical for state capacity.  

From the perspective of the research questions presented here, what results more 

relevant in both Soifer’s and Kurtz’s arguments is the conclusion that in Latin America 

some countries are more able to claim control homogenously in their territory, such as 

Chile or Uruguay, while the state’s reach in other countries is essentially heterogeneous 

(e.g. Colombia). Guillermo O’Donnell had put forward this idea in a seminal article 

published in 1993. According to O’Donnell, in those places where the reach of the state8 is 

 
8 This refers to the state in Skocpol’s terms, as defined earlier. It does not refer to state as “one of the 
constituent units of a nation having a federal government” (“State,” n.d.) 
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weak, “states coexist with autonomous, also territorially based, spheres of power. States 

become ostensibly unable to enact effective regulations of social life across their territories 

and their stratification systems”. (1993, p. 1358). That is, local capacity is uneven in those 

countries. Furthermore, according to this argument, in places where capacity is low the 

more disadvantaged fail to receive fair treatment from the courts or the public services they 

are entitled to.  

In Colombia, García and Espinosa have referred to this phenomena as an 

“institutional apartheid” (2013). According to these authors the “institutional apartheid” 

describes the situation of many areas in the national territory where the state is weak or 

non-existent, and as a result their population is discriminated because their rights are 

neither recognized nor protected. Their work shows evidence of the uneven capacity of the 

state in Colombian municipalities (García Villegas et al., 2011; García Villegas & Espinosa 

Restrepo, 2013). 

More concretely, literature on public management and education policy have 

referred to this concept as administrative or local capacity (Terman & Feiock, 2015), or 

local government capacity (Wilson et al., 2008, p. 11). Grindle (2007, p. 12) indirectly 

refers to the idea of local capacity in broader terms, as public sector modernization, making 

reference to the existence of inputs and reforms that aim to generate “local public sector 

capacity”. Those municipalities where local administrative capacity is weak (i.e. affected 

by the institutional apartheid) fail to provide education of good quality to all. Two potential 

mechanisms explain this result. The first relates to fiscal decentralization. Municipalities 

with weak capacities are not able to generate revenues beyond transfers from the national 

government. Specifically, they lack the ability to collect local revenue to devote to 

educational investments, or to get funding from conditional grants for specific projects in 

education.  
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The second mechanism relates to administrative decentralization. Municipalities 

with weak capacities in the context of decentralization are not able to manage efficiently 

transfers from the national government, to distribute resources fairly among schools, to 

establish systems to monitor schools’ outcomes and ensure the effectiveness of their 

actions and investments or to take corrective measures to increase principals’ and teachers’ 

performance. Also, they lack the capacity to adopt new initiatives for the education sector 

or to judge what initiatives have failed to produce results.  

Works that have attempted to estimate the effect of decentralization on educational 

outcomes have found that differences in institutional capacity of national (Hanushek et al., 

2013) or local institutions might explain heterogeneous effects of decentralization (Brutti, 

2015; Galiani et al., 2008; Madeira, 2012). Brutti (2015) has shown that municipalities 

with higher levels of development9 have better performance after decentralization. She has 

also shown that those municipalities invest more in the education system, using their own 

collected resources to supplement national transfers. Additionally, she has shown that more 

developed municipalities also have better measures of administrative quality, which is 

correlated with better provision of education. Similarly, García Villegas et al. (2013) 

present evidence of associations between some measures of local capacity, with student 

individual performance in Pruebas Saber 11, a national standardized test. 

Galiani et al. (2008) have shown that providing autonomy to Argentinean provinces 

with respect to the education system is associated with a positive effect on test scores. 

However, they show that this positive effect did not reach all municipalities. In the case of 

poor municipalities, the effect is negative. They speculate that the possible cause of this 

divergence is the lower levels of technical capacity that poor municipalities have to manage 

 
9 Brutti uses a composite index of development that includes factors such as coverage of public services, 
literacy and poverty rates and public finance indicators (Brutti, 2015, p. 10) 
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the schools. Contrastingly, Madeira (2012) finds no evidence that administrative 

experience played a role on the heterogeneous effects on educational performance of a 

decentralization reform in São Paulo, Brazil. Another example is Faguet and Sánchez 

(2008, 2013) who find that decentralization is associated with higher levels of enrollment 

in Colombian municipalities. Their focus is on fiscal decentralization and their measure of 

decentralization is the extent to which municipalities depend on transfers from the national 

government to fund the services they provide.  

None of these empirical works have addressed the effects of decentralization of 

education on educational inequalities within regions or municipalities. They have focused 

on the overall effect of decentralization on educational performance (Cortés, 2010; Faguet 

& Sánchez, 2008, 2013) or on the heterogeneous effects of decentralization of education 

among regions or municipalities (Brutti, 2015; Galiani et al., 2008; García Villegas et al., 

2013; Hanushek et al., 2013; Madeira, 2012).  

In the context of fiscal and administrative decentralization of education, higher 

levels of local administrative capacity should lead to higher levels of expenditures and 

investments in education, higher levels of education performance and lower levels of 

inequalities of inputs and outcomes, and vice versa. Higher capacity implies that 

municipalities have the ability to collect more resources in order to fund investments and 

expenditures in education, and they are able to manage more effectively funds transferred 

by the national government. Similarly, they will be able to increase performance for 

everyone, thereby increasing average performance, and will be able to resist or counteract 

efforts of population groups that aim to capture local education authorities to gain rents in 

their favor, thereby reducing inequalities.  

Contrastingly, where local administrative capacity is low, local governments lack 

the ability to implement policies that benefit all, impacting negatively education 



 43 

expenditures and investments, performance and increasing inequalities within 

municipalities. Those municipalities might also be more prone to capture by local elites or 

advantaged social classes, as well as to clientelistic practices to earn the poor’s support, 

increasing inequalities. Note that local capacity reflects both in service provision and in 

revenue generation and distribution, which are byproducts of administrative and fiscal 

decentralization, respectively.  

Recentralization 

Previous studies on decentralization have shown that decentralization is more a 

process than a static outcome (Grindle, 2007), and even that decentralization of certain 

powers and functions might be a strategic choice of the center to retain power (V. E. 

Rodríguez, 1997). They have also shown that this process is not unidirectional, and have 

argued that the process is more like a pendulum that moves between centralization and 

decentralization (Wilson et al., 2008, pp. 9, 254), among other dimensions. Moreover, after 

the decentralization revolution there was a counter reaction towards centralization mostly 

explained by economic crisis and adjustment (Eaton, 2004; Eaton & Dickovick, 2004). 

Murcia (2017) provides evidence of the recentralization trend in Colombia in the period 

1994 – 2014, with an emphasis on water management and sanitation. 

In the case of Colombia, as shown in Chapter 5, recentralization has affected the 

administrative and fiscal dimensions of local governments. Given this reality, it is 

necessary to discuss what would be recentralization’s possible effects on the outcomes of 

interest to this dissertation. First, recentralization has the potential effect of decreasing 

education expenditures and investments. In fact, fiscal concerns appear to be the main 

driver of recentralization in Colombia, and most subnational units lack the capacity to 

generate revenue. However, centralization of resources could decrease possibilities of local 
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capture and clientelism, reducing possibilities for waste of resources, therefore maintaining 

or even increasing resources devoted to education. 

Second, fiscal recentralization might decrease or maintain education performance 

and increase education inequality, because subnational units have fewer resources to invest 

and address schools’ needs and preferences or to target vulnerable schools. Administrative 

recentralization might also reduce performance and increase inequalities because central 

decision makers are potentially less tuned in with local needs and preferences, and 

therefore lack the information and ability they need to adjust decisions and resources’ 

distribution to them. Nevertheless, if centralization reduces the potential for political 

capture and/or compensates for the lack of local administrative capacity, the effect on 

performance and inequality could be positive. For this to be possible, central 

decisionmakers need to consider and establish mechanisms to listen and incorporate the 

needs and preferences of local stakeholders. 

Summary of the argument 

In this section, I have discussed three theoretical mechanisms that suggest how 

decentralization of education can have a different effect on education expenditures and 

investments, performance and inequalities. The first mechanism, rooted in the rational 

choice approach, predicts that decentralization might increase and change the composition 

of expenditures, and augment education performance because of the closer link between 

decisions and local needs and preferences. Moreover, decentralization along with effective 

political competition will also reduce educational inequalities, because local politicians 

will adopt pro-poor policies, including good quality education for the poor, thereby 

reducing educational inequalities within municipalities.  
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The second mechanism, also linked to the rational choice approach, suggests that 

decentralization will lead to more educational inequalities because socioeconomically 

advantaged classes will politically capture local governments to directly or indirectly 

secure advantages for their children in the education system, or to further their own 

interests outside the education system. It also suggests that political competition might lead 

to clientelistic practices in which local politicians prefer short-term targeted investments to 

gain immediate electoral advantages, to the detriment of investments in education (or 

health) that produce long-term diffuse benefits, also increasing inequalities. 

The third mechanism, based in a state-centered framework, predicts that in those 

regions and municipalities where local capacity is strong, decentralization will lead to 

decreased inequalities. In those municipalities, the state will be more able to raise revenue 

and implement its proposed policies, including good quality education for all, and will be 

better equipped to resist attempts by elites or socioeconomic advantaged classes to 

influence its decisions with respect to educational funding and operation. 

Alternatively, recentralization might have negative effects on education 

expenditures and investments, as well as on performance and inequalities, mainly because 

subnational units in Colombia tend to lack the capacity to generate revenue. However, there 

is the potential for recentralization to have positive effects specifically on performance and 

inequality if central decisionmakers are able to reduce opportunities for political capture 

and clientelism, and to compensate for the lack of local administrative capacity, while 

establishing mechanisms to gather input from relevant local stakeholders. 

Although the previous discussion might suggest that the effects of decentralization 

on investments, performance and inequality are intricate and complicated, they could be 

summarized in the following way: 
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• Improvements in performance, inequality and investments might provide evidence 

in favor of the political competition and local capacity arguments.  

• Improvements in (or maintenance of) performance along with a deterioration of 

inequality provide evidence in favor of the political capture argument, and would 

suggest that subnational units lack local administrative capacity.  

• Deterioration of performance and improvements in inequality provide evidence in 

favor of the political competition argument, and against the efficiency and local 

capture arguments. 

• Deterioration of performance and inequality also provide evidence in favor of the 

political capture argument, would suggest that subnational units lack local capacity, 

and provides evidence against the efficiency argument.  

Chapters 3 and 4 estimate the effects of decentralization on investments, and 

education performance and inequality, respectively. Furthermore, those Chapters aim to 

assess those effects separately for municipalities with higher and lower levels of political 

competition and local administrative capacity to try and tease out what is the main driver 

behind those improvements. The evidence of those Chapters suggests that the 

decentralization reform of 2001 had a positive effect on education expenditures and 

investments, failed to improve education performance, and deteriorated inequality. This 

would suggest that political capture and clientelism might be at play in the Colombian case, 

along with the lack of local administrative capacity of subnational units. The findings of 

Chapter 5 provide qualitative evidence for these findings, in the sense that in general 

subnational units in Colombia lack administrative capacity and there seems to be political 

capture and the use of autonomy for clientelistic purposes. Those findings show that lack 

of participation by relevant stakeholders partially hinders the link between decision-

making and local needs and preferences, which also constitutes evidence against the 
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efficiency argument. Chapter 5 also shows that recentralization might be a complementary 

explanation to the results of Chapter 4 because of lack of connection that central authorities 

have with the needs and preferences of local communities, as well as the restrictions they 

impose on resource allocation and decision-making by subnational units. The findings of 

Chapter 6 also confirm the analysis of Colombia, as it shows that higher levels of 

decentralization with respect to resources and the curriculum are only weakly correlated 

with performance and inequality in the OECD’s Program for International Student 

Assessment (PISA) for seven Latin American countries. 

CONTRIBUTIONS OF THE DISSERTATION 

This dissertation aims to make three contributions to the literature on 

decentralization of social services in general, and education in particular. First, it estimates 

the effects of a reform which, in the context of recentralization initiatives in Colombia and 

Latin America, aimed to deepen decentralization of education to a group of municipalities 

(i.e. those with populations larger than 100,000 inhabitants). To that purpose the 

dissertation focuses on education investments, which in addition to being critical to 

explaining changes in education outcomes, is a relevant output to assess if decentralization 

is in fact deeper as a consequence of the reform. The dissertation also assesses the effects 

of the reform on two relevant but often times contradictory educational outcomes: 

performance and inequality, and provides evidence and explanations for the trade-offs 

between them. In particular, the dissertation shows that the Colombian reform did not have 

an effect on performance, although investments and inequality increased. 

Second, the dissertation employs quantitative and qualitative methods to explore 

the mechanisms that could explain the effects of decentralization, including political 

competition, political capture and local administrative capacity. The results of the 
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Colombian analysis suggest that political capture and the lack of administrative capacity 

explain the lack of effects on performance, and the increase in investments and inequality. 

Recentralization of resources and decision-making make it harder for local and central 

authorities to adapt decisions and resource allocation to local realities, which could also 

explain the results on performance and inequality.  

Finally, the dissertation places the Colombian reform in a comparative perspective, 

by comparing the levels of decentralization of education in Colombia to those of seven 

Latin American countries, the relationship between those levels of autonomy and education 

performance and performance gaps by socioeconomic status, using data from PISA, which 

is an international test of mathematics, reading and science of 15 year old students in about 

90 countries, executed every three years. The comparative perspective provides 

confirmatory evidence about the lack of relationship between levels of decentralization and 

education performance and inequality. 

These contributions are relevant for Colombia’s education policy. Regional 

disparities are pervasive in the country, and the size of the country, both in population and 

geographical terms, and its geographical conditions, make it necessary for the national 

government to rely on subnational entities to formulate, fund and implement policies and 

programs in education and other sectors. However, heterogenous economic and 

administrative capacity, political interests and corruption hinder the trust of the national 

government in subnational entities, and the capacity of those entities to actually support or 

substitute the national government. Therefore, understanding the operation of 

decentralization, its effects on inequalities and the potential mechanisms at play is relevant 

to provide evidence to national and local governments to establish mechanisms that 

improve their relationship and decision making in general. For instance, the results of this 

dissertation might be an input for a current discussion between the national government, 
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subnational entities and the teachers’ union about a reform to the mechanism used to 

transfer funds from the national government to fund education (Ehrhardt Arzuza et al., 

2018; Fundación Empresarios por la Educación, 2018), which is the single most important 

source of funding for public education.  

The heterogenous geographical, economic, political and institutional conditions 

just described are not exclusive of Colombia, and in fact are shared with different 

intensities by other countries in Latin America. Most Latin American countries have to rely 

on local governments to make and implement education policy, as well as conditional cash 

transfer programs, housing, food security and health initiatives, among others. The success 

of those programs and policies might rely on similar mechanisms as those discussed here. 

METHODS 

As previously mentioned, the main focus of the dissertation is on the 2001 reform 

adopted in Colombia. The reform granted autonomy to municipalities with population sizes 

above 100,000. The quantitative Chapters of this dissertation, that is, Chapters 3 and 4, 

take advantage of this assignment rule to implement a regression discontinuity design to 

estimate the effects of decentralization on educational investments and on educational 

inequalities, respectively. This design uses data of Pruebas Saber 11, a national 

standardized test taken by all students at the end of high school, as well as information 

about municipal finances and other characteristics of the municipalities for the years 2005 

to 2017.10 

In addition to this design, I performed 16 interviews with officials and former 

officials at the Ministry of Education and at the secretariat of education of the departments 

of Cundinamarca, and with secretaries of education, a mayor, and principals in two 

 
10 The specific years vary depending on the outcome of interest. 



 50 

municipalities with autonomy (Chía and Fusagasugá) and one municipality without 

autonomy (Ubaté), all of them in the department of Cundinamarca. The description of the 

operation of education governance included in Chapter 2, as well as the findings related to 

the operation of decentralization included in Chapter 5, are based on those interviews, and 

on the review of secondary sources such as official reports, and reports produced by 

international organizations and think tanks.  

Finally, the comparative analysis presented in Chapter 6 makes extensive use of 

data from the OECD’s PISA program for 2009, 2012 and 2015. PISA includes a 

representative sample of 15-year-old students of the participating countries. Along with the 

test’s results in mathematics, science and reading, PISA includes information about the 

families, including their socioeconomic status, and the schools, including questions related 

to the unit of government responsible for a variety of responsibilities with respect to 

education management and funding. The Chapter uses that information to provide 

descriptive statistics and show relations between school characteristics, performance and 

performance gaps by socioeconomic status, for the countries included in the test. 

DESCRIPTION OF CHAPTERS 

This dissertation has 7 chapters, including this introduction. Chapter 2 puts the 2001 

reform in historical context. It offers an historical account of governance of education in 

Colombia, including efforts to nationalize education in the second half of the twentieth 

century and the decentralization wave of the 1980s. Then it details the changes introduced 

by the Constitution of 1991 and its legal developments, and the economic and fiscal 

circumstances of the late 1990s, which are the immediate precedents of the 2001 reform. 

After that, the chapter describes the reform of 2001 and the most relevant changes it 

introduced. Finally, the chapter describes the current system of governance of the education 
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sector as it actually works, covering three main topics: funding, distribution of 

responsibilities and teachers’ management. 

Chapters 3 and 4 estimate the effects of decentralization on education investments 

and educational inequalities, respectively. Chapter 3 describes in detail the regression 

discontinuity design, including plots, estimation and inference, and provides evidence 

about the validity of the design. Both chapters describe the variables used in estimation and 

present the results both in graphical and numeric modes. Also, both chapters present results 

separately for municipalities with high levels of political competition and local 

administrative capacity. Chapter 3 shows that the 2001 reform is associated with increases 

in education investments, while Chapter 4 shows that the reform did not have effects on 

performance, but seem to have deteriorated inequality. Finally, both chapters include 

robustness checks and discuss the implications of the results. 

Chapter 5 discusses the actual operation of decentralization, including the 

perceived benefits and other themes identified in the interviews such as the heterogeneity 

of local administrative capacity, political uses of autonomy, the lack of participation of 

relevant stakeholders and a trend to recentralization of funding and decision making after 

the 2001 reform. The chapter ends with a discussion about the ability of the education 

governance scheme to actually promote reduction of inequalities.  

Chapter 6 places the Colombian reform in a comparative perspective, by 

descriptively comparing the relationship between levels of decentralization with respect to 

education, performance and performance gaps by socioeconomic status in PISA for eight 

Latin American countries, including Colombia. That chapter shows the extent to which 

higher levels of decentralization relate to education performance and inequality beyond 

Colombia. 
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Chapter 7 concludes and discusses the implications of the results presented in this 

dissertation, and describes future areas of research that stem from those findings. 
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Chapter 2: The 2001 reform: historical overview and the current 
governance scheme of education 

INTRODUCTION 

Colombia adopted the decentralization reform of 2001 through Law 715 of 2001. 

The main goal of this law was to modify the mechanism the national government used to 

transfer funds to municipalities and departments, and to limit the yearly growth of those 

transfers. Additionally, the national government used this law to change and clarify the 

roles that each level of government would play in the provision of social services, including 

education and health. As part of this change, Law 715 established that municipalities with 

a population above one hundred thousand (100,000) inhabitants would have autonomy with 

respect to the education system, while the education system in municipalities below that 

population threshold would continue to be managed by the department.11 This specific 

change constitutes the focus of Chapters 3 to 5. This reform was an additional step in a 

series of reforms that started in the 1980s. To understand the contents and operation of the 

2001 reform it is important to understand the history of decentralization in Colombia and 

the context of the late 1990s that led to the 2001 reform.  

This chapter starts by providing general background about Colombia and a brief 

explanation of Colombia’s education system. Then it discusses the historical events related 

to fiscal and administrative decentralization in Colombia during the second half of the 20th 

century up to the years before the 2001 reform. Finally, the chapter describes the reform’s 

contents and the actual operation of the governance scheme of education in Colombia. 

 
11 Colombia is divided in thirty-two (32) departments, which constitute the second level of government in 
the country. Departments are divided in municipalities and are similar to states in the United States. 
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COLOMBIA AND ITS EDUCATION SYSTEM 

General context 

This dissertation focuses in Colombia. Colombia is the third biggest country in 

Latin America in terms of population with approximately 49 million inhabitants, and the 

fifth in geographical terms. Afro-Colombians comprise about 11 % of the population, while 

indigenous people are about 3 %. Most of the population (76%) lives in urban areas. 

Colombia is considered a middle-income country and enjoyed an average economic growth 

rate of 4,7% between 2007 and 2017. A reduction in poverty levels and inequality 

accompanied economic growth. As of 2018, around 27% of the population were below the 

poverty line, a clear improvement with respect to the 38% in 2008. Similarly, the Gini 

coefficient decreased from 55.5 in 2008 to 49.7 in 2017.  

Colombia is a democratic republic headed by the president, vice president and the 

ministerial cabinet. Both the president and Congress are elected by popular vote for 4 years 

terms. The country is divided in 32 departments, which have administrative and financial 

autonomy. Each department has a governor and a general assembly, which are also elected 

by popular vote, but whose immediate reelection is prohibited by the constitution. Each 

department is divided into municipalities. In total there are 1122 municipalities, which are 

headed by a mayor and a council, which size varies depending on the size of the 

municipality. 

Colombia is considered to be one of the unitary countries that enjoy high levels of 

decentralization. In Colombia mayors and members of city councils are popularly elected 

in elections held every 4 years, but their immediate reelection is prohibited by the 

constitution. Departments and municipalities have the ability to levy and collect some 

taxes, including property and industry taxes in the case of municipalities. These resources 
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have increased in the last fifteen years, but still the main source of funding for 

municipalities comes from national government transfers to be used in specific government 

functions, including education (Zapata, 2010).  

Economic prosperity, opportunities, inequality and the quality of governmental 

institutions vary greatly among departments and municipalities (OECD, 2014, 2016). 

Bogotá and the departments in the country’s central regions or departments, such as 

Cundinamarca, Boyacá, Valle del Cauca, Antioquia, Santander, among others, have 

economies based on industry, commerce and services, or export-oriented agricultural 

activities. In those regions, poverty levels are lower than in the rest of the country, there 

are more educational opportunities, and local governments have better indicators of 

administrative capacity and institutional quality. Regions or departments farther from the 

center have traditionally been disregarded by the central government, which has been 

reflected in the quality of their institutions (García Villegas et al., 2011; García Villegas & 

Espinosa Restrepo, 2013) and the extent and quality of public services offered to the 

population (García et al., 2015).  

Regions farther from the center of the country, where local capacity has been 

traditionally weak, have been regions where the armed conflict with guerrillas and 

paramilitaries has impacted most harshly for the more than six decades of the conflict’s 

existence (García Villegas et al., 2011). Those are regions in which non-coincidentally the 

education system is most vulnerable, and where advancing in the school system is hardest 

for the poor (García et al., 2015). Efforts to build a strong government in those localities is 

a current challenge after the conclusion of peace talks with the guerrilla group known as 

FARC in 2016. 

Corruption is a pervasive issue in the country as some international rankings can 

attest (OECD, 2014). Colombia ranks 83 out of 168 countries in the Corruption Perceptions 
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Index of 2015, estimated by Transparency International, with a score of 37 out of 100. 

Similarly, Colombia is ranked in percentile 43 in the Control of Corruption in the 

Worldwide Governance Indicators. 

Colombia’s education system 

The Colombian educational system has four stages: early childhood education and 

care, primary education, secondary education and higher education. Primary education 

comprises grades 1 to 5. Secondary education comprises lower secondary education, that 

is, grades 6 to 9, and upper secondary education, that is grades 10 to 11. Education in 

Colombia is only compulsory from ages 5 to 15, which is roughly equivalent to grades 1 

to 9. Public education is free from grades 1 to 11. The enrollment rate in early education is 

50% (2011), in primary 92.9% and in secondary it is 77.5% for 2018 (World Bank, 2020a). 

19.7% of students in primary and 20.44% in secondary attend private schools. Those 

schools are mostly located in urban areas (OECD, 2016).  

Since 2000 Colombia has made important progress in education access and 

participation. Although net enrollment in primary education has remained stable at around 

93% between 2000 and 2018, in lower secondary it grew from grew from 55% to 76% 

from 2001 to 2018, and in upper secondary it changed from 38.63% to 42.49% between 

2007 and 2018 (UNESCO Institute for Statistics, 2020). However, even though the 

previous information indicates progress in access, the relatively lower levels for secondary 

show that the country stills needs to work to increase access.  

Progress in access and participation has not been matched by a similar trend in 

learning outcomes. A comparison of results in the Programme for International Students 

Assessment (PISA) of the Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development 

(OECD) shows that since 2006, the first year in which Colombia participated in the survey, 
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Colombian students have a lower performance in math, science and reading than other 

Latin American countries such as Chile and Mexico, and much lower than the OECD 

average. This finding is consistent with other international tests such as the Third Regional 

Comparative and Explanatory Study (TERCE) which assesses math, writing and science 

skills of Latin American students in grades 3 and 6, as well as with results from the national 

Pruebas Saber 9 and 11 (OECD, 2016, pp. 32–33).  

Education inequality is pervasive in Colombia. A major source of those inequalities 

is the existence of socioeconomic inequalities, which affect school access and permanence 

as well as learning outcomes. For instance, with respect to access, some estimations 

indicate that the average school life expectancy for a student from the poorest 

socioeconomic level is equivalent to 6 years, while in the case of a student from the 

wealthiest socioeconomic level it is double that (OECD, 2016, p. 34). An estimation by 

García et al. (2015) indicates that individuals in households in which the mother finished 

only elementary school or less —i.e. socioeconomically disadvantaged students-, are only 

39,3% likely to finish high school and 11,40% likely to reach tertiary/higher education. 

Those probabilities are presumably larger for students from more advantaged 

socioeconomic backgrounds. Additionally, as mentioned before, García Villegas et al. 

(2013) have shown that parents’ socioeconomic background is an important determinant 

of students’ performance in Pruebas Saber, a finding that seems to be consistent in the 

literature (Delgado, 2014; Gaviria & Barrientos, 2001; OECD, 2016). 

These socioeconomic inequalities are heightened by geographic or regional 

inequalities. According to García et al. (2015) the probability that a student from a 

socioeconomic disadvantaged household moves from first grade to the end of high school 

varies across Colombian municipalities from 9,25% to 82,42%, and the probability that a 

similar students reaches higher education varies from 0 to 32.66% across municipalities. 
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Similar patterns have been found in other studies (García Villegas et al., 2013; OECD, 

2016) with respect to performance in Pruebas Saber 11, which show evidence of disparities 

in performance across Colombian municipalities, on top of the disparities originated by 

socioeconomic background. 

Those inequalities are related to the historical path of decentralization of education 

and other sectors in Colombia. The following sections discuss some historical facts of 

decentralization of education in Colombia both before and after the Constitution of 1991.  

DECENTRALIZATION OF EDUCATION BEFORE THE CONSTITUTION OF 1991 

Before the Constitution of 1991, there were three subperiods in which governance 

of education and mechanisms that the national government used for sharing revenues with 

departments and municipalities underwent relevant changes. The first period starts with the 

Constitution of 1886 and goes until around the middle of the twentieth century. The second 

period is known as the period of nationalization of education and goes from the 1950s until 

around the late 1970s. The third period is known as the period of municipalization of 

education and covers the years between the late 1970s until the expedition of the 

Constitution of 1991. The following subsections explain the most relevant features of 

education governance and funding in each of these periods.  

The Constitution of 1886 

During most of the twentieth century, Colombia was a unitary country with high 

levels of centralization. The President appointed departments’ governors and, governors in 

turn appointed municipalities’ mayors. The national government collected most taxes and 

it was the main responsible for the provision of social services. The Colombian 

Constitution of 1886 established that public education had to be organized and directed 
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according to Catholicism, and that elementary education funded with public funds had to 

be free and non-mandatory (Vallejo M., 1993). Also, the Constitution put departments in 

charge of the provision of some social services, including elementary education. (Buendía 

& Lora, 1984; Vallejo M., 1993). Departments were in charge of funding, teachers’ 

salaries, and schools’ supervision, municipalities were in charge of providing locations and 

furniture for urban and rural schools, while the national government was also in charge of 

schools’ supervision, provision of textbooks and materials for schools in all the country, 

and funding of secondary education. This distribution of functions between the three levels 

of government generated disorder and confusion, and in many cases neither the national 

government, nor departments or municipalities had a clear view about their responsibilities, 

which often overlapped (Ramírez & Téllez, 2006).  

Nationalization of Education 

In the 1950s and 1960s, a process of centralization of education began. This process 

is frequently known as the period of education nationalization. Vallejo (1993, p. 259) 

argues that this process of centralization was the response of the national government to 

the new demands imposed by population growth and education expansion. One of the first 

policy changes in this new age was the creation of a department within the Ministry of 

Education, called the Office for Educational Planning, which was in charge of planning in 

the education sector and created the first five-year comprehensive plan of education. The 

plan was the first attempt by the national government to systematically and strategically 

analyze the needs of the education sector in order to propose policy actions to address those 

needs (Ramírez & Téllez, 2006). Moreover, two relevant products of the new age of 

planning were: (i) approval in a referendum held in 1957 of an increase in the national 

government’s expenditures in education to a minimum of 10% of the budget, which in 
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1957 had been only 6% (Vallejo M., 1993, p. 262) and (ii) nationalization of current 

personnel expenditures on public elementary education through Law 111 of 1960 

(Congreso de Colombia, 1960), although departments could still continue hiring new 

teachers to be paid out of the departments’ purse. 

The existence of different salary rules among departments and confusion about the 

distribution of responsibilities motivated the national government to create, as part of the 

administrative reform it undertook in 1968, institutional arrangements that granted high 

levels of control to the national government regarding teachers’ management and 

promotions in all departments, as well as schools’ construction in all municipalities. For 

instance, the national government created Instituto Colombiano de Construcciones 

Escolares (ICCE) (i.e. Colombian Institute of School Constructions), which was in charge 

of schools’ building and maintenance as well as of providing them with furniture and 

equipment (Presidencia de la República de Colombia, 1968). In 1979, the government also 

issued Estatuto Docente, a national decree which unified teachers’ regulations for all 

teachers in the country (Presidencia de la República de Colombia, 1979). The Estatuto 

contained regulations for every aspect of teachers’ tenure, including hiring, salary levels, 

benefits, promotions and retirement, among others.12  

 
12 These regulations established that teachers would receive promotions, including salary increases, as a 
function of academic qualifications and service time. Teachers’ dismissal under the Decree proceeded only 
if teachers had committed a disciplinary offence that resulted in their termination. As of 2017, 44% of the 
teachers were ruled by the regulations established in Estatuto Docente (Decree 2277 of 1979) (Radinger et 
al., 2018, p. 226). Around 54% of Colombian teachers are ruled by Decree 1278 of 2002 a new statute for 
the teacher profession (Presidencia de la República de Colombia, 2002). Among other changes, the new 
statute established that progression in the profession required service time, qualification and the passing of 
teachers’ evaluations created by the government, along with budgetary availability. Moreover, Colombian 
teachers have their own health services system, as well as their own pension regulations. Teachers’ working 
hours are limited to 40 hours per week and 8 hours per day, 2 of which should not be actual teaching time 
(Presidencia de la República de Colombia, 2015). The remaining 2% of teachers are ruled by special 
regulations that apply to schools attending indigenous and Afro-Colombian communities. 
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Municipalization of Education 

The main steps to increase decentralization to subnational governments before the 

Constitution of 1991 were taken during the 1980s. In those years, the national government 

opened the possibility for subnational entities to create and maintain a stable source of 

funding through new taxes (Ministerio de Hacienda y Crédito Público, 2009, p. 10) and an 

increase in transfers from the national government (Congreso de Colombia, 1986b). Also, 

a constitutional reform adopted in 1986 allowed the popular election of municipalities’ 

mayors, which began to take place in the elections held in March of 1988 (Congreso de 

Colombia, 1986a).  

Along with those efforts to increase fiscal and political decentralization, Colombia 

began a process of education “municipalization”, which in many ways started to revert the 

nationalization process that took place in the previous two decades. This wave of 

municipalization brought important changes to the education sector. Starting in the late 

1980s, municipalities were formally in charge of school construction (Congreso de 

Colombia, 1986b; Presidencia de la República de Colombia, 1987) and teacher 

management, including hiring, transfer, and control (Congreso de Colombia, 1989).  

Although the decisions taken during the 1980s had the purpose to increase the 

responsibilities of municipalities, at the end of the decade the distribution of responsibilities 

between levels of governments was still confusing. While legally it was clear that 

municipalities were in charge of schools’ constructions and management of teachers, an 

important number of municipalities, specially the small ones lacked the capacity to deal 

with these responsibilities.13 Furthermore, some departments refused to hand off the 

administration of teachers and some municipalities refused to receive the new 

 
13 Angel Pérez Martínez, former official at the Ministry of Education and current education consultant and 
columnist, interview on October 10, 2018. 
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responsibilities (Hanson, 1995, p. 115). Also, there was a lack of coordination between 

entities responsible for the education system, and a clear vision about the prospects and 

outcomes of the decentralization process was lacking (Hanson, 1995, p. 117). 

THE CONSTITUTION OF 1991 AND ITS LEGAL DEVELOPMENTS 

Starting in 1984 Colombia underwent a social, security and political crisis due to 

the growing influence of drug cartels in all realms of Colombian society. In the midst of 

that crisis, a constitutional assembly issued the Constitution of 1991 which introduced a 

number of changes in Colombia’s institutional landscape. Among those changes, the 

Constitution established the right to education and instructed that education was mandatory 

between the ages of 5 and 15. It had to include at least one year of preschool and nine years 

of basic education.14 It also established in very broad terms that the national government 

and subnational entities should participate in the direction, funding and management of 

public educational services, according to the Constitution and the law. 

Departmentalization of Education 

The Constitution of 1991 also started a process of departmentalization of education 

and other social services in an attempt to recognize the role of departments as mediators 

between the national government and municipalities, and coordinators among the 

municipalities under their territories. Moreover, to provide departments and their new role 

with legitimacy, the Constitution introduced the popular election of Governors which were 

Presidential appointees before 1991 (Maldonado, 2001, pp. 13–14; Vargas González & 

Sarmiento Gómez, 1997, pp. 22–23).  

 
14 Article 67 Colombia’s Political Constitution. 
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Furthermore, the Constitutional Assembly enshrined in the Constitution Situado 

Fiscal,15 previously created by Law 46 of 1971 (Congreso de Colombia, 1971) and created 

Participaciones Municipales,1617 which were the mechanisms that the national government 

used to share its current revenue with departments and districts,18 and municipalities, 

respectively. The Constitution established that the resources received by departments and 

districts through the Situado Fiscal were to be devoted to fund education at the preschool, 

primary and secondary levels, as well as health, with particular attention to children’s 

health. In the case of Participaciones Municipales it deferred to the law the regulation 

about the priority areas of social investment that should be funded with these resources.19  

Funding and Distribution of Competencies: Law 60 of 1993 

After a long discussion with the national government, representatives of 

departments and municipalities, and with Federación Colombiana de Educadores 

(FECODE), Colombian teachers’ union, Congress issued Law 60 of 1993 (Falleti, 2005, 

p. 340; Montenegro, 1995, pp. 7–8), which established the details of Situado Fiscal and 
 

15 Article 356 Political Constitution of Colombia. 
16 Article 357 Political Constitution of Colombia. 
17 Law 33 of 1968 (Congreso de Colombia, 1968) had created a system under which the national 
government shared a percentage of revenue collected through the sales tax with departments. Departments 
in turn had to share a percentage of this funds with municipalities. This system was modified by Law 12 of 
1986 (Congreso de Colombia, 1986b) that made municipalities the direct beneficiaries of this transference 
of resources. This system is the origin of what the Constitution of 1991 designated as Participaciones 
Municipales.  
18 The Constitution created three Districts and included some special rules for their operation and 
relationships with other levels of government. In a way, the Constitution treated them as departments, even 
though they were more similar to municipalities. This treatment implied that in some areas, such as in 
health and education, according to Law 60 of 1993, districts had greater autonomy than ordinary 
municipalities. Those districts were Bogotá, as the capital, as well as Cartagena and Santa Marta. In 1993, a 
constitutional reform also included Barranquilla as a district.  
19 The Constitution also established other types of territorial organization or subnational entities, such as 
metropolitan areas, provinces and regions, and instructed Congress to legislate about the creation of such 
entities as well as about their competencies, operations and relations with other entities. Congress issued 
the law following the constitutional order only on June 28, 2011 (Law 1454 of 2011) (Congreso de 
Colombia, 2011). More importantly, for the purposes of education policy the aforementioned entities do not 
play any relevant role.  
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Participaciones Municipales, and regulated the distribution of functions between levels of 

government (Congreso de Colombia, 1993). Regarding Situado Fiscal, the law mandated 

that each department had to dedicate at least 60% of the amount it received to fund 

education, 20% to health, and the remaining 20% to education or health, according to their 

coverage goals and the remaining sources of funding for those sectors. Departments had to 

distribute those transfers between itself and the municipalities.20 In the case of 

Participaciones Municipales, the law instructed that municipalities should devote 30% of 

the resources to education.21 By 2001 Situado Fiscal represented 24.5% and 

Participaciones Municipales 22% of the national government’s current revenue, for a total 

of 46.5%.  

Law 60 of 1993 also established a distribution of competencies between the 

national government, departments and municipalities in different sectors. In the case of 

education, the distribution of functions was confusing (Congreso de Colombia, 1993; 

Vargas González & Sarmiento Gómez, 1997, pp. 43–44; Vergara & Simpson, 2001, p. 17). 

The ideal was to concentrate general policies and regulations in the national government; 

the management of resources, teachers’ salaries and hiring, and the coordination of the 

provision of public education in departments with the support of municipalities; and 

investments in infrastructure and quality, and management of schools in municipalities.22 

However, there were competencies that could be done by more than one level. For example, 

departments and municipalities could hire teachers, although all teachers had the same 
 

20 Article 13 Law 60 of 1993.  
21 In the case of education, the law mandated that the resources could be used for: school construction and 
maintenance, provision of education materials, teachers’ salaries and social security contributions. This was 
only for teachers hired directly by municipalities, which were to be the exception, as the law established 
that the payroll that existed before the 1993 had to be undertaken by departments and districts with 
resources from Situado Fiscal. 
22 José María Leyton, former Director of Territorial Strengthening at the Ministry of Education, interview 
on July 11, 2019; Luis Piñeros, consultant for the Inter-American Development Bank and the Ministry of 
Education, interview on June 14, 2019. 
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regulations regarding promotion, terminations and salaries, among others (Borjas & 

Acosta, 2000, p. 15; Vargas González & Sarmiento Gómez, 1997, p. 38).23 The three levels 

of government were in charge of inspection, monitoring and evaluation of the provision of 

education. Furthermore, although in theory all three levels could devote resources to fund 

the education sector, in reality most resources came from the national government through 

Situado Fiscal and Participaciones Municipales. These resources were mostly devoted to 

personnel expenditures.  

Law 115 of 1994: General Law of Education 

Another legal development coming out of the Constitution of 1991 was Law 115 

of 1994, known as the General Law of Education (Congreso de Colombia, 1994), which 

included detailed provisions about the education system. In terms of management, Law 

115 reaffirmed the distribution of functions between levels of government created in Law 

60. Additionally, it granted autonomy to schools regarding the curriculum (Ocampo, 2016, 

pp. 139–144).24 The law established a number of mandatory areas that should represent 

80% of a school’s plan of study,25 and ordered the Ministry of Education to create general 

guidelines for the curriculum.26 However, within the general framework established by the 

mandatory areas and the Ministry’s guidelines, schools are free to organize those areas, 

introduce optional areas, distribute times among areas, adapt areas and contents to regional 

characteristics and needs, select teaching and evaluation methods and criteria, and organize 

extracurricular activities.27 Regarding funding, Law 115 reiterates that the main source of 

funding is the departments’ Situado Fiscal, which should be complemented with other 

 
23 Article 6 of Law 60 of 1993.  
24 Article 77 of Law 115 of 1994.  
25 Article 23 of Law 115 of 1994. 
26 Article 78 of Law 115 of 1994. 
27 Articles 78 and 79 of Law 115 of 1994. 
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resources the national government devotes, as well as with the own sources of departments 

and municipalities.28  

Results and critiques to the reforms 

Although correlational evidence suggests that the decentralization reforms 

implemented by Constitution of 1991 and laws 60 of 1993 and 115 of 1994 had a positive 

effect on enrollment rates (Ramírez & Téllez, 2006, pp. 66–69; Vergara & Simpson, 2001, 

pp. 37–39) the experience in the reforms’ implementation made it clear that the institutional 

design they established had important weaknesses. Vargas and Sarmiento (1997, pp. 133–

135) argued that the reforms created unnecessary complexities for the assignation of 

resources. Funds were distributed based on inputs (i.e. teachers’ salaries and contributions) 

rather than on results, and this resulted in an unequitable distribution among subnational 

entities. This system lacked enough flexibility to devote resources to other potentially 

quality-improving investments. The reforms tied transfers under the new system to the 

transfers those entities were already receiving before the reforms. Those transfers rewarded 

those entities that had more expenditures and larger payrolls.29 As a result, municipalities 

with greater need of investments (e.g. because a lack of coverage or investments in the pre-

reform period) received a smaller share of national government transfers, impacting their 

ability to make the most needed investments (Barón & Meisel, 2003, pp. 125–126; Bonet, 

2006, pp. 18–19; Departamento Nacional de Planeación & PNUD, 1999, p. 57). 

Furthermore, Vargas and Sarmiento (1997, pp. 133–135) and Vergara and Simpson 

(2001, pp. 20–21) also found that responsibilities over the education system were dispersed 

 
28 Article 173 of Law 115 of 1994. 
29 José María Leyton, former Director of Territorial Strengthening at the Ministry of Education, interview 
on July 11, 2019; Luis Piñeros, consultant for the Inter-American Development Bank and the Ministry of 
Education, interview on June 14, 2019. 
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in different levels of governments, including schools. This meant that there was not one 

single entity that was responsible and accountable of all the educational process (Restrepo, 

2006, p. 29). Plus, the Ministry of Education lacked information systems to monitor the 

entire system. Additionally, even though the reform -in particular Law 115 of 1994- 

granted schools with autonomy with respect to the curriculum, principals and school boards 

did not have any attribution regarding teachers’ selection and schools funding, all of which 

was decided by municipalities, departments and the Ministry of Education.  

In conclusion, these critiques and the economic and fiscal crisis of the late 1990s 

(Echeverry & Zuluaga, 2014; Restrepo, 2014) stressed the need to reform Situado Fiscal 

and Participaciones Municipales with four purposes. First, it was clear that the design of 

those two mechanisms made it hard for the national government to deal with a crisis in an 

effective and efficient manner, given the rigid link those mechanisms had with national 

government’s current revenue. Second, under Participaciones Municipales municipalities 

had a stable and growing source of revenue which they used to guarantee loans acquired in 

the financial sector, without a proper set of incentives neither for municipalities nor for 

financial institutions to properly assess the risk on this debt. Third, the growing source of 

funding for municipalities was attached neither to the actual needs of the subnational 

entities, nor to their fiscal performance and their performance in the provision of social 

services. Fourth, there was confusion and overlap in the distribution of functions and 

competencies between levels of government with respect to the education sector.  

THE REFORM OF 2001 

The national government proposed the reform of 2001. It aimed to address the 

critiques of Law 60 of 1993 as well as to establish mechanisms to confront the financial 

and economic crisis Colombia was undergoing since the late 1990s. The reform had two 
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components. First, it required a constitutional and legal reform to change rules of the 

mechanisms used by the national government to share resources with departments and 

municipalities. This included changes for the transfers’ growth formula and general 

guidelines for distribution of resources. Second, it required a modification of distribution 

of functions between levels of government. The following sections describe the results of 

those reforms. 

The constitutional and legal reforms of the system for distribution of resources 

In 2000 the national government presented to Congress a project of constitutional 

amendment that was part of a set of reforms the Government was considering to reduce the 

deficit and address the consequences of the economic crisis of the late 1990s (de la Calle 

Lombana & Santos Calderón, 2000). The project, which later became Acto Legislativo 1 

of 2001 (Congreso de Colombia, 2001), created Sistema General de Participaciones – SGP 

(General System of Participations). SGP was the new system to transfer resources to all 

subnational entities, including municipalities, departments and districts. Therefore, it 

included in a single fund the resources that previously were distributed through Situado 

Fiscal and Participaciones Municipales. Later on, Law 715 of 2001 established the 

detailed rules for the operation of SGP.  

The constitutional reform created rules and provided a general framework to fix the 

main critiques and issues introduced by the Constitution of 1991 and Law 60 of 1993. SGP 

resources, according to the reform, had to be distributed, first, by sector (e.g. education or 

health) and then to the subnational entities. The reform mandated that subnational entities 

had to devote SGP resources to finance the provision of services under their purview. 

Among those services, the reform stated that the provision of preschool, primary and 

secondary education and health had priority, with the aim of guaranteeing their provision 
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and increasing coverage. Although the reform guaranteed the maintenance of the resources 

the national government was already transferring to education and health at the time of the 

reform, it created a formula that provided more stability to the resources transferred by the 

national government and detached them from the ordinary growth of the national 

government’s current revenue. Also, the reform established that the distribution of 

resources should be done according to demand, efficiency and equity factors, rather than 

on supply considerations, such as the number of teachers a subnational entity had at a given 

time.  

The law established that SGP funds would be distributed in the following manner: 

out of the total amount to be distributed, 4% should be devoted to a variety of purposes, 

including indigenous reservations and school meal programs, among others. 30 Once the 

4% was discounted, the remaining total amount would be distributed as follows: 58.5% for 

education, 24.5% for health and 17% for general purposes.31 Within the education sector, 

the law established that the distribution of resources among municipalities and districts 

should follow three criteria: students served, students to be served and equity. This last 

criterion aimed to provide more resources to municipalities with higher needs, as measured 

by an index of unmet needs. As further explained in the next section, in practice the most 

important criterion has been students served, and funds distributed following the two latter 
 

30 Article 2 Paragraph 2 of Law 715 of 2001 established the distribution of this 4%: 0.52% for indigenous 
reservations, 0.08% for municipalities bordering the Magdalena River, the largest and most important river 
in the country, 0.5% for school meal programs managed by municipalities and districts, and 2.9% to the 
National Fund for Subnational Entities’ Pensions (Fonpet for its Spanish acronym), a fund created in 1999 
in the midst of the crisis to manage subnational entities’ pension debt in health, education and other sectors. 
31 After Acto Legislativo 4 of 2007 was issued, Congress enacted Law 1176 of 2007 to create a new 
distribution. According to article 1 of this law, SGP’s resources would be distributed as follows: once the 
4% was discounted, the remaining total amount would be distributed as follows: 58.5% for education, 
24.5% for health, 5.4% for potable water and sanitation and 11.6% for general purposes. Among other 
modifications, this law also established the distribution of competencies between departments and 
municipalities with respect to potable water and sanitation and gave some municipalities more autonomy in 
this sector. Additionally, the law introduced rules for the use of SGP’s resources devoted to school meal 
programs.  
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criteria are residual – i.e. they only apply as long as there are resources left after attending 

the first criterion-.  

Former leaders of Federación Colombiana de Educadores (FECODE), the national 

teachers’ union, asserted that this constitutional reform was a counter-reform to the 

advances in decentralization they considered were made starting with the Constitution of 

1991 (Ocampo, 2016, p. 147):  

the reform stops or decelerates growth of transferences, establishes control of 
public expenditures at the constitutional level and hurts territorial autonomy…In 
the future, this regulation will translate in a reduction of public social 
expenditures, specifically on education and health (A. Rodríguez, 2002, pp. 210–
211). 

This quote illustrates that the debate around the 2001 reform revolved mainly 

around financial issues. On the government’s side there was an acute concern on unlinking 

transfers from current revenues to address the deficit fiscal, while on the teachers’ side the 

concern was about the effect this disconnection could have had on the level of resources 

available for education.  

The reform to the distribution of functions:  Autonomy for Municipalities above 
100,000 inhabitants 

One of the main changes that Law 715 of 2001 included was the requirement for 

some municipalities to directly manage SGP resources for education. This specific policy 

reform, its operation and effects are the focus of Chapters 3 to 5 of this dissertation. Under 

Law 60 of 1993, districts were required to directly manage transfer for education. Some 

municipalities could manage the resources on a voluntary basis if they showed they had 

the required institutional capacity for that purpose, but this was a fully voluntary possibility 

and, in addition to the municipality’s intention required the departments’ approval. Law 

715 extended this requirement for all municipalities with population sizes above 100,000 
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people3233 and kept the possibility to manage those funds for municipalities that 

demonstrated the required institutional capacity34 even though they were below the 

population threshold. Municipalities that fulfilled those requisites would obtain a 

certification to manage the funds and, therefore, gain autonomy to manage their education 

sector. Those below the population threshold that did not request certification, would be 

non-certified municipalities, and therefore would lack autonomy. For these municipalities, 

SGP resources for education would be managed by their department.  

The overall justification for this reform was to deepen decentralization: 

[the purpose of the reform is] allowing that all municipalities that fulfill a 
minimum set of requirements defined by the national government could manage 
education autonomously, in such a way that those municipalities and their mayors 
are responsible for education coverage and quality. To start, the project proposes 
the mandatory certification35 of capital cities and municipalities with populations 

 
32 Article 20, Law 715 of 2001.  
33 Article 41 of Law 715 of 2001 provided the following phasing rules: as of the start of 2002 departments 
and districts would have autonomy; during 2002 municipalities above the population threshold and those 
which had autonomy under the previous rules would be granted autonomy under the new rules; this process 
had to be finished as of the start of 2003. Moreover, articles 35 to 40 of the law introduced rules to manage 
the phasing in process, in particular for the transfer and incorporation of teachers and principals in the 
payroll of the departments municipalities with autonomy that would manage them after the reform. 
Between 2001 and 2007 this was the only regulation for granting autonomy for municipalities with 
populations above 100,000 inhabitants. In 2007, the national government issued Decree 3940 of 2007 
which established that those municipalities have to demonstrate that they have the institutional capacity to 
manage education provision, enough schools to provide at least until 9th grade (i.e. basic education), and 
that they have defined their personnel needs according to national standards. Also, the decree provided the 
regulations for the handing over process between the department and the municipality, once certification 
had been granted. Finally, the decree established that these municipalities had 18 months, after the 
Department for National Statistics had certified the municipality’s population size, to demonstrate these 
requirements and receive certification from the Ministry of Education (Presidencia de la República de 
Colombia, 2007). 
34 Decree 2700 of 2004, issued by the national government, introduced the rules for the certification of 
municipalities with a population below 100,000 inhabitants. The decree detailed the institutional 
requirements the municipalities had to demonstrate, including the requisite to have institutional capacity to 
manage school provision, enough schools to provide at least until 9th grade (i.e. basic education), and that 
they have defined their personnel needs according to national standards. Also, the decree ordered 
departments to support municipalities in this process. In case the department refused or ignored a request to 
gain certification by a municipality, the municipality could request certification directly before the Ministry 
of Education.  
35 Certification of a municipality is the process whereby municipalities receive autonomy. 
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above 100,000 inhabitants. For these municipalities, resources will get directly to 
the municipality to be managed autonomously by mayors, whom will have the 
full management of information on enrolled students, children to be attended, 
quality of education and teachers’ quantity and assignation. (Congreso de 
Colombia, 2011a) 

A former official of the Ministry of Education, who was part of the team in charge 

of the reform’s design, mentioned that when drafting the proposal, they suggested that 

autonomy should have been granted even to municipalities with populations above 50,000 

inhabitants. He said that they considered it “important to deepen decentralization and make 

municipalities responsible for service provision, because that prevented teachers’ transfers 

within departments”,36 which was a problematic issue during the 1990s. 

According to Law 715, certified municipalities would receive directly SGP 

resources for education, while resources of non-certified municipalities would be 

transferred to the department and managed by it. Still, the law also established that all 

municipalities -certified and non-certified- would receive a portion of SGP resources 

directly.37 These resources are devoted to quality investments and constitute residual 

resources that are granted only if there are funds left once expenditures to cover the actual 

provision of education have been covered. This portion of resources is typically very small 

and could not be used for paying personnel expenditures of any sort.  

Law 715 of 2001 also established a new distribution of competencies between 

levels of government. The purpose of the law was to:  

Clearly define the responsibilities of levels of government regarding the direction, 
regulation, inspection, surveillance, equity, coverage and quality. The national 
government will be in charge of defining policies and elaborating technical 
criteria to guide the distribution of human, physical and financial resources. In 
turn, departments will manage the resources and education services provision 
with respect to non-certified municipalities, provide technical assistance to 

 
36 José María Leyton, former Director of Territorial Strengthening at the Ministry of Education, interview 
on July 11, 2019. 
37 Article 17 Law 715 of 2001. Those resources are those devoted to quality of education.  
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municipalities, be accountable for education’s information system and exercise 
supervision and surveillance in their jurisdiction. Finally, districts and certified 
municipalities will provide education in their jurisdiction and manage physical, 
human and financial resources. (Estrada Villa et al., 2001, pp. 30–31) 

Table 1 summarizes the distribution of functions in the education sector, according 

to Law 715 of 2001: 

Table 1: Distribution of functions after the 2001 reform 

 Municipalities 
without 
Autonomy 

Municipalities 
with Autonomy 

Departments 
(States) 

National 
Government 

Curriculum, 
pedagogic and 
technical 
orientation.38 

   X 

Administration, 
coordination and 
preparation of 
teachers39. 

 X X* X 

Administration 
of co-financing 
funds (i.e. funds 
from the 
national 
government) 

 X X*  

Schools 
infrastructure, 
investment and 
maintenance 

X X X  

Administration 
of Schools 

X** X   

Inspection of the 
provision of 
education 

 X X*  

 
38 The actual crafting of the curriculum is a responsibility of schools, according to Law 115 of 1994.  
39 According to conversations with Juan Gonzalo Zapata, from Fedesarrollo, and Juanita Bodmer, a former 
advisor at the Colombian Ministry of Education, teacher hiring is a process in which both the municipal 
and national governments share responsibilities. The municipal government requests the number of 
positions to fulfill and the national government advances the public contest to select the more able 
candidates. Those candidates pick their municipality according with a ranking published by the Ministry of 
Education with the contest’s results.  
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* With respect to municipalities without autonomy.  
** According to departments’ guidelines. 
Source: (Barrera-Osorio, 2003; Borjas & Acosta, 2000) 

Law 715 did not include any major change over the role of schools that Law 115 

of 1994 had introduced. Schools continued to have autonomy over the curriculum. 

However, Law 715 clarified the functions of the principal and sparked the consolidation of 

schools. Most schools were operating separately and did not offer all the grades they had 

to, that is, at least one grade of preschool and ninth grades of basic education. It was 

common for schools to offer only primary or secondary education. Schools’ consolidation 

was mandated by Law 115, but it was only implemented after Law 715 (Ministerio de 

Educación Nacional, 2010, p. 31; Ocampo, 2016, p. 147; A. Rodríguez, 2002, pp. 198–

202).40 After consolidation, schools that operated independently were integrated in a single 

school that offers all the grades they are required to offer under the direction of a single 

principal, although they might have different campuses or branches. Regarding the 

functions for principals, a former leader of FECODE acknowledges that these functions 

have the potential to improve principals’ management capacities, but consider that they 

make them responsible for efficiency and quality of education provision, without providing 

the resources they need to fulfill these responsibilities (A. Rodríguez, 2002, p. 224). 

Although departments and certified municipalities would be autonomous with 

respect to the management of resources, Law 715 gave the national government the ability 

to order an evaluation of the actual operation of the management by those entities under 

certain circumstances. Those circumstances include failures in information reporting, 

declines in educational outcomes due to causes attributable to municipalities, funds 

 
40 José María Leyton, former Director of Territorial Strengthening at the Ministry of Education, interview 
on July 11, 2019; Nelcy Cuellar Ibañez, former Secretary of Education of Fusagasugá and of the 
Department of Caquetá, interview on September 12, 2018; Sandra Tellez, principal of Institución Educativa 
Técnica José Joaquín Casas in Chía, interview on June 7, 2019 (She is the aunt of the dissertation’s author). 
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deviation, among others.41 As a result of the evaluation the national government might 

designate a temporal administrator to manage -fully and directly- the provision of 

education, including the administration and disposition of resources.42 The national 

government has undertaken the administration of the education system in the case of 

departments such as Chocó and La Guajira43, as well as in autonomous municipalities such 

as Riohacha, Uribia and Maicao all from La Guajira (Ministerio de Educación Nacional, 

2018).44 The administrator must adopt actions to correct the situations that led to her 

appointment.45 If the situation cannot be corrected, municipalities can lose their 

certification and the department would take over the administration of education in that 

municipality.46 None of the cases mentioned above have led to the termination of a 

certification for those entities. 

According to a former leader of FECODE the changes in competencies between 

levels of government and the evaluation system discussed in the previous paragraph 

actually constitute a reversion of decentralization because they increase the capacities of 

the national government to intervene in education provision and reduce subnational 

entities’ competencies (A. Rodríguez, 2002, pp. 213, 223). Chapter 5 provides evidence 

confirming that the 2001 reform ultimately had the effect of increasing the participation of 

the Ministry of Education in funding and decision- making.  

 
41 Article 29 of Law 715 of 2001.  
42 Article 30 of Law 715 of 2001. 
43 These two departments have traditionally lag behind in social and economic indicators with respect to 
other departments. The Colombian state has had a hard time making effective presence there, for instance 
to provide security or for delivering social services. Historically, those departments have suffered from the 
conflict with guerrilla groups (e.g. FARC), paramilitaries and drug traffickers.  
44 José María Leyton, former Director of Territorial Strengthening at the Ministry of Education, interview 
on July 11, 2019; Marta Herrera, official at Bogotá’s Secretariat of Education, and former director of the 
School Meal Program at the Ministry of Education, interview on June 19, 2019. 
45 Article 30 of Law 715 of 2001. 
46 Article 31 of Law 715 of 2001. 
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THE CURRENT GOVERNANCE SCHEME OF THE COLOMBIAN EDUCATION SYSTEM 

This section describes the governance of the Colombian education system 

according to Law 715 of 2001. As opposed to the historic view and the explanation of the 

provisions of Law 715, which were included in previous sections of the chapter, this section 

describes the governance scheme as it actually works. The section is based on reports made 

by international organizations and local think tanks, as wells as on 16 interviews with 

relevant stakeholders in the education sector, including officials and former officials at the 

Ministry of Education and at secretariats of education in the Department of Cundinamarca, 

and in the municipalities of Fusagasugá and Ubaté, as well as principals of schools in the 

municipalities of Fusagasugá and Chía. In particular, the section describes three aspects of 

the governance scheme: funding, distribution of functions, and teachers’ management. 

Funding of education 

As of 2017 Colombia’s expenditures in education including all levels of education 

reached about 7.3% of the country’s GDP (Radinger et al., 2018, p. 80). Out of this, around 

2.8 % comes from private sources, mostly represented by contributions from families to 

tuition in private schools47 and private universities. For primary and secondary education 

(i.e. the focus of this dissertation) the percentage of expenditures out of GDP is about 4%, 

out of which about 3.2% comes from public sources (OECD, 2019a, p. 287). Out of total 

expenditures in primary and secondary education, around 78% is public and 22% private 

(OECD, 2019a, p. 299).  

Public expenditures in primary and secondary education in Colombia are funded 

from five sources. The first and most important source of funding is SGP48 resources for 
 

47 In 2017, private schools attended 18.7% of students in pre-school, primary and upper-secondary 
education (Radinger et al., 2018, p. 80) 
48 As explained in Chapter 2SGP is an abbreviation for Sistema General de Participaciones, which is the 
system created in Law 715 of 2001 for the national government to transfer funds to departments and 
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education. The second source is departments and municipalities’ own resources. The third 

source is funds from the Ministry of Education (different to SGP funds) that the ministry 

awards to fund specific national initiatives or projects. The fourth source is funds from 

Sistema General de Regalías (SGR), the system through which the national government 

distributes royalties collected due to the exploitation of oil, coal and other mineral 

resources among municipalities and departments. These funds have recently funded 

investments in schools’ infrastructure, school supplies, teachers’ training, among others, 

although they are not exclusively devoted to the education sector. The fifth source is 

resources from other national ministries devoted to educational initiatives. For example, 

the Ministry of Information Technologies and Communications has devoted funds to 

provide computers to schools in a project called Computadores para Educar (i.e. 

Computers to Educate) (Radinger et al., 2018).  

Radinger et al. (2018, p. 87) report that between 2010 and 2017 around 88% of 

education funding came from the national government, while the remaining 10% is funded 

by departments and municipalities. Out of the national funding, in 2017 SGP funds alone 

represented 79.4% of all educational funding, while funds from Sistema General de 

Regalías were 2.1% and the Ministry of Education provided around 9.4% through funds 

other than SGP.  

Municipalities with autonomy and departments receive most of the funding 

transferred by the national government, including most SGP funds (as explained below) 

and other transfers from the Ministry of Education. The exceptions are funds from Sistema 

General de Regalías, a small portion of SGP funds, and some of the funds transferred by 

other ministries, which are also transferred to municipalities without autonomy.  
 

municipalities for education and health, among other policy sectors. SGP replaced the two systems that 
were in place during the 1990s: situado fiscal for departments and districts and participaciones municipales 
for municipalities.  
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Distribution of SGP Funds 

Currently, all SGP funds are distributed in the following way: 4% of the total 

resources is devoted to a variety of purposes, including indigenous reservations, school 

meal programs (0.5%) and early childhood education (depending on economic growth 

among other factors), among others.49 Of the remaining funds, 58,5% goes to education, 

24.5% to health, 5.4% to potable water and sanitation and 11.6% to general purposes. That 

is, out of the total SGP resources at least around 56.16 % (i.e. 58.5% of 96% of total SGP 

resources) are devoted to education. However, the general purposes portion could 

potentially be devoted to education as well and as mentioned before, SGP also funds school 

meal programs and early childhood education. These resources are additional to the 56.16 

% exclusively devoted to education. Figure 1 summarizes the distribution of SGP funds. 

Figure 1. Distribution of SGP Funds 

 

Source: Radinger et al. (2018) 

 
49 Article 2 Paragraph 2 of Law 715 of 2001 established the distribution of this 4%: 0.52% for indigenous 
reservations, 0.08% for municipalities bordering the Magdalena River, the largest and most important river 
in the country, 0.5% for school meal programs managed by municipalities and districts, and 2.9% to the 
National Fund for Pensions of Subnational Entities (Fonpet for its Spanish acronym), a fund created in 
1999 in the midst of the crisis to manage subnational entities’ pension debt in health, education and other 
sectors. 
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SGP education resources are divided in three components as shown in Figure 2. 

The first and most important aims to fund the provision of education, which includes 

salaries and benefits of teachers, principals and staff, administrative costs related to the 

provision of education and the funding of private providers where there are not enough 

public schools to meet demand. The main criterion to distribute these resources is the 

effective enrollment of students in the year prior to the date of the distribution. The 

distribution establishes a cost per student, depending on the type of student (e.g. education 

level and whether the student belongs to a vulnerable group) and type of municipality (e.g. 

higher or lower levels of population living in rural areas). In 2016, this category represented 

89.7% of all SGP education funds (Radinger et al., 2018, pp. 90–92). At the end of each 

year the Ministry of Education transfers a supplement for those entities where the assigned 

funds were not enough to cover their annual payroll. All funds from this component are 

directly transferred to municipalities with autonomy and departments. 

Figure 2. Distribution of SGP Funds for Education 

Source: 

Radinger et al. (2018) 
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The second component aims to promote quality investments in education. It has 

two sub-components. The first sub-component is called quality – enrollment and is 

distributed to all municipalities, including non-autonomous municipalities. The criteria that 

the ministry uses to distribute these resources include enrollment in the previous year, 

indicators of education performance and schools’ improvement and levels of rurality, 

among others. The purpose of these funds is to promote investments to improve quality of 

the provision of public education and cannot be used to pay salaries and benefits. For 

example, these resources are invested in school meal programs, infrastructure, teachers’ 

training, among others. However, for most municipalities, these resources end up invested 

in schools’ public utilities or other cost related to schools’ operation such as private 

security.50 According to Radinger et al. (2018, p. 93) this subcomponent has remained at 

around 4% of all resources over time.  

The second sub-component is devoted for the provision of free education. Since 

2012 the national government banned public schools of requiring any payments to 

guarantee free education from pre-school to eleventh grade. The national government 

transfers these funds from this sub-component directly to schools, in order to compensate 

schools for the funds they used to receive through those payments. Principals along with 

school boards decide autonomously on the investments of these resources. However, 

according to one of the principals interviewed, the Comptroller General of the Republic51 

has instructed that at least half of these resources should be devoted to capital 

investments.52 In 2017, this subcomponent represented 3.2% of all SGP education funds 

 
50 Anibal Forero, official at Ministry of Education and former Secretary of Education of Fusagasugá, 
interview on October 8, 2018. 
51 Contraloría General de la República is a national entity, with some levels of autonomy with respect to 
the national government, which is in charge of fiscal control in the country. 
52 Sandra Tellez, principal of Institución Educativa Técnica José Joaquín Casas in Chía, interview on June 
7, 2019. 
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(Radinger et al., 2018, p. 94). The criteria used for the distribution of these sub-components 

include schools’ performance, share of students in rural areas, municipalities’ needs, 

among others. 

The third SGP education component is called payment of social benefits. Its 

resources are devoted to pay for pensions of a small portion of retired teachers. 

Specifically, it pays for teachers that are not part of the National Teachers Pension Fund 

(FOMAG for its Spanish acronym), which is a national fund managed by the Ministry of 

Education. These resources are transferred to a national fund that manages pensions from 

territorial entities.  

In summary, Colombian basic and secondary education is funded primarily with 

public funds. Among public funds, the main source of funding is national transfer to 

subnational entities through SGP, the system put in place by Law 715 of 2001. The main 

component of SGP’s participation for education is devoted to the provision of education. 

In recent years, that component has been around 90% of SGP funds for education. This 

component mainly funds teachers’ salaries, and if there are resources remaining, it also 

funds other administrative costs related to the provision of education. Municipalities and 

departments only contribute around 10% to total education funding. This 10% is mainly 

contributed by the larger or better off municipalities and departments, which means that 

the majority of municipalities do not contribute with education funding (OECD, 2016, p. 

51). 

Distribution of responsibilities 

Governance of the Colombian education system is divided between the following 

levels of government: Ministry of Education at the national level, departments and 

municipalities with autonomy, municipalities without autonomy and schools.  
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National government 

The Ministry of Education is the head of the education sector in Colombia. It 

establishes policies for the education sector and leads the overall planning of the sector, 

regulates the provision of education, provides technical assistance to subnational entities, 

monitors the system and manages information systems, including information about 

enrolled students, teachers and school in all the country. More importantly, the Ministry 

determines the distribution of SGP’s funds among subnational entities, transfers the funds, 

and monitors its use, and provides additional funding for specific initiatives or projects 

mostly through calls for proposals. The Ministry does not directly provide education or 

manage schools (Radinger et al., 2018, p. 50).  

Departments and municipalities with autonomy 

Municipalities with autonomy and departments (with respect to municipalities 

without autonomy) are responsible for the provision of public education in the country, and 

therefore are in charge of education coverage and quality. They have a secretariat of 

education to accomplish their responsibilities in education. Those entities manage public 

schools, distribute teachers to schools following guidelines issued by the Ministry of 

Education and appoint teachers and principals either permanently or temporarily (further 

explanation below). Also, they lead the planning of the education sector within their 

jurisdiction, always accordingly to national guidelines and plans. Those entities receive 

SGP funds from the Ministry of Education, pay teachers’ salaries using those funds, and 

distribute any remaining funds to schools to guarantee the provision of education. They 

seek and receive other funds provided by the same ministry or other national entities and 

are also able to use the funds they have collected (i.e. through local taxation) for the 

education system. They are also in charge of managing the school feeding program, as well 
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as school transportation. These authorities are also in charge of providing and maintaining 

infrastructure and they monitor the provision of education, including the education 

provided by private institutions. Although public education is mostly provided in public 

schools, Law 715 allowed for the hiring of private schools for the provision of education 

when municipalities lack the infrastructure for direct provision. 

Municipalities without autonomy 

Municipalities without autonomy are responsible for maintaining infrastructure. 

Usually these municipalities have a secretariat for the social sector, which deals with 

education, health, and other matters, or just an office that depends on the major specially 

designed for education. If they have the financial ability, those municipalities can devote 

resources they have collected to finance or co-finance projects in the education sector. 

Also, according to their capacity they can manage and fund the school feeding program, as 

long as the departments’ authorities allow them. Moreover, they should provide 

information and support the department in managing the teaching staff and the provision 

of education. These municipalities also receive and manage a small portion of SGP funds 

as explained above.  

As of 2019, Colombia had 1122 municipalities in total, distributed in 32 

departments. Of those, 64 municipalities have autonomy with respect to the education 

system . 46 municipalities gained autonomy following the passage of the reform in late 

2001, 2 gained autonomy in 2008, 14 in 2010, 1 in 2015 and 1 in 2018. Municipalities 

gained autonomy over the years because they fulfilled the population threshold years after 

the reform, according to population estimates calculated by the Administrative Department 

of National Statistics (DANE). The municipalities of Mosquera (Cundinamarca) and 

Sabaneta (Antioquia) - which gained autonomy in 2010-, and Funza, which gained 
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autonomy in 2016 were not above the population threshold at the time but requested 

autonomy on a voluntary basis. These municipalities are excluded from the analysis 

presented in Chapters 3 and 4. Additionally, under the rules established by the laws 60 of 

1993 and 115 of 1994 six municipalities had autonomy before the 2001 reform. Those 

included Bogotá, Santa Marta, Barranquilla and Cartagena for which the Constitution had 

established a special regime as districts, as well as Pasto and Armenia (Brutti, 2015; Cortés, 

2010). These six municipalities are also excluded from the analysis of those chapters 

because they had already received “treatment” before 2001. 

Schools 

Schools are managed by a principal and a number of coordinators that depends on 

the total number of students in the school. Since the 2001 reform schools have been 

consolidated to guarantee that a school offers all grades from first to eleventh grade and 

operate as a school network (Radinger et al., 2018, p. 152). As a consequence of 

consolidation, most schools are formed by a number of sites under the purview of a single 

principal. Principals along with the school governing board (formed by the principal and 

representatives of parents, students, alumni and the private sector) define the so-called 

school educational project which defines the school’s goals and objectives, its plan of study 

and the pedagogical strategy among others. As part of their functions, principals decide 

over the distribution of assigned teachers within the schools, but they have no autonomy 

over the selection or dismissal of teachers and staff, and they only have the possibility of 

evaluating some of their teachers (Congreso de Colombia, 1994; OECD, 2016, p. 134). 

Schools manage some funds they receive from SGP to guarantee the provision of education 

in the country is free, as explained above. 
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In summary, the distribution of functions with respect to education is complex. 

Beyond funding, the national government establishes general guidelines and regulates 

provision of education. Municipalities with autonomy and departments are in charge of 

education provision, and therefore they manage schools, allocate teachers to schools, and 

play an important role in teachers’ management (further explained in the next section). 

Municipalities without autonomy are in charge of school infrastructure and, depending on 

their capacities, they can fund specific projects and manage the school feeding program. 

Schools are in charge of the curriculum and manage a small portion of funds (i.e. those 

devoted to quality - free education), but they do not have a relevant influence with respect 

to teachers’ hiring or dismissal. 

Teachers’ management 

According to Law 715 of 2001, municipalities with autonomy and departments are 

in charge of teachers’ hiring. Currently, there are two sets of regulations for Colombian 

teachers: Decree 2277 of 1970 and Decree 1278 of 2002. Hiring of teachers since 2002 is 

governed by the latter. There are two types of positions: permanent and temporary. 

According to Decree 1278, in the case of permanent positions hiring should be done 

through a merit competition with the participation of those entities, the Ministry of 

Education, and a national agency called the National Commission of Civil Service, which 

ultimately manages the competition. The commission opens a separate contest for each 

municipality or department in need of hiring new teachers. Those subnational entities 

define the number of vacancies according to staff plans approved by the Ministry of 

Education. The staff plans should follow the technical relations for the ratio of teachers to 

students established by the Ministry of Education. Those plans also determine the amount 

of resources an entity receives thorough SGP.  
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When the merit contest opens, candidates select the subnational entity they wish to 

apply for. Selected candidates are placed in a list ordered according to the score they 

achieved in the contest. In the order they were placed in the list, they are then offered the 

possibility to choose the actual position in a public hearing. Selected teachers then start a 

probationary period until the end of the school year or for a minimum of 4 months, at the 

end of which they are evaluated by the school’s principal. If they pass this evaluation, they 

successfully enter into the teaching track.  

Permanent and temporary vacancies are fulfilled through temporary teaching 

positions. In the case of permanent vacancies, such as those caused by a teachers’ death or 

retirement, the position lasts until the position is permanently provided through a teaching 

contest. Temporary vacancies, such as those caused by a sickness or personal leave, last 

until the situation that generated the vacancy ends.  

Municipalities with autonomy and departments used to have larger levels of 

autonomy to provide those positions. However, starting in 2015 the Ministry of Education 

mandated that the provision of these positions should be done through a Pool of Excellence 

managed by the Ministry. Candidates for these positions register in the pool, the ministry 

ranks candidates according to their qualifications and subnational entities must decide 

among the best candidates in the pool to provide temporary positions. Teachers in 

temporary positions are not eligible for promotions or salary increases.  

Teachers’ promotions also depend on the rules that govern teachers’ relationship. 

Teachers under Decree 2277 of 1970 receive promotions as they accumulate years of 

service and undertake post graduate studies in any field. For teachers ruled by Decree 1278 

promotion requires the fulfilment of academic requisites, years of experience as well as a 

promotion contest, which includes the approval of an evaluation. Municipalities and 

departments decide on the number of promotions to be granted according to availability of 
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resources. Evaluations for promotions are performed annually by the National Institute for 

Education Evaluation (ICFES by its Spanish acronym). 

Decree 1278 of 2002 orders an annual performance evaluation of principals and 

teachers. Secretaries of education apply the evaluation to principals, and principals apply 

the evaluation to teachers. Bad performance in this evaluation for two consecutive years 

leads to teachers’ dismissal. These rules only apply to teachers which entered the 

profession under Decree 1278 of 2002. Teachers under the rules of Decree 2277 of 1970 

do not require an annual evaluation. Teachers under both regulations can be removed if 

they commit a disciplinary offense after following a disciplinary process. However, this 

process is rather complicated and usually not effective, even to achieve the dismissal of 

teachers’ who have committed grave actions.53 

 In summary, according to Law 715 of 2001 teachers’ management is in charge of 

municipalities with autonomy and departments. However, the reality is that rules and 

regulations such as Decree 2277 of 1970 and Decree 1278 of 2002 imposed restrictions as 

to which decisions municipalities can actually take. Also, the Ministry of Education plays 

a relevant role in teachers’ management through the approval of staff plans as well as their 

influence in hiring both for permanent and temporary positions. Those regulations, and the 

role of the Ministry question the level of autonomy that municipalities with autonomy 

really have.  

CONCLUSION 

In the past seventy years, education policy and management swung between 

centralization and decentralization following broader social, political and economic 

 
53 Sandra Tellez, principal of Institución Educativa Técnica José Joaquín Casas in Chía, interview on June 
7, 2019; Jholman Javier Rodriguez Parales, former Sub Secretary of Education of Cundinamarca, interview 
on June 14, 2019. 
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circumstances. During the first half of the twentieth century, although Colombia was a 

unitary country, education provision was partially decentralized to departments. In the 

1960s this situation started to change. The government began centralizing responsibilities, 

first by nationalizing expenditures on primary education, then nationalizing provision of 

secondary education and finally, issuing Estatuto Docente, the set of rules designed to 

regulate teachers. An indicative example of this era was the existence of Instituto 

Colombiano de Construcciones Escolares, a national institute in charge of school 

constructions in the whole country. These reforms answered mainly to the chaos and 

disorganization in teachers` hiring and salary regulations as well as to clientelism linked to 

teachers’ selection and hiring, that popped up in Colombian departments in the previous 

decades. 

The 1980s started to see attempts to decentralize education. The focus of 

decentralization at the time was the municipality. The national government adopted 

mechanisms (i.e. transfers and taxes) to increase municipalities’ revenues, a constitutional 

reform in 1986 allowed the election of mayors and, finally, management of education 

provision was given to municipalities at the end of the decade. The main motive leading to 

these reforms was the need for democratization after a period of democratic closure that 

started with Frente Nacional, and to increase legitimacy in democratic institutions in the 

context of high levels of violence, including political violence, caused by drug cartels, 

guerrilla and paramilitary groups.  

The Constitution of 1991 along with its legal developments -Law 60 of 1993 and 

Law 115 of 1994- retracted from municipalization, and instead placed the focus on 

departments. Departments would be in charge of management of education provision and 

receive the majority of transfers from the national government. They would act as an 

intermediary between the national government and coordinate policy initiatives for its 
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municipalities, thereby creating economies of scale. Moreover, Law 60 included the 

possibility for municipalities, on a voluntary basis, to manage education provision if they 

showed they had the required capacity, a possibility that only a handful of entities took 

advantage of. However, the distribution of functions between levels of government was 

still confusing, as there was still duplication of some functions. Moreover, the mechanisms 

for the distribution of resources between the national government and subnational entities 

-Situado Fiscal for departments and Participaciones Municipales for municipalities- 

created an unstable source of revenue, prevented the national government from properly 

managing economic downturns, did not attend to the needs of those entities most in need, 

and lacked incentives to improve efficiency and effectiveness in service provision.  

The reform adopted in 2001 was the most recent fluctuation in that process within 

the education sector. It included two main themes. First, the reform created Sistema 

General de Participaciones (SGP), which is the system used by the central government to 

transfer resources to municipalities and departments. SGP replaced two systems used by 

the government before the reform, called Situado Fiscal and Participaciones Municipales. 

According to the reform, out of the total amount to be transferred around 56.15% would 

go to the education sector. This amount would be distributed to municipalities according 

to the following criteria: students served, students to be served and municipalities’ needs. 

SGP total resources started with the amount the central government was transferring before 

the reform and has grown mainly following inflation ever since. This scheme guarantees a 

stable source of revenue to municipalities and departments and allows flexibility to the 

central government in managing economic shocks.  

The reform also established a new distribution of functions between the three levels 

of government with respect to social service provision. For the provision of education, the 

reform created a two-tier system, which mainly depends on municipalities’ population size. 
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Municipalities with population sizes above 100,000 inhabitants have autonomy to manage 

SGP resources for education and to provide education in their jurisdiction. Municipalities 

below that population size do not have that autonomy, and instead, departments manage 

resources and provide education in their territories. Before the reform, departments were 

in charge of education provision in all municipalities, except for districts and a handful of 

cities that voluntarily requested autonomy under the rules in place then. 

The 2001 reform -in theory- attempted to deepen decentralization by providing 

autonomy with respect to the education sector to all municipalities with a population above 

100,000 inhabitants, and to the municipalities that demonstrated the institutional capacity 

to manage the education sector. The reformers’ perspective was that those municipalities 

that enjoyed the institutional capacity to manage education provision should be in charge 

of it, because they were in a privileged position given their close knowledge of resources 

and needs on their education sector. However, reformers assumed that all large 

municipalities (i.e. those above 100,000 inhabitants) had that institutional capacity per se.  

Moreover, the main driver for these reforms was the economic and fiscal crisis that 

Colombia was immersed in in the late 1990s and the need to have control over expenditures 

and processes that seemed to be inefficient in the education sector, such as the possibility 

for all municipalities and departments to hire teachers, and the modes of operation of the 

school system. However, as the leaders of FECODE warned, as it is clear from the 

description of the current governance scheme and as Chapter 5 shows these motivations 

seem to have prevailed over the theoretical intention to deepen decentralization. Therefore, 

the result of these reforms was not ultimately a deepening of decentralization, but a 

strengthening of the national government’s role in education funding and management.  

The historical overview presented in this chapter shows that the reform of 2001 was 

a step in a long-time debate about the best ways to manage education provision. After the 
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sweeping changes that occurred in the sixties, seventies and eighties (i.e. nationalization 

and municipalization), the changes introduced starting in 1991 and later on the reform of 

2001 appear to be more aware of the need to provide autonomy according to institutional 

capacity. Law 715 of 2001 provides an example of increased awareness to differing 

capacities, although it assumes that all large municipalities have them. As explained in 

Chapter 5, this increased awareness has resulted in an intensification of recentralization of 

funding and decision making in the central government. This reform occurred in a 

historical context that partly explains the reform’s character and contents. It is likely that 

without those sweeping changes, as well as the negotiations that led to the decentralization 

rules included in laws 60 and 115 of 1994, the rule adopted in Law 715 would have had a 

different tone or had taken a different direction. Chapters 3 to 5 explore the effects of 

autonomy on education expenditure, performance and inequality as well as the operation 

of decentralization. 
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Chapter 3: Decentralization effects on education expenditures 

INTRODUCTION 

In the midst of the economic crisis of the late 1990s and early 2000s, Colombia 

adopted a reform (Law 715 of 2001) to organize and deepen the decentralization process 

that it had begun in the late 1980s. As explained in Chapters 1 and 2, the 2001 reform 

ordered that municipalities with autonomy directly receive education resources from 

Sistema General de Participaciones (SGP), the system the national government uses to 

transfer funds to municipalities and departments, and manage those resources 

autonomously. For non – autonomous municipalities, departments receive and manage 

SGP resources. Also, as part of the reform, Congress created a new distribution of 

education and health services provision between the three levels of government. In the case 

of education, Congress decided that municipalities with populations larger than 100,000 

inhabitants would have autonomy and will be in charge of the management of education 

funds and education provision. In the case of municipalities below that population 

threshold, departments would be in charge of those functions.  

This dissertation’s ultimate goal is to assess the effects of the 2001 reform on 

education performance and inequalities. However, beyond looking at the effects on those 

outcomes, it also aims to understand the reform’s effects on education outputs, such as 

education expenditures, to explore the mechanisms that could explain the reform’s impacts. 

That is the purpose of this chapter. Specifically, it aims to understand if the amount and 

type of education expenditures is any different for autonomous municipalities than for 

those without autonomy.  

As explained in Chapter 2, expenditures in public education in Colombia are funded 

from five sources. The first and most important source of funding is SGP’s resources for 
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education. SGP education funds have three components: provision, quality and payment of 

social benefits. The quality component has two subcomponents: enrollment funds, which 

are transferred to all municipalities, and free education funds, which are transferred directly 

to schools, bypassing municipalities. The second main source of funding of education in 

Colombia is departments and municipalities’ own resources. The third source is funds from 

the Ministry of Education (different to SGP funds) that the ministry awards to fund specific 

projects. The fourth source is funds from Sistema General de Regalías (SGR), the national 

system through which the national government distributes, among municipalities and 

departments, royalties collected due to the exploitation of oil, coal and other mineral 

resources. The fifth source is resources from other national ministries devoted to 

educational initiatives. For example, the Ministry of Information Technologies and 

Communications has devoted funds to provide computers to schools in a project called 

Computadores para Educar (i.e. Computers to Educate) (Radinger et al., 2018).  

In this chapter education expenditures are those resources used by local 

governments to fund the education system broadly. They might include funds devoted to 

pay for teachers and other staff’s salaries, those used to pay for schools’ utilities and 

security, resources devoted to acquiring textbooks and other inputs, and those devoted to 

school construction and maintenance. Following a purely financial standpoint, out of these 

examples only schools’ construction would be considered an investment or a capital outlay 

(Mikesell, 2006, p. 653), and the remaining examples would be considered operating or 

current expenditures. However, it is relevant to note that Colombian constitution and 

budgetary regulations consider all expenditures on education and health as investments and 

not operating expenditures. Despite that, this chapter will refer to education expenditures 

and not to education investments to avoid any confusion. 
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The chapter focuses on five measures of expenditures: (1) total education 

expenditures, (2) expenditures in quality, (3) expenditures in efficiency, (4) other education 

expenditures and (5) education expenditures funded with municipalities’ own resources. 

All of these could be funded with resources coming from a variety of sources, including 

SGP and municipalities’ own resources, among others. Given the variety of resources and 

the flexibility of municipalities in their allocation, these types of expenditures are the most 

likely to be affected by autonomy. However, within total education expenditures the 

chapter does not include those funded with resources that are part of the first component 

of SGP Education (i.e. the one devoted to provision of education). I exclude these 

expenditures because municipalities do not have real autonomy with respect to these funds 

as they are used mostly to pay for personnel expenditures, which are highly regulated. The 

total also excludes resources of SGP’s subcomponent devoted for free education, because 

those funds go directly to schools and are managed by schools principals along with school 

boards. Therefore, municipalities do not have any decision power with respect to those 

funds.  

According to the theoretical argument presented in the introduction, the effects of 

a decentralization reform such as the one implemented in Colombia in 2001 on education 

expenditures might take different forms. If decentralization improves performance and 

promotes redistribution, expenditures might increase and the composition of expenditures 

might change towards expenditures with potential to reach those goals, such as those 

devoted to quality improvement.  

An increase or changes in the composition of expenditures might also show the 

presence of political capture and political competition, which could lead to an increase in 

expenditures to benefit local elites or reward or induce electoral support. However, high 

levels of political competition might also generate a reduction of education expenditures 
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because, as explained in chapter 1, education expenditures might not provide the best 

mechanism to either satisfy local elites or target transfers to poor people, because of the 

long term and diffuse nature of those expenditures.  

Finally, changes in expenditures might relate to local administrative capacity. 

Increases might show larger levels of capacity while reductions indicate lower levels, and 

re-composition toward performance and redistribution enhancing expenditures might also 

reflect larger levels of capacity. Municipalities with higher levels of local capacity might 

spend more simply because they have more ability to collect resources. Also, those 

municipalities might devote more expenditures in general, and expenditures in quality and 

efficiency in particular to increase inputs and improve their operation so as to improve the 

operation of the public-school system to the benefit of the poor. However, it might also be 

possible that municipalities with higher levels of local capacity prefer to spend less on 

education or focus education expenditures in a particular type (e.g. quality or efficiency) 

and free resources to spend in other sectors. 

Following this theoretical argument, this chapter estimates the overall impact of the 

reform on education expenditures and their composition, and assesses the effects of 

autonomy for municipalities with different levels of political competition and local 

administrative capacity, to disentangle the possible mechanism behind changes on 

expenditures and their composition.  

The next section explains the data and methods used in the analysis. Then, results 

are presented, accompanied by robustness checks, and discussion of those results. 
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METHODS AND DATA 

Description of the Design 

As explained in detail in Chapter 2, municipal autonomy with respect to the 

educational system is granted considering the municipality’s population size. According to 

the assignment rule, municipalities with populations of 100,000 people and larger have 

autonomy with respect to the educational system. This chapter takes advantage of that 

assignment rule to implement a regression discontinuity design (RDD) to compare 

municipalities with autonomy (above the threshold) and without autonomy (below the 

threshold). To increase the sample size for the estimation, I pool municipalities’ 

information for multiple years and cluster standard errors at the municipality level.54 Each 

observation in the analysis is formed by a municipality-year pair. 

An RDD design has three key elements: an assignment or running variable, in this 

case population size, a cutoff -i.e. 100,000 inhabitants - and a treatment, which in this case 

is autonomy over the management of education funds. In a sharp RDD all units with values 

of the running variable above the cutoff receive treatment, and all units below the cutoff 

do not receive treatment. The design relies on the assumption that around the cutoff 

potential outcomes are similar for units above and below the cutoff, hence, units below the 

cutoff that did not receive treatment serve as a counterfactual of those units above the cutoff 

that receive treatment. Any jump or discontinuity at the cutoff reflects the effect of 

treatment receipt on a variable of interest. That assumption is only valid for units in the 

near vicinity of the cutoff and, therefore, the estimated effect is local to the units around 

the cutoff.55 

 
54 The exact number of years depends on the variable of interest in each case. 
55 This section is based on the works of Cattaneo, Idrobo and Titunik (2019), Jacob, Zhu, Somers and 
Bloom (2012), Lee and Lemieux (2010), and Imbens and Lemieux (2008) 
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RD Plots 

An interesting feature of an RDD is the possibility of exploring the results 

graphically. However, a regular plot of the running variable against the outcomes of 

interest, in which each observation is represented by a point in the plot, might obscure the 

actual relationship in the data. Moreover, a regular plot does not allow to clearly see the 

relationship at the cutoff point, that is, where the treatment effect is estimated. A common 

technique used in RD literature is to bin the data to show a smoothed relationship between 

the running and the outcome variable (Cattaneo et al., 2019; Jacob et al., 2012). Binned 

plots show more clearly the overall relationship between the two variables, as well as the 

situation around the cutoff. The overall process implies dividing the range of the running 

variable in a certain number of bins, estimating a local mean for the outcome variable 

within each bin and plotting these binned means.  

The selection of the number and location of bins is usually data driven, under 

certain parameters. For the plots included in this chapter the location of bins is selected to 

guarantee that each bin has roughly the same number of observations.56 This ensures that 

the binned means are comparable, because they all have a similar level of precision given 

that the estimation uses roughly the same number of observations. It also shows more 

precisely the actual distribution of observations, something relevant in cases in which 

observations are very dispersed in the range of the running variable. That is the case of 

population sizes in the case under analysis. The number of bins in the plots of this chapter 

is determined following the mimicking variance method (Cattaneo et al., 2019, p. 32). This 

method defines the number of bins in such a way that the overall variability of the binned 

means imitates the overall variability of the raw data.  

 
56 Quantile spaced bins according to Cattaneo et al. (2019). 
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RD plots also include a global polynomial fit separately for observations below and 

above the cutoff, represented by a solid line. This line is estimated using the original data 

(i.e. not binned) and, in this case, employs a linear fit. 

RD Estimation and Inference 

Estimation of treatment effects in an RDD is performed using a non-parametric or 

flexible strategy, which is currently encouraged by the literature. In this approach, the 

estimation of the treatment effect of autonomy on some outcomes of interest, denoted !̂, 

uses observations located in the close vicinity of the cutoff within a set bandwidth, usually 

estimating a local linear or quadratic regression at both sides of the cutoff. !̂ is equal to the 

vertical difference between those regressions at the cutoff. Given that estimation is 

localized around the cutoff and usually employs a low-order polynomial, this approach is 

more robust and more precise at boundary points. In practice this is a weighted least squares 

regression because typically it puts greater weight in the observations that are closer to the 

cutoff. Those weights are given in a kernel function.  

From the previous discussion it follows that the nonparametric approach requires 

the following steps for estimation: 

1. Choose a polynomial order (#) and a kernel function ($(·)): following standard 

practice, estimations of this and the following chapter estimate a local linear 

regression (i.e. # = 1). Also, these estimations use a triangular kernel. This 

weighting scheme puts the maximum weight to observations closest to the cutoff. 

Weights decrease linearly as observations get farther from the vicinity up until the 

chosen bandwidth (ℎ). Finally, any observations outside ℎ above and below the 

cutoff have a weight of 0, that is, they are not included in the estimation.  
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2. Choose the bandwidth (ℎ): this is the neighborhood around the cutoff used to fit the 

local linear regressions. There is a bias-variance tradeoff in the selection of ℎ. A 

larger value of ℎ augments the chances of overfitting the local polynomial, 

generating biased estimates. A smaller value of ℎ, reduces misspecification error 

but also decreases the size of the sample used in the estimation. Therefore, precision 

decreases. The selection of this bandwidth is usually performed in a data driven 

automatic way (Cattaneo et al., 2019, p. 46). The most common method to estimate 

the bandwidth aims to minimize the Mean Standard Error (MSE)57 of the local RD 

estimator !̂, given a choice of polynomial order and kernel function. This method 

aims to optimize the bias-variance tradeoff. In this chapter, all estimations are 

performed using the same bandwidth on both sides of the cutoff.  

3. Estimate a weighted least squares regression separately for observations above and 

below the cutoff within the bandwidth ℎ and calculate the difference among the two 

groups at the cutoff, which corresponds to the vertical difference between those 

regression lines. This difference is the estimator !̂. This estimator represents the 

effect of autonomy in the results of interest. 

As estimation in the nonparametric approach is data driven, inference also relies on 

data driven techniques. Specifically, this chapter uses a robust bias correction to build 

confidence intervals. This strategy uses the same data (i.e. same bandwidth) used to 

estimate !̂. It estimates the misspecification error or bias implicit in the estimation of the 

local polynomial regressions and subtracts the bias from the treatment estimate to obtain 

the bias corrected point estimate. This bias-correction includes a new source of variability 

on the estimation of the estimate’s variance. Therefore, the standard errors are larger than 
 

57 The Mean Squared Error (MSE) measures the mean of the squared errors, that is, the difference between 
the estimated values and the actual values. It could be represented as the sum of the variance and the 
squared bias of the of the estimator.  
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conventional standard errors, if the same data were being used. Finally, robust confidence 

intervals are built using the bias-corrected point estimate. They are centered around that 

estimate, and its construction uses the adjusted variance. These confidence intervals are 

valid and have lower coverage error when using the MSE bandwidth selection method for 

estimation (Cattaneo et al., 2019, p. 69).  

For these models to correctly estimate the local polynomial RD estimator !̂ the 

RDD has to meet some conditions of internal validity. Two conditions are necessary for 

any regression discontinuity design to be valid. First, there has to be a discontinuity in the 

probability of receiving treatment at the cut-point. Second, there should not be evidence of 

manipulation of the assignment variable around the cut-point. That is, municipalities 

should not be able to manipulate the assignment variable to get access to “treatment” (Lee 

& Lemieux, 2010).  

Data 

Dependent Variables 

The aim of this chapter is to assess the effects of autonomy on the amount and types 

of educational expenditures of municipalities. It uses detailed information on municipal 

finances from 2012 to 2016. Municipalities report this information on a yearly basis using 

the Unique Subnational Form (Formato Único Territorial - FUT), which is administered 

by the National Planning Department. This form is used by Colombia’s national 

government to collect periodic information about municipalities’ finances. The information 

includes municipalities’ revenue which is reported according to its source (e.g. transfer 

from the national government, local taxes, etc.), as well as expenditures. This form 

separates all the expenditures that municipalities devote to specific sectors such as 

education, health and infrastructure, among others. Within each sector the form classifies 
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expenditures by type. In the case of education, the sub-classifications included in the form 

are expenditures in: coverage,58 quality, efficiency, special education, boarding schools, 

higher education and others. 

Using that information, I built five dependent variables. All these variables 

represent the amount of expenditures per student in public schools in US dollars:59 

1. Total expenditures on education: this variable includes all education expenditures 

made by the municipality, excluding expenditures funded with SGP’s provision of 

education and quality – free education, for the reasons mentioned above. 

2. Quality expenditures: this variable includes expenditures in improving schools’ 

infrastructure and maintenance; consulting, advice and studies in general; schools’ 

equipment, including textbooks, computer labs’ provisions, etc.; utilities; school 

transportation; teachers’ training; nutrition programs; and improvement plans. 

These expenditures might be funded with SGP’s quality-enrollment component, the 

municipality’s own resources and other resources. 

3. Efficiency expenditures: this variable includes expenditures made in the 

improvement and modernization of the municipalities’ secretaries of education, 

including the implementation of information systems and schools’ connectivity. 

Funding sources for these expenditures include SGP’s quality-enrollment 

component, the municipality’s own resources and other resources. 

4. Other expenditures: this variable combines expenditures in special education, 

boarding schools and higher education.  
 

58 This subtype includes salaries for teachers and administrators, as well as all salary related expenditures, 
cleaning and security related expenditures, and the money spent by the municipality when it hires private 
schools for the provision of the education service. Most of these expenditures are inflexible because they 
are linked to the number of teachers and students in the municipality and are funded with transfers from the 
national government, specifically form the SGP Provision component. 
59 For the conversion, first I transform all monetary values to 2016 Colombian Pesos, and then convert 
them to US Dollars using OECD’s exchange rates (OECD, 2019b). 
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5. Expenditures with own resources: this variable includes all education expenditures 

that municipalities made using their own resources.  

Population information and treatment status 

Population data comes from population counts and estimates prepared by the 

National Department of Statistics (DANE for its acronym in Spanish). For municipalities’ 

population in 2002, data is taken directly from DANE’s population estimates published at 

the time. For population estimates in other years I use DANE’s updated estimates for any 

given year. This information is included in the Municipal Panel put together by CEDE at 

Universidad de los Andes (Colombia) (Acevedo & Bornacelly, 2014). These are the 

measures used by the national government to determine what municipalities had autonomy 

when the reform was implemented. 

Whether a municipality has autonomy or not, and the year when a municipality 

received autonomy is determined on the basis of public information and administrative 

documents from the Ministry of Education.  

Covariates  

To assess if autonomy has a different effect on municipalities with different levels 

of local administrative capacity and political competition, I estimate the RDD separately 

for municipalities with high and low levels of political competition and high and low levels 

of local administrative capacity.  

The main measure of political competition that this chapter uses is the complement 

of the Normalized Herfindahl Index of political competition in mayoral elections (Alfano 

& Baraldi, 2011; Bardhan & Yang, 2004). The Herfindahl index is a measure regularly 
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used to assess the degree of competition in a market. It is defined as the sum of squares of 

the share of votes of each candidate. The equation for the index is:  

+,-.	 = 	0123
4

256
 

where 12 is the vote share of a single candidate, and 7 is total number of candidates. 

The Normalized Herfindahl Index improves over the regular index in that it takes 

into account the concentration of votes for each candidate and the relative “market” power 

of each candidate. The way previous works have done this normalization is by subtracting 

from the regular Herfindahl Index 1 over the total number of candidates and dividing this 

result by 1 minus 1 over the total number of candidates. I use the complement of the 

Normalized Herfindahl Index (i.e. 1-Nherf) to facilitate interpretation. In sum, the index is 

built using the following equation:  

8ℎ,-. = 1	 −	
+,-.	 −	17
1	 −	17

 

where 7 is total number of candidates. 

 By taking the complement, higher values of the index indicate more political 

competition, while values closer to 0 indicate less competition. The index is calculated for 

the local elections of 2000, 2011 and 2015 using information from the Electoral Results 

Dataset created by CEDE at Universidad de los Andes (Colombia) (Pachón & Sánchez, 

2014) with information from Registraduría Nacional del Estado Civil, the elections 

authority in the country. The dataset includes information on election results including 

mayor and council elections from 1958 to 2015. Municipalities with an index in those 

elections above the mean are classified as municipalities with high political competition, 

and municipalities below the mean are classified as municipalities with low political 

competition. In the context of an RDD, splitting the analysis sample by dichotomizing the 
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political competition measure, is the recommended way to assess if autonomy has 

heterogenous effects for municipalities with different characteristics (Cattaneo et al., 2019, 

p. 78).  

As mentioned in the previous section, in the context of an RD estimation covariates 

and variables used to assess potential heterogenous effects, such as political competition in 

this chapter, must be predetermined (i.e. measured before treatment) for the RD estimates 

to remain unbiased. That is why this chapter uses the index for the 2000 election. However, 

given the time difference between that year and the measurement of the dependent 

variables for this estimation (2012 to 2016), what happened in that election might not be 

relevant to define expenditures 12 to 16 years after. Therefore, I also estimate and use the 

index for the 2011 and 2015 elections, which were the last elections before the time of the 

dependent variables, with the caveat that any estimation involving these elections might 

produce biased estimates, as they could be affected by the reform.60 

Local administrative capacity is defined in this chapter as the ability of the 

municipalities to provide public services to all the population in its territory. A proxy 

measure for this ability is the municipality’s capacity to collect taxes. In the Colombian 

context, since the early 1980s, as discussed in Chapter 2, municipalities are able to raise 

revenues through property, business and motor – vehicle taxes. The ability of 

municipalities to raise revenue with these taxes depends on at least three factors. The first 

factor is the existence of properties, vehicles and businesses to tax, or in other words the 

level of wealth or economic activity present in the municipality. The second factor is the 

political capacity and effectiveness of local administrations to have higher rates for each 

of those taxes (within the nationally established limits). The third factor is the actual ability 
 

60 The Constitution of 1991 established that mayors would be elected for a three-year period. In 2002, 
Congress passed a constitutional reform that extended the period to four years. The reform went into effect 
starting in the 2003 election. Ever since, local elections are held every four years. 
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of municipalities to enforce those rules and collect the revenue that it should be collecting. 

Variations in the levels of resources that municipalities are able to generate depend on the 

presence and intensity of these three factors. Out of the three factors, only the latter two 

show the local administrative capacity of the municipalities.  

There are two assumptions behind the use of this variable as a measure of local 

administrative capacity. First, factors 2 or 3 are relevant for revenue generation. In other 

words, the ability of municipalities to generate revenue does not only depend on their level 

of wealth or economic activity. Second, the ability of municipalities to raise revenue is 

evidence of their ability to provide public services and effectively conduct their business. 

The need to make these assumptions makes this measure less than ideal for 

measuring local administrative capacity. However, measures like this one or others related 

to taxation have been used to analyze and compare levels of state capacity among and 

within countries (Fergusson et al., 2020; Kurtz, 2013; Luna & Soifer, 2017; Soifer, 2012) 

Moreover, other measures have been used in the literature to measure local capacity at the 

subnational level, such as crime rates, the use of private security, census administration, 

national identity registration, voter registration, vaccination rates, levels of job market 

informality or the quality of bureaucracies (Soifer, 2012). I lack information before the 

reform for most of those measures except for crime rates, a measure which I prefer not to 

use for two reasons. First, it could be influenced by the incidence of the armed conflict in 

the country, which reached its peak at the turn of the century. Second, in Colombia crime 

prevention is highly centralized in national authorities. 

Therefore, the measure of local capacity I will use is the percentage of local 

collected revenue out of total current revenue in 2002, and 2012 to 2016. This measure is 

also included in the Municipal Panel. To implement this analysis, I divide all municipalities 

in two groups. Municipalities with high levels of local administrative capacity are those for 
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which the percentage of locally collected revenue out of total current revenue in those years 

is above the mean, and municipalities with low levels of local administrative are those with 

a percentage below the mean. As mentioned before, sub sampling by dichotomizing a 

characteristic of interest is the best way to assess if autonomy has produced heterogenous 

effects for municipalities. A caveat is in order in this case too. Only estimations performed 

using the measures estimated for 2002 are unbiased, because only that measure is a 

predetermined variable, that is, it is measured before the start of the reform’s 

implementation. Still, as in the case of the political competition measures, I estimate the 

measure of local administrative capacity for the years 2012 to 2016, which are more likely 

than the 2002 measure to influence the relationship between autonomy and the dependent 

variables.  

Other covariates included in the analysis are % of rural population, distance to 

Bogotá, GDP per capita and percentage of votes for President Álvaro Uribe Vélez in the 

2002 election. These covariates partially represent the overall economic, political, 

institutional and social conditions of municipalities in the period before the reform started 

its implementation in late 2002, which are related to the ability of municipalities to invest 

on education and provide education services. In municipalities with a larger % of rural 

population managing and monitoring the provision of education is more difficult and 

potentially more expensive, and inequality reduction might be harder. Municipalities that 

are farther from Bogotá are municipalities in which traditionally the government’s presence 

has been frail, all of which makes education provision, its improvement and inequality 

reduction difficult. Similarly, municipalities with larger levels of GDP per capita 

potentially have more wealth and revenue sources, which can be used to improve education 

provision and reduce inequality. Similarly, the percentage of votes for Álvaro Uribe Vélez, 

who ran for president as an iron fist candidate who would combat guerrilla groups in the 
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country, could relate to the political leaning of a municipality before the reform was 

implemented in late 2002, and partially, the armed conflict’s intensity in the years before. 

These covariates, as suggested by the literature on regression discontinuities, are included 

mainly to increase the precision of the estimates.  

Descriptive Statistics 

Table 2 includes the descriptive statistics for the variables of interest in the period 

of analysis (2012 to 2016). The analysis sample includes a total of 5545 municipality – 

years, 271 of which have autonomy and 5274 that do not have autonomy. This corresponds 

to 54 actual municipalities with autonomy (55 in 2016) and 1054 without autonomy. On 

average, municipalities with autonomy make more total education expenditures (5,707 

thousand USD) than municipalities without autonomy (1,566.36 thousand USD), which 

was expected because those municipalities are bigger, have more schools and more 

students overall. The standard deviation of these estimates suggests that there is a lot of 

variation in total education expenditures for both types of municipalities. However, 

municipalities with autonomy have much more variation than municipalities without 

autonomy, which is explained by the variation in sizes among municipalities with 

autonomy, which include municipalities closer to the population cutoff as well as bigger 

municipalities with population sizes in the millions of inhabitants.  

Table 2: Descriptive statistics 
 No autonomy Autonomy Total 
Total education expenditures (in 1,000 USD) 1,566.36 5,707.25 1,768.74 
 (24,103.82) (15,768.18) (23,780.25) 
Education expenditures (USD per public school student) 468.80 108.66 451.17 
 (7,301.56) (101.49) (7,121.03) 
Total expenditures in quality (in 1,000 USD) 1,448.91 4,151.22 1,580.98 
 (22,177.22) (8,803.67) (21,723.30) 
Expenditures in quality (USD per public school student) 435.42 83.72 418.20 
 (6,513.76) (74.10) (6,352.77) 
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Total expenditures in efficiency (in 1,000 USD) 6.43 417.34 26.51 
 (150.19) (1,071.86) (291.99) 
Expenditures in efficiency (USD per public school 
student) 2.16 8.07 2.45 

 (66.57) (11.83) (64.98) 
Total other education expenditures (in 1,000 USD) 111.03 1,138.69 161.25 
 (2,882.32) (7,443.30) (3,263.27) 
Other education expenditures (USD per public school 
student) 31.22 16.86 30.52 

 (1,017.83) (39.96) (992.64) 
Total expenditures with own resources (in 1,000 USD) 87.86 3,230.62 241.46 
 (1,770.24) (13,948.75) (3,593.81) 
Expenditures with own resources (USD per public 
school student) 30.02 47.03 30.86 

 (634.09) (80.55) (618.64) 
Total students in public schools 3,684.41 45,180.71 5,715.75 
 (3,559.72) (45,715.51) (13,934.82) 
Pop. before autonomy granted 17,983.98 281,738.20 30,944.52 
 (15,721.04) (387,019.99) (104,021.16) 
Log 10 of pop. before autonomy granted 4.10 5.30 4.16 
 (0.38) (0.30) (0.46) 
Political competition in mayoral election (2000) 0.83 0.78 0.82 
 (0.19) (0.12) (0.19) 
High political competition (2000) 0.66 0.41 0.64 
 (0.48) (0.49) (0.48) 
Political competition in mayoral election (2011) 0.85 0.80 0.85 
 (0.12) (0.14) (0.12) 
Political competition in mayoral election (2015) 0.85 0.81 0.84 
 (0.12) (0.09) (0.12) 
High political competition in previous mayoral election 
(2011 & 2015) 0.56 0.38 0.55 

 (0.50) (0.49) (0.50) 
% of own generated revenue (2002) 8.84 34.66 10.19 
 (9.40) (14.77) (11.32) 
High levels of local administrative capacity (2002) 0.42 0.94 0.44 
 (0.49) (0.23) (0.50) 
% of own generated revenue (2011) 45.37 82.32 47.21 
 (22.15) (10.94) (23.17) 
% of own generated revenue (2012) 44.49 82.82 46.40 
 (22.13) (9.75) (23.23) 
% of own generated revenue (2013) 46.51 84.27 48.39 
 (21.85) (9.70) (22.93) 
% of own generated revenue (2014) 49.27 83.80 51.00 
 (20.88) (7.75) (21.77) 
% of own generated revenue (2015) 54.05 85.41 55.62 
 (19.63) (7.63) (20.39) 
% of own generated revenue (2016) 50.19 85.22 51.96 
 (21.24) (7.29) (22.13) 
High levels of local administrative capacity in t - 1 
(2012 to 2016) 0.46 0.99 0.48 
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 (0.50) (0.09) (0.50) 
% Rural Pop (2002) 62.47 18.45 60.32 
 (21.62) (17.97) (23.46) 
Distance to Bogotá in Kms. 319.26 341.54 320.34 
 (192.49) (214.94) (193.68) 
GDP per capita (2002) 6,309.19 6,834.94 6,335.38 
 (6,400.65) (4,540.14) (6,321.66) 
% votes for Uribe in 2002 42.41 46.19 42.60 
 (19.77) (17.06) (19.66) 
Observations 5545   

Mean; sd in parentheses. Expenditures in 2016 USD 

The most important component within total education expenditures is expenditures 

in quality, followed by other expenditures. In all of these expenditures types, municipalities 

with autonomy spend more on average than municipalities without autonomy. Regarding 

education expenditures with own resources, it is clear that municipalities with autonomy 

invest much more (3,230 thousand USD) than municipalities without autonomy (87 

thousand USD).  

Although as expected, autonomous municipalities have larger expenditures in 

absolute terms, Table 2 also shows that municipalities without autonomy invest more per 

public school student than municipalities with autonomy. For total education expenditures 

the latter spent 108 dollars per students, while the former spent 468 per student. However, 

for this group variation in total expenditures per student is very large (standard deviation 

of 7,301). Quality expenditures show a similar behavior. These differences in expenditures 

per public school student could be partially explained by the number of students in public 

schools which is much larger for autonomous municipalities. On average, municipalities 

with autonomy have 45,180 students in public schools (with a standard deviation of 

45,715.51), while non-autonomous municipalities have an average of 3,684.41 students 

(with a standard deviation of 3,559.72). This indicates that, even though municipalities 

with autonomy have more resources to invest, those resources have to be distributed into a 

much larger number of students. Furthermore, municipalities without autonomy had larger 
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proportions of rural population (62.47% on average for 2002), which might suggest that 

even though there are fewer students in those municipalities, larger expenditures are needed 

for those students, because a larger proportion of them is located in rural areas. 

In the case of other education expenditures municipalities without autonomy also 

invest more per public school student than autonomous municipalities, although those 

expenditures are low for both types of municipalities. For expenditures in efficiency, 

autonomous municipalities invest more funds overall, as well as more funds per public 

school student. This is not surprising given that autonomous municipalities are in charge 

of education and therefore it is expected for them to invest in the infrastructure adequate to 

handle those responsibilities properly. In other words, those types of expenditures are not 

a concern for non-autonomous municipalities.  

Mayoral elections have been more competitive in non-autonomous municipalities 

in 2000, when the last election before the 2001 reform took place, and in 2011 and 2015 

the two elections that took place before the measurement of expenditures in the period of 

analysis (2012 to 2016). For those election years the mean of the normalized Herfindahl 

index of political competition and the proportion of municipalities with an index above the 

mean for the specific year are larger for non-autonomous municipalities.  

Conversely, autonomous municipalities seem to have more local administrative 

capacity, as measured by the percentage of own generated revenue out of total current 

revenue. In 2002, the year before the 2001 reform started its implementation, the mean 

percentage for non-autonomous municipalities was 8.84, while for autonomous 

municipalities it was 34.66. The average percentage grew significantly between 2002 and 

2011, and years after that, when they were above 45% and 82%, for non-autonomous 

municipalities and autonomous municipalities, respectively. The proportion of non-

autonomous municipalities categorized as having higher levels of local administrative 
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capacity was 0.42 in 2002 and 0.46 in the period 2012 to 2016, while most of autonomous 

municipalities were categorized as having high levels of local administrative capacity in 

both periods (0.94 in 2000 and 0.99 in 2012 – 2016). 

As expected, municipalities with autonomy have larger population sizes. Those 

municipalities are less rural in 2002 but are, on average, farther from Bogotá. GDP per 

capita is very similar between the two groups. Autonomous municipalities had a higher 

percentage of votes for Álvaro Uribe Vélez (46.19 against 42.41 for non-autonomous 

municipalities).  

It is relevant to note that these results include all municipality-years, including those 

whose location is far from the cutoff. The plots and results included in the next section 

focus on municipality-years located in the close vicinity of the cutoff. 

VALIDITY OF RDD DESIGN IN THE CONTEXT UNDER ANALYSIS 

Figure 3 shows that, in the sample of analysis there is a sharp discontinuity in the 

probability of getting autonomy.61 The cutoff is 5, which corresponds to the log 10 of 

100,000. In this sample, all observations with log 10 of population larger than 5 (i.e. 

populations over 100,000 inhabitants) have autonomy, while all municipalities below that 

threshold do not have autonomy with respect to the education system.  

 
61 This figure includes all municipality-year pairs. 
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Figure 3: Probability of receiving autonomy by population size before certification 

 

With respect to the second condition, unlike other countries where municipalities 

provide official counts of their populations (Eggers et al., 2018), in Colombia the National 

Administrative Department of Statistics (DANE) provides the official population counts 

and estimates. DANE calculates those using information from previous population census 

and population estimates using a methodology that applies homogeneously to all 

municipalities in the country. Therefore, municipalities should not be able to manipulate 

their population estimates. Moreover, the official government motivation for Law 715 of 

2001 (Estrada Villa et al., 2001), which introduced the decentralization reform, does not 

suggest that the national government proposed the assignment threshold ultimately 

approved by Congress with the intention of including a particular set of municipalities 

around that threshold.62 

Another mechanism to show evidence for the validity of the RDD is to estimate the 

treatment effect on predetermined covariates and placebo outcomes. Autonomy with 

respect to the education system should not have had any effect on characteristics that 

 
62 I created density plots as suggested by Cattaneo, Jansson & Ma (2018) and implemented the 
manipulation test proposed by Cattaneo, Jansson, & Ma (2018) and found no evidence of manipulation.  
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occurred before treatment (predetermined covariates) or in municipalities’ characteristics 

unrelated to education (placebo outcomes). In order to estimate these effects, I employ the 

non-parametric data driven approach explained in the methods section. Table 3 shows the 

results of this estimation for 4 predetermined covariates measured in 2002: % of rural 

population, distance to Bogotá, GDP per capita and percentage of votes for president 

Álvaro Uribe Vélez in the 2002 presidential election; and for 2 placebo outcomes: Infant 

mortality rate and number of births per 1,000 inhabitants. In the case of predetermined 

covariates, the year of the data is 2002 and for placebo outcomes it is 2010. Table 3 shows 

further evidence about the validity of the RDD because autonomy does not seem to have 

an effect on predetermined variables or placebo outcomes.  

Table 3: Effects of autonomy on predetermined covariates and placebo outcomes 
 (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) 

 % Rural 
Pop (2002) 

Distance to 
Bogotá in 

Kms. 

GDP per 
capita 
(2002) 

% votes for 
Uribe in 

2002 

Infant 
Mortality 

Rate 

Births per 
1000 

inhabitants 
RD_Estimat
e 9.161 -102.361 -557.117 -6.484 4.862 0.898 

Robust 95% 
CI 

[-11.778 , 
31.877] 

[-426.346 , 
193.704] 

[-3774.212 
, 2433.709] 

[-24.312 , 
7.924] 

[-5.987 , 
16.205] 

[-3.452 , 
5.569] 

Observation
s 1105 1105 1088 1085 1105 1101 

Robust p-
value 0.367 0.462 0.672 0.319 0.367 0.645 

Bandwidth 
estimate (h) 0.342 0.329 0.264 0.227 0.445 0.377 

Bandwidth 
bias (b) 0.594 0.561 0.545 0.486 0.829 0.740 

Note: Robust confidence intervals clustered by municipality. 
* p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001 

Figure 3 and Table 3 provide evidence about the validity of the RDD in the context 

under study.  
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RESULTS 

As is customary in RDD, this section presents results in two forms. First, it shows 

graphical evidence of the effects of autonomy on education expenditures. Second, it shows 

numerical evidence about the size, direction and significance of those results. All plots and 

estimations were produced using software created by Calonico, Cattaneo and Titiunik 

(2015) and Calonico, Cattaneo, Farrel & Titiunik (2017), respectively. 

Figure 4 to Figure 8 plot the relationship between the running variable and types of 

education expenditures in US dollars per public school student. Those figures include 

information for 5 variables: total education expenditures (excluding teachers’ salaries and 

funds transferred by the national government to guarantee free education), quality 

expenditures, expenditures in efficiency, other expenditures and expenditures with own 

resources, respectively. In all figures the x-axis includes the base 10 logarithm of 

population size. The cutoff is 5, which corresponds to the log 10 of 100,000. The y-axis in 

each plot is the amount in US dollars spent per public school student. Each point in the plot 

represents a binned mean of the outcome for a group of municipalities. The number and 

location of bins were chosen according to the methodology explained in the methods 

section. The range of the x-axis variable for each figure is different and depends on the 

bandwidth for each variable, which is found in the data driven way explained in the 

methods section. Finally, the solid line in each figure shows the linear fit for all the 

observations (i.e. raw data) included within the vicinity of the cutoff. This vicinity is 

defined by the bandwidth for each variable. 

Counter to what was shown in the descriptive statistics for all municipalities, the 

figures show that in the close vicinity of the cutoff, municipalities with autonomy generally 

invest more per student in public schools than municipalities without autonomy. Total 

education expenditures (Figure 4) show the largest jump implying an effect of autonomy 
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of about 55 US dollars, followed by quality expenditures (Figure 5) with an effect of about 

30 US dollars.  

Figure 4: Effects of autonomy on total education expenditures 

 

Figure 5: Effects of autonomy on expenditures in quality 

 

Figure 6 shows a positive effect of autonomy on expenditures in efficiency of about 

2 US dollars, which is much smaller than the effects previously discussed. This figure also 
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shows that a good number of municipalities without autonomy did not make any 

expenditures in efficiency, a result already clear from the descriptive statistics. 

Figure 6: Effects of autonomy on expenditures in efficiency 

 

In the case of other education expenditures, the binned means in Figure 7 suggest 

that autonomous municipalities tend to invest more. Although the fitted lines might suggest 

the opposite, the figure shows that the line to the right of the cutoff might be a poor fit to 

the binned means.  

0
5

10
15

In
ve

st
m

en
ts

 in
 e

ffi
ci

en
cy

4.8 4.9 5 5.1 5.2
Population before certification (log10)

Sample average within bin Polynomial fit of order 1
Investments per public school student in 2016 US Dollars



 117 

Figure 7: Effects of autonomy on other education expenditures 

 

Figure 8 also shows a big jump at the cutoff for education expenditures with a 

municipality’s own resources,63 which suggest a difference of about 50 US dollar per 

student in public school. Also, the figure shows that municipalities below the cutoff tend 

not to make any expenditures on education using their own resources, something that 

clearly does not happen for municipalities with autonomy.  

 
63 These are education expenditures that municipalities do using revenue collected by them through local 
taxes and other means, and not using revenue transferred by the national government.  
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Figure 8: Effects of autonomy on education expenditures with municipalities’ own 
resources 

 

To further explore the relationship between autonomy and education expenditures, 

Table 4 shows the results of estimating a RD using the nonparametric approach previously 

explained. Table 4 shows the RD estimate for each investment variable along with the 

robust 95% confidence interval and robust p-value. It also reports the size of the bandwidth 

(h) and a bias term used for estimation and inference in each case. Overall, the bandwidth 

used in the estimation is very small. It ranges from 0.053 in the case of other expenditures 

to 0.143 for expenditures in efficiency. In the first case, that means that estimation includes 

pairs of municipality-years with populations between 88,512 and 112,980, approximately. 

In the second case, population of the municipality-years included in the estimation range 

between 71,945 and 138,995. 
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Table 4: Effects on education expenditures 

 (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) 

 
Education 

expenditure
s 

Expenditure
s in quality 

Expenditure
s in 

efficiency 

Other 
education 

expenditures
64 

Expenditure
s w. own 
resources 

RD_Estimate 69.864*** 48.267*** 3.039*** -1.634** 49.671*** 
Robust 95% 
CI 

[50.512 , 
89.026] 

[44.597 , 
49.932] 

[2.724 , 
3.67] [-.367 , -.035] [30.608 , 

76.972] 
Observations 5509 5509 5509 5509 5509 
Robust p-
value 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.018 0.000 

Bandwidth 
estimate (h) 0.063 0.058 0.143 0.053 0.073 

Bandwidth 
bias (b) 0.144 0.153 0.274 0.223 0.202 
Note: Robust confidence intervals clustered by municipality. 
* p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001 

The RD estimates presented in Table 4 are positive for all variables, except for other 

education expenditures. Those estimates are significant at a 99% confidence level for all 

variables -according to the robust confidence intervals and p-values calculated using the 

robust bias correction, explained in the methods section-, except for other expenditures, 

which is only significant at the 95% level. The larger differences occur for total education 

expenditures, expenditures in quality and expenditures with own resources. The estimates 

indicate that autonomy increases those expenditures by 69.8, 48.2 and 49.6 US dollars per 

public school student, respectively. Expenditures in efficiency increase with autonomy 

only by 3 US dollars per public school student.  

 
64 The robust confidence interval for this variable seems of because the construction of robust confidence 
intervals, as explained in the methods section, requires subtracting the bias correction from the estimate, 
and used the bias corrected estimate to calculate the lower and upper bounds of the interval. This led in this 
case to a confidence interval that does not include the RD Estimate, although the conventional confidence 
interval (not reported) does not include it. 
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EFFECTS FOR MUNICIPALITIES WITH DIFFERENT LEVELS OF POLITICAL COMPETITION 
AND STATE CAPACITY 

Political Competition 

In order to explore if autonomy had a differentiated effect for municipalities with 

higher levels of political competition I estimate RD effects separately for a group of 

municipalities with high levels of competition in the mayoral election of 2000 and in the 

mayoral elections of 2011 and 2015, and similarly for municipalities with low levels of 

competition in the same elections. Municipalities with high competition are those for which 

the normalized Herfindahl Index for that election is above the mean.  

I use the mayoral election of 2000 because it is the last election before the 2001 

reform went into effect. Estimations using this election produce unbiased estimates, 

although the potential effect of political competition in that election and education 

expenditures in the period 2012 – 2016 is more distant. Therefore, I also perform 

estimations using the competition measures for the 2011 and 2015 elections. These 

estimations might be biased because they are influenced by the 2001 reform, but the 

potential effect of competition in those elections on education expenditures afterwards is 

probably more direct.  

Table 5 shows the results of this estimation for the high political competition 

municipalities separately for the 2000 election and the 2011 and 2016 elections, while 

Table 6 includes results for the low political competition municipalities for both periods as 

well. In both cases I employ the data driven, non-parametric approach for RDD estimation 

and inference explained in the methods section. In Table 5 none of the estimates is 

statistically significant. In Table 6 the estimate for expenditures with own resources is 

statistically significant in both periods, while the estimate for quality expenditures is 

significant only when using the political competition measure for the 2000 election. This 
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estimate suggests that municipalities where political competition was low in the mayoral 

elections of 2002 and 2011 and 2015, make more education expenditures using their own 

resources. This coefficient is even larger than the one shown in Table 4 (49.671). For 

municipalities with low levels of political competition in the 2000 election, autonomy 

seems to have an effect of 21.473 on expenditures in quality, which is lower than the effect 

presented in Table 4 (48.267). 

Table 5: Effects of autonomy for municipalities with high levels of political competition 
in 2000, 2011 and 2015 

 (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) 

 

Education 
expenditures 

(USD per 
public school 

student) 

Expenditures 
in quality 
(USD per 

public school 
student) 

Expenditures 
in efficiency 

(USD per 
public school 

student) 

Other 
education 

investments 
(USD per 

public school 
student) 

Expenditures 
w. own 

resources 
(USD per 

public school 
student) 

2000 election 111.365 105.139 2.814 1.632 65.312 
2011 and 2015 
elections 84.002 84.112 0.904 2.366 44.355 

* p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001 

Table 6: Effects of autonomy for municipalities with low levels of political competition 
in 2000, 2011 and 2015 

 (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) 

 

Education 
expenditures 

(USD per 
public school 

student) 

Expenditures 
in quality 
(USD per 

public school 
student) 

Expenditures 
in efficiency 

(USD per 
public school 

student) 

Other 
education 

investments 
(USD per 

public school 
student) 

Expenditures 
w. own 

resources 
(USD per 

public school 
student) 

2000 election 40.125 21.473* 6.912 -11.723 86.578** 
2011 and 2015 
elections + + 5.937 2.273 114.996* 

* p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001 
+ There were not enough observations to perform the estimations. 
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Local Capacity 

Similarly, I estimate RD effects on a sample that includes municipalities with high 

levels of local administrative capacity in 2000 and in 2012 to 2016, as measured by the 

percentage of revenue generated by the own municipality (i.e. own resources). 

Municipalities with higher levels of local administrative capacity, according to this 

measure, are those for which that percentage is above the mean. Table 7 shows the results 

of the estimation. Only the estimated effects of expenditures with own resources are 

statistically significant in both periods. In both cases, the coefficient is about twice the 

coefficient presented in Table 4, which suggest that municipalities with higher levels of 

local administrative capacity make more expenditures on education with their own 

resources.65 This effect could be explained by the fact that, under autonomy, those 

municipalities have clear responsibilities with respect to education and are accountable for 

those responsibilities, and therefore, they feel motivated or pressured to spend more of their 

resources to fulfill those responsibilities.  

 
65 I tried to make the same estimation for municipalities with low levels of local administrative capacity. 
However, among those municipalities there were not enough observation in the near vicinity of the cutoff 
above and below the cutoff, and therefore, the algorithm used for estimation was not able to do these 
estimations. 
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Table 7: Effects of autonomy for municipalities with high levels of state capacity in 2002 

 (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) 

 

Education 
expenditures 

(USD per 
public school 

student) 

Expenditures 
in quality 
(USD per 

public school 
student) 

Expenditures 
in efficiency 

(USD per 
public school 

student) 

Other 
education 

investments 
(USD per 

public school 
student) 

Expenditures 
w. own 

resources 
(USD per 

public school 
student) 

2002  111.435 98.239 2.998 8.413 82.105** 
2012 to 2016 102.021 93.898 3.170 4.208 82.043** 

Note: Robust confidence intervals clustered by municipality. 
* p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001 

ROBUSTNESS CHECKS 

To check for the sensibility of the previous results to the estimated bandwidth, I re-

estimated the model for all variables using a bandwidth equal to double the data driven 

estimated bandwidth for each variable. Table 8 shows the results for these estimations. The 

estimate of total education expenditures changes considerably from that included in Table 

3, since it moves from 69.86 to 108 US dollars per student in public school. The coefficient 

for expenditures in quality almost doubles from 48.27 to 98.2 us dollars per public school 

student. Similarly, the effect on expenditures with own resources changes from 49.671 to 

84.373. 

The coefficient on expenditures in efficiency is the only one that remains constant, 

while the coefficient on other education expenditures, which was negative, small and 

statistically significant, becomes positive, a little larger, but statistically non-significant. 
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Table 8: Sensitivity of estimates to choice of bandwidth 

 (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) 

 
Education 

expenditure
s 

Expenditure
s in quality 

Expenditure
s in 

efficiency 

Other 
education 

expenditure
s 

Expenditure
s w. own 
resources 

RD_Estimat
e 108.187*** 98.218*** 2.423*** 5.078 84.372*** 

Robust 95% 
CI 

[76.173 , 
116.959] 

[62.221 , 
89.809] 

[1.997 , 
3.187] 

[-10.235 , 
8.970] 

[47.158 , 
78.753] 

Observations 5509 5509 5509 5509 5509 
Robust p-
value 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.897 0.000 

Bandwidth 
estimate (h) 0.127 0.115 0.286 0.106 0.145 

Bandwidth 
bias (b) 0.127 0.115 0.286 0.106 0.145 
Note: Robust confidence intervals clustered by municipality. 
* p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001 

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION 

This chapter has explored the effect of the 2001 reform on education expenditures 

made by municipalities. The methodology used in this chapter uses the population 

threshold to compare municipalities in the close vicinity, above and below, that population 

threshold. The main results (Table 4) show that municipalities with autonomy (i.e. above 

the population threshold) spent in total education expenditures 69.86 US dollars more per 

student in public schools than municipalities without autonomy for the period 2012 to 

2016. For the year 2016, the monthly minimum wage in Colombia was around 226 US 

dollars. The estimated effect of autonomy on these expenditures per student was about 31% 

of the monthly minimum wage in 2016 (around 226 US dollars).  

When analyzing the types of expenditures, this chapter shows the effect on total 

education expenditures seem to be driven mostly by expenditures in quality. Municipalities 

with autonomy spent 48.26 US dollars more per student than those without autonomy, i.e. 
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about 20% of the monthly minimum wage for 2016. Another interesting result relates to 

the effect of autonomy on the education expenditures that municipalities do with their own 

resources. Table 4 shows that autonomous municipalities make expenditures on education 

with their own resources of 49.67 US dollars more per public school student than non-

autonomous municipalities. Municipalities, facing new responsibilities and being 

accountable for them, might decide to use their own collected revenue to attend the needs 

of their communities. Moreover, this result suggests that the 2001 reform deepened 

decentralization, at least regarding the fiscal autonomy of municipalities to fund education 

provision. 

After identifying an overall increase in total education expenditures, quality 

expenditures and education expenditures with own collected revenue, two questions 

remain. First, what is the effect of these increases on education performance and inequality. 

These types of expenditures, and specifically expenditures in quality -as classified by the 

Colombian government- cover a broad range of expenditures including money spent in 

improving schools’ infrastructure and maintenance, schools’ equipment, school 

transportation, teachers training among others. If well spent, all of these expenditures have 

the potential to improve learning and reduce educational inequalities, which implies that 

autonomy in the management and provision of education, through its effect on education 

expenditures, has potential effects on educational performance and inequality reduction. 

The assessment of those potential effects is the focus of Chapter 4.  

The second question that remains is what could have caused those increments on 

education expenditures. To test two of the mechanisms discussed in Chapter 1 (i.e. political 

competition and local administrative capacity), this chapter explored if autonomy had a 

different effect for municipalities with higher levels and lower levels of political 

competition in the mayoral elections of 2000, 2011 and 2015. The results presented in 
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Table 5 showed that within the group of municipalities with higher levels of political 

competition in those elections autonomy did not have a differential effect. For 

municipalities with lower levels of political competition in those elections, autonomy only 

had a differential effect in the case of expenditures on education with own resources. In 

that case, Table 6 shows that autonomy increased those expenditures in 86.578 dollars per 

student in public school when considering the competition measure for the 2000 election, 

and 114.9 dollars per student for the 2011 and 2015 elections. In both cases the effects are 

bigger than those estimated in Table 4. For these municipalities, autonomy also increase 

expenditures in quality by 21.473 dollars per student considering the 2000 election, 

although the effect in this case is smaller than the effect shown in the main estimation.  

These results are an indication that among municipalities with low political 

competition those with autonomy decide to make more education expenditures with their 

own resources. One possible explanation for this result is that in the context of low political 

competition local authorities feel more freedom to invest more of their own resources on 

education, because they do not need to use those funds to reward past electoral support or, 

more likely, to promote future support. They could also use those resources to fund 

expenditures devoted to clientelistic practices, providing particular short-term transfers to 

their supporters, as a mechanism to maintain lower levels of political competition in the 

future. In any case, it makes sense that it is expenditures with own resources the ones that 

increase under low political competition, given that municipalities have greater levels of 

autonomy over the use of those resources. 

Similarly, this chapter estimated the effects of autonomy for municipalities with 

higher levels of local capacity, as measured by the percentage of revenue that is generated 

by the municipality out of current revenue in 2002, and in 2012 to 2016. The results in 

Table 7 show that within the group of municipalities that had higher levels of local capacity, 
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autonomy only has a differentiated effect in expenditures with own resources, with an 

estimated effect of 82.10 dollars when considering only the 2002 measure, and 82.043 for 

the period 2012 to 2016. This implies that among the municipalities with a greater ability 

to collect revenue, autonomy increases the education expenditures municipalities do with 

their own resources. Although this might come as unsurprising it is still relevant to see that 

those municipalities decided to fund more education expenditures, rather than to devote 

those funds to other sectors. The next two chapters assess the effect that these type of 

expenditures have on education performance and inequality.  

In conclusion, the results of this chapter have shown that autonomy increases 

education expenditures (total, quality and those made with municipalities’ own resources). 

However, those increases do not seem to be driven by higher levels of political competition 

or local administrative capacity, except for the education expenditures made with their own 

resources, which are larger for municipalities with lower levels of competition and for more 

capable municipalities than for all municipalities. 

The results presented in this chapter have an important limitation and a relevant 

caveat. The limitation is that the results are local in nature. That is, the estimated 

coefficients are valid and relevant for municipalities in the close vicinity of the population 

cutoff. In other words, they are not generalizable for municipalities far below or above the 

cutoff. Specifically, it is not possible to know what would or would not happen if autonomy 

was granted to municipalities far below the population cutoff. Similarly, it is not possible 

to establish if the effects that have been identified in this chapter would hold or would be 

larger or smaller for municipalities far above the population cutoff. Moreover, these 

estimates, at least in the case of total education expenditures, expenditures in quality and 

education expenditures with own resources seem to be sensitive to the choice of bandwidth 

around the cutoff that is used for estimation. Very small and very large municipalities are 
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very different than municipalities around 100,000 inhabitants in many respects, including 

population needs, revenue base, economic activities, among others. Therefore, it is likely 

that the effects of autonomy or lack of autonomy are different for those municipalities.  

The caveat is that the estimations in this chapter used pooled information for 

municipalities across five years. This helps in generating a larger sample size to make more 

precise estimations. However, it is possible for the results to be driven by a smaller number 

of municipalities that are clustered around the cutoff.  
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Chapter 4: Decentralization effects on education performance and 
inequality 

INTRODUCTION 

As discussed in Chapter 1, a usual motivation for decentralization reforms is to 

improve social service provision. The proximity of decision-making to those affected 

and/or benefited by those decisions, and the local knowledge that comes along, should 

provide a better match between those decisions and the needs and preferences of those 

affected. Therefore, one intended outcome of decentralization of education is to increase 

education performance. 

Decentralization of social service provision could also generate redistribution. As 

mentioned in Chapter 1, high levels of political competition at the local level could move 

local authorities to implement policies that favor the poor either in policy design and 

implementation or by devoting more resources to policies that target them. Therefore, 

decentralization in the context of political competition could decrease education inequality.  

Yet when local elites are strong, or when local politics are pervaded by clientelist 

practices, local decision-making in administrative and fiscal matters might be used to 

benefit local elites or to reward or induce political support. In those cases, decentralization 

might reduce efficiency in service provision and increase inequality. Consequently, in such 

contexts, decentralization of education could have negative or no effects on education 

performance, and it could also increase inequality.  

One possible counterweight to the potential influence of local elites or clientelistic 

practices is the administrative capacity of local entities. If local administrative capacity is 

strong, decision makers might be in a better position to adopt and implement policies that 

benefit all, but in particular the more disadvantaged, and more importantly, they could 
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counteract the attempts by local elites or political machines to influence decision-making 

in favor of narrow interests. In this context, decentralization of education could improve 

education performance and reduce inequality. By contrast, if local administrative capacity 

is weak, local decision makers lack the capacity to adopt decisions that benefit all and to 

counteract attempts to influence decision-making. Decisions might then benefit narrow 

interests and therefore decentralization could worsen or maintain education performance 

and inequality.  

According to the theories outlined in Chapter 1, the effects of decentralization on 

educational inequality could be positive or negative. If decentralization makes service 

provision more aligned to the needs of those that are most in need, local authorities have 

the required capacity to manage new responsibilities, and political motivations align with 

the policy aim of providing good quality education for all, decentralization might decrease 

education inequality. However, if one of those conditions is not in place, decentralization 

of education might exacerbate educational inequality.  

As discussed in Chapter 1, decentralization is a process more than a static outcome. 

In Latin America, after the so-called decentralization revolution of the late 1980s and 

1990s, many countries have adopted reforms to recentralize decision-making and fiscal 

authority (Eaton, 2004; Wilson et al., 2008, pp. 9, 254). In Colombia, Murcia (2017) has 

shown that the 2001 reform, despite having the explicit purpose to deepen decentralization, 

has had the effect of recentralizing funding and decision-making in the sector of water 

management and sanitation. If the reform had a similar effect in the education sector too, 

that is, if the reform, despite its intent in decentralizing, sparked recentralization of funding 

and decision-making, as Chapter 5 suggests it is the case, recentralization might have the 

effect of worsening performance and increasing inequality, because central decision 

makers might be less connected to local needs and preferences. This is unless 
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recentralization is able to counteract the potential for local political capture and clientelism 

in local settings, in which case recentralization might have positive effects both on 

performance and inequality. 

This chapter provides evidence of the effects of decentralization on education 

performance and inequality in the Colombian context. It estimates the effects of the 

decentralization reform of 2001 on education performance and education inequality within 

municipalities. Also, this chapter explores if the estimated effects are any different for 

municipalities with different levels of political competition and local administrative 

capacity, to test two of the hypotheses developed in Chapter 1. First, municipalities with 

higher levels of political competition might use decentralization to generate one of two 

actions: to increase clientelism and patronage to reward support or induce future support 

or to improve service provision for those most in need as a way to expand politicians’ 

electoral base. Second, municipalities with higher levels of local administrative capacity 

have more competencies to manage the education system in a way that is conducive to 

better outcomes for everyone and that decreases educational inequality. 

This chapter measures education performance as the municipal average score of 

mathematics and language/reading in Saber 11 test, a national standardized test that is 

mandatory for all graduating high school students in the country and required for admission 

to higher education institutions. Measurement of education inequality is more complex. 

This chapter proposes two measures of educational inequality and one of segregation: the 

standard deviation of the score, the score gap by mothers’ education and the score’s 

intraclass correlation. The inequality measures have two relevant characteristics. First, they 

attempt to measure inequality of outcomes, not of inputs. Second, they focus on a specific 

educational outcome: students’ performance in a standardized test. One of those measures, 

the standard deviation of the score, attempts to show how widely dispersed are the scores 
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within municipalities. It has been used to assess the effects of school choice, family 

resources and school resources on education in Chilean municipalities (Hofflinger & von 

Hippel, 2020). The score gap by mothers’ education, another measure, attempts to relate 

inequality to differences in socioeconomic conditions. The third measure, the intraclass 

correlation, is in fact a measure of segregation, not inequality. It measures the extent to 

which schools are becoming more unequal in their effects on test scores, or the segregations 

of families between schools. 

Like the analysis done in Chapter 3, this chapter also relies on a regression 

discontinuity design (RDD) that takes advantage of the assignment rule base on population 

size. Therefore, the explanation of the design and its validity in this case are not repeated 

here.  

A final caveat before moving forward with the chapter’s contents. As mentioned in 

Chapter 1, one possible effect of decentralization is the increase in inequality among 

municipalities. Some municipalities might receive more resources or be in a better position 

to manage national transfers and the education system overall, and therefore, achievement 

might increase in those municipalities, while other municipalities lag behind. Those 

inequalities have been analyzed partially in a study by the National Controller Office, that 

found that even though SGP’s resources tend to proportionally benefit at higher levels 

municipalities that are most in need, municipalities are far from converging in similar 

levels of education coverage rates and average performance in the Saber 11 test 

(Contraloría General de la República, 2017). Similarly, Brutti (2015) shows that autonomy 

increased the gap in performance between municipalities with higher and lower levels of 

development. Given those previous analyses of inequalities between municipalities, this 

chapter does not focus on them, except incidentally when analyzing the effects of 
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autonomy on municipalities with different levels of political competition and local 

administrative capacity.  

The following section presents the data used in the analysis and defines the 

variables of interest. The third section presents the estimation results for effects of 

decentralization on education performance and inequality. The fourth section shows how 

the effects vary for municipalities with different levels of political competition and local 

administrative capacity. The fifth section presents robustness checks for the estimation and 

the sixth section discusses the results and concludes. 

DATA 

Outcome Variables: education performance and inequality 

The aim of this chapter is to estimate the effect of decentralization of education on 

educational performance and inequality within Colombian municipalities. I estimate 

outcome variables using mathematics and language/reading scores from Pruebas Saber 11, 

a national standardized test taken by all students in their last year of high school and 

required for admission to higher education institutions.66 The test is managed by the 

Colombian Institute for the Evaluation of Education (Icfes, by its legal acronym in 

Spanish), a national government agency. The measures include the following:  

• Average of scores: This variable represents the average performance of the 

municipality in mathematics and language/reading. 

• Standard deviation of scores: This variable measures the dispersion of test scores 

within the municipality. Larger values suggest that scores are more dispersed, and 

therefore that educational inequalities are potentially bigger in the municipality. 

 
66 Results using the mathematics scores are included in the body of the chapter, while results using 
language/reading scores are shown in an appendix.  
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• Gap in the average score between students whose mother at least finished high 

school and students whose mother did not finish high school in the municipality: 

This variable measures the average extent to which the students’ family 

socioeconomic status, as measured by mothers’ education, affects differences in 

performance at the municipality level. Higher values of the variable indicate that 

the gap between students from higher socioeconomic status (i.e. mothers with a 

high school degree) and students from lower socioeconomic status (i.e. mothers 

without a high school degree) is larger, and vice versa. This in turn suggests that 

the influence of family circumstances in students’ performance is larger in these 

municipalities, than in municipalities with lower values in this variable.  

• Intraclass correlation of scores (%): This is a measure of segregation, not 

inequality. It estimates the percentage of variance in scores that lies between 

schools, rather than within schools. A low value, for instance 10%, implies that 

10% of the variation in scores lies in differences between schools, and 90% in 

differences within schools. This indicates that schools have more or less similar 

characteristics, but the population within those schools is highly heterogeneous. 

Conversely, higher values of the variable indicate more educational segregation, 

because a larger percentage of the variation in scores is explained by differences 

between schools. That is, schools attend more or less homogeneous populations 

with similar scores, but within each municipality, schools’ overall performance is 

much more heterogeneous, and the differences between schools explain a larger 

portion of that heterogeneity. In other words, this could mean that the effects of 

schools on test scores are more unequal or that students with better performance 

tend to be grouped in some schools, while students with lower performance tend to 

be grouped in other schools. Municipal autonomy might affect this measure 
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because decisions by local authorities (presumably with better local knowledge) 

could potentially promote the performance of schools with already high-performing 

students, through the assignment of more and better human and financial resources, 

or the allocation of high-performing students. 

I estimate those measures at the level of the municipality for each year between 

2005 to 2013 and between 2015 to 2017 for the mathematics and language/reading 

components of the test. During the time frame of my analysis, Pruebas Saber 11 underwent 

a number of important modifications, which complicate the comparability of scores for the 

whole period of analysis. Specifically, the test had structural modifications starting with 

the exam applied in 2005,67 and then again it had important modifications with the exam 

applied in the second semester of 2014. Therefore, I separate the analysis that I present 

below in two time periods: from 2005 to 2013 and from 2015 to 2017.68 I exclude the 

period just after the reform (i.e. 2003 to 2004) to focus on the reform’s long-term effects. 

The gap in scores by mothers’ education in the first period only includes information for 

years 2008 to 2013, because information about parents’ education was not available in the 

years before that.  

 
67 There were other modifications in 2006 and 2007. In 2006 the sections on history and geography were 
replaced by a more general section on social sciences. In 2007 the foreign language options were reduced 
to English only. However, these changes affect the total score in Saber, but I assume they did not have a 
direct effect in the math and language sections, and therefore, they should not affect the comparability of 
scores within each period. 
68 Icfes applies the test twice per year. The first application occurs in March. It is guided towards students 
whose academic calendar starts in August/September of the previous year. This is a minority of students. 
The second application occurs in August. This application is guided towards students whose academic 
calendar starts in January/February of the same year. Most students in the country, including all public-
school students, follow this academic calendar. For each of the years in the analysis I pool the data from the 
tests that were taken by students in the two applications of the test for every year. I exclude the year 2014 
from the analysis because the structure of the exam for each semester in that year was different.  
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Population information 

This chapter also uses the base 10 logarithm of population size before certification, 

which Chapter 3 explains in detail. As in Chapter 3 whether a municipality has autonomy 

or not, and the year when a municipality received autonomy is determined on the basis of 

public information and administrative documents from the Ministry of Education.  

Covariates 

The measures of political competition and local administrative capacity used in this 

chapter are the same as than those used in Chapter 3, that is, the normalized Herfindahl 

index and the municipality’s capacity to collect taxes. 

As mentioned in Chapter 3, an RDD can accommodate predetermined covariates 

(measured before treatment receipt) mainly to improve estimates’ precision. The 

estimations of this chapter include the following predetermined covariates: distance to 

Bogotá, GDP per capita and the percentage of the population that lives in a rural area, all 

measured in 2002, before any municipality received autonomy. These measures are also 

included in the Municipal Panel put together by CEDE at Universidad de los Andes 

(Acevedo & Bornacelly, 2014). Covariates also include the percentage of votes for 

president Álvaro Uribe Vélez in the 2002 presidential election taken from Electoral Results 

Dataset created by CEDE at Universidad de los Andes (Pachón & Sánchez, 2014) with 

information from Registraduría Nacional del Estado Civil, the elections authority in the 

country. 

Descriptive Statistics 

Table 9 and Table 10 show descriptive statistics for both periods of analysis. In the 

first period there are a total of 9993 observations. Each observation is formed by a 

municipality-year pair, 406 of which had autonomy and 9587 that did not have autonomy. 
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In the second period, there are 3316 observations, 164 with autonomy and 3152 without 

autonomy. The tables show that municipalities with autonomy have on average a better 

performance in math and language/reading, although the differences are low. In all 

measures of inequality, autonomous municipalities tend to perform worse (i.e. more 

inequality) than non-autonomous municipalities. However, except for the intraclass 

correlation the differences are generally low.  

Table 9: Descriptive statistics (2005–2013) 
 No autonomy Autonomy Total 
Average Math Score 43.95 45.80 44.03 
 (3.114) (3.000) (3.131) 
SD of Math Score 8.663 9.799 8.710 
 (1.629) (1.562) (1.641) 
Math Gap by Mothers' Education 3.099 4.181 3.147 
 (3.184) (1.678) (3.141) 
Math Intraclass Correlation (%) 8.017 16.93 8.468 
 (10.34) (8.310) (10.43) 
Average Language Score 45.23 47.11 45.31 
 (2.756) (2.456) (2.770) 
SD of Language Score 7.284 7.923 7.311 
 (1.576) (1.382) (1.574) 
Language Gap by Mothers' Education 2.388 3.091 2.419 
 (2.647) (1.219) (2.605) 
Language Intraclass Correlation (%) 8.818 15.70 9.167 
 (9.948) (6.188) (9.908) 
Pop. before autonomy granted 18600.2 313530.2 30647.9 
 (16955.5) (416619.8) (103719.2) 
Log 10 of pop. before autonomy granted 4.112 5.343 4.162 
 (0.386) (0.305) (0.454) 
Political competition in mayoral election (2000) 0.826 0.771 0.824 
 (0.188) (0.121) (0.185) 
High political competition (2000) 0.654 0.379 0.643 
 (0.476) (0.486) (0.479) 
Political competition in mayoral election (2003) 0.821 0.774 0.819 
 (0.188) (0.122) (0.186) 
Political competition in mayoral election (2007) 0.826 0.778 0.824 
 (0.147) (0.0879) (0.146) 
Political competition in mayoral election (2011) 0.849 0.796 0.847 
 (0.116) (0.142) (0.118) 
High political competition in previous mayoral election 0.608 0.382 0.599 
 (0.488) (0.486) (0.490) 
% of own generated revenue (2002) 9.152 34.49 10.25 



 138 

 (9.998) (14.19) (11.44) 
High levels of local administrative capacity (2002) 0.443 0.966 0.464 
 (0.497) (0.183) (0.499) 
% of own generated revenue 27.98 55.51 29.12 
 (24.71) (32.44) (25.67) 
High levels of local administrative capacity in t - 1 0.389 0.884 0.409 
 (0.488) (0.320) (0.492) 
% Rural Pop (2002) 62.09 17.04 60.26 
 (21.92) (17.48) (23.50) 
Distance to Bogotá in Kms. 319.5 336.1 320.1 
 (193.1) (206.5) (193.7) 
GDP per capita (2002) 6331.9 6488.5 6338.4 
 (6410.1) (3594.8) (6318.4) 
% votes for Uribe in 2002 42.47 46.27 42.62 
 (19.74) (17.47) (19.67) 
Observations 9993   

mean coefficients; sd in parentheses 

Table 10: Descriptive statistics (2015–2017) 
 No autonomy Autonomy Total 
Average Math Score 47.45 50.32 47.59 
 (4.617) (4.269) (4.642) 
SD of Math Score 10.70 12.30 10.78 
 (1.818) (1.436) (1.834) 
Math Gap by Mothers' Education 4.980 6.572 5.060 
 (3.417) (1.787) (3.372) 
Math Intraclass Correlation (%) 20.74 32.22 21.36 
 (15.48) (7.286) (15.37) 
Average Reading Score 48.96 51.82 49.10 
 (3.538) (3.489) (3.590) 
SD of Reading Score 8.898 10.11 8.959 
 (1.746) (1.461) (1.753) 
Reading Gap by Mothers' Education 3.814 5.021 3.874 
 (2.777) (1.257) (2.734) 
Reading Intraclass Correlation (%) 17.22 26.48 17.72 
 (13.71) (5.748) (13.56) 
Pop. before autonomy granted 17957.5 280309.9 30960.2 
 (15675.5) (386139.8) (104037.2) 
Log 10 of pop. before autonomy granted 4.104 5.298 4.163 
 (0.380) (0.296) (0.457) 
Political competition in mayoral election (2000) 0.826 0.780 0.824 
 (0.188) (0.118) (0.186) 
High political competition (2000) 0.655 0.402 0.643 
 (0.475) (0.492) (0.479) 
Political competition in mayoral election (2011) 0.849 0.795 0.847 
 (0.116) (0.141) (0.118) 
Political competition in mayoral election (2015) 0.847 0.808 0.845 
 (0.123) (0.0898) (0.122) 
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High political competition in previous mayoral election 0.566 0.372 0.557 
 (0.496) (0.485) (0.497) 
% of own generated revenue (2002) 8.810 34.94 10.19 
 (9.317) (15.03) (11.32) 
High levels of local administrative capacity (2000) 0.438 0.963 0.463 
 (0.496) (0.188) (0.499) 
% of own generated revenue 51.63 85.15 53.32 
 (20.64) (7.603) (21.48) 
High levels of local administrative capacity in t - 1 0.458 1 0.485 
 (0.498) (0) (0.500) 
% Rural Pop (2002) 62.49 18.40 60.32 
 (21.60) (17.92) (23.46) 
Distance to Bogotá in Kms. 319.3 340.9 320.3 
 (192.5) (214.4) (193.7) 
GDP per capita (2002) 6308.6 6841.5 6335.4 
 (6402.4) (4526.7) (6322.0) 
% votes for Uribe in 2002 42.41 46.22 42.60 
 (19.78) (17.01) (19.66) 
Observations 3327   

mean coefficients; sd in parentheses 

In both periods, non-autonomous municipalities have higher levels of political 

competition in the mayoral elections included in both periods (2000, 2003, 2007, 2011 and 

2015) than autonomous municipalities. Also, a larger proportion of those municipalities 

are considered to have high levels of political competition because they have a normalized 

Herfindahl index above the mean in those elections. Using only the 2000 election, that 

proportion is 0.654 in the first period and 0.655 in the second period for non-autonomous 

municipalities, while it is and 0.379 and 0.402, respectively, for autonomous 

municipalities. Using all elections, the proportions are similar in both periods for both types 

of municipalities. 

Conversely, autonomous municipalities have larger percentage of own generated 

revenue out of total current revenue than non-autonomous municipalities. In 2002 the 

percentages are 27.98 and 55.51, respectively. When considering all years included in the 

first period, the percentages are 27.98 and 55.51, and in the second period, 51.63 and 85.15, 

respectively. Similarly, a much larger proportion of autonomous municipalities are 

considered to have high levels of local administrative capacity because they have a 
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percentage of own generated revenue above the mean. In the first period that proportion is 

0.966 when considering only the data for 2002 and 0.884 considering all years included in 

the period. This compares to 0.443 and 0.389, respectively for non-autonomous 

municipalities. In the second period the proportions are 0.96 and 1 for autonomous 

municipalities, and 0.438 and 0.458 for non-autonomous municipalities. 

As expected, municipalities with autonomy have larger population sizes. Those 

municipalities are less rural in 2002 but are, on average farther from Bogotá. GDP per 

capita is very similar between the two groups. Autonomous municipalities had a higher 

percentage of votes for Álvaro Uribe Vélez (46.19 against 42.41 for non-autonomous 

municipalities). 

It is relevant to note that these results include all municipality-years, including those 

whose location is far from the cutoff. The plots and results shown in the following sections 

focus on municipality-years located in the close vicinity of the cutoff. 

RESULTS 

This section presents the results of an RDD that estimates the effect of autonomy 

with respect to the education system on educational inequality in Colombian 

municipalities. First, I will show graphical results using regression discontinuity plots. 

These plots provide exploratory evidence about the global relationship between population 

size and educational inequality and attempt to identify any discontinuities around the 

cutoff. Second, the section presents quantitative results using the data-driven approach 

described in Chapter 3. All plots and estimations were produced using software discussed 

in Calonico, Cattaneo and Titiunik (2015) and Calonico, Cattaneo, Farrel & Titiunik 

(2017), respectively. 
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Graphical results 

Figure 9 to Figure 12 show regression discontinuity plots relating education performance 

and inequalities and the log of population size before autonomy was granted for both 

periods of analysis. In each of those figures, the plot on the left shows information for the 

period 2005-2013 and the plot on the right shows information for the period 2015–2017. 

The x-axis includes the base 10 logarithm of population size. The cutoff is 5, which 

corresponds to the base 10 logarithm of 100,000, the population cutoff. The y-axis in each 

plot corresponds to the values of the variables included. In each figure both plots share the 

same scale for both axes. Each point in the plots represents a binned mean of the outcome 

variable for a group of municipalities. The number and location of bins were chosen 

according to the methodology explained in chapter 3, which in summary ensures that each 

bin includes approximately the same number of observations, and that the bins attempt to 

represent or mimic the variance of the raw (i.e. unbinned) data. In addition to the points 

representing the bins these plots include a solid line that represents the global relationship 

between log of population and each of the outcomes below and above the cutoff. This line 

is estimated using the raw data and uses a linear fit. 

Figure 9 shows an overall positive but weak relationship between the log of 

population size and education performance (average score) in both periods of analysis. In 

the second period, the relation for smaller municipalities seems to be negative, although 

also weak. Both plots show that there are clusters of municipalities above the cutoff, but 

very close to it, that seem to perform better than municipalities without autonomy, while 

there are also clusters of municipalities that seem to perform worse than municipalities 

below the cutoff. This shows that there is a lot more variation in the average performance 

of municipalities with autonomy, than in municipalities without autonomy. It also suggests 

that there might not be a substantive average difference in performance between 
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municipalities with and without autonomy around the cutoff. Figure A. 1 and Figure A. 5 

in the appendix show very similar results for the language score in the first period and the 

reading score in the second period.  

Figure 9: Relationship between log of population and average math score 

 

  

Figure 10 to Figure 12 show the relationship between log of population and 

standard deviation, the gap by mothers’ education and the intraclass correlation. The three 

figures show similar trends. For all variables in all periods the relationship between log of 

population and the variable got steeper in the second period. These measures of seem to 

have increased overall between the two periods. Focusing in the vicinity of the population 

cutoff, there seems to be higher average levels of inequality (or segregation in the case of 

the intraclass correlation) for municipalities with autonomy than in municipalities without 

autonomy, although all plots show, as an exception to this average behavior, clusters of 

municipalities above the cutoff with low levels of inequality (or segregation). 
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Figure 10: Relationship between log of population and standard deviation of math score 

 

Figure 11: Relationship between log of population and math gap by mothers’ education 
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Figure 12: Relationship between log of population and math’s intraclass correlation 
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a polynomial degree (1 in this case for a local linear estimation) and a kernel function (i.e. 

a triangular kernel for this estimation), bandwidth selection method optimizes the bias-

variance tradeoff that is present in the estimation, by minimizing the mean squared error 

of the local linear regressions around the cutoff. In this case, the bandwidth selected is the 

same on both sides of the cutoff. Additionally, the estimations presented in this chapter 

include predetermined covariates to improve the precision of the estimates. Also, given 

that each observation is a municipality-year pair, there are multiple observations per 

municipality. Therefore, standard errors are clustered at the municipality level.  

Table 11 includes the results of those estimations for the period 2005–2013. It 

shows the RD estimate for average scores and each of the education inequality variables 

along with the robust 95% confidence interval and p-value. It also reports the size of the 

bandwidth (h) and a bias term used for estimation and inference in each case. The 

bandwidth used in the estimation ranges from 0.120 in the case of Math Intraclass 

Correlation to 0.248 in the case of Math Gap by Mothers' Education. In the first case, that 

means that estimation includes pairs of municipality-years with populations between 

75,858 and 131,826, approximately. In the second case, population of the municipality-

years included in estimation range between 56,494 and 177,011.  

The RD estimates shown in Table 11 are positive for all variables. However, they 

are not statistically significant for the average score, the gap by mothers’ education and 

math’s intraclass correlation. For the standard deviation the effect is 1.671 and it ranges 

between 1.051 and 2.489. This represents approximately 14.8% increase in the average 

standard deviation which represents a small to moderate effect. The effects are consistent 

with the graphical evidence presented in Figure 9 to Figure 12.  
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Table 11: Effects of autonomy on education performance and inequality in mathematics 
(2005-2013) 

 (1) (2) (3) (4) 

 Average Math 
Score 

SD of Math 
Score 

Math Gap by 
Mothers' 

Education 

Math 
Intraclass 

Correlation 
(%) 

RD_Estimate 0.461 1.671*** 0.706 1.878 

Robust 95% CI [-.958, 1.607] [1.051 , 2.489] [-.048 , 1.751] [-2.238 , 
3.936] 

Observations 9612 9612 6392 7966 
Robust p-value 0.620 0.000 0.064 0.590 
Bandwidth 
estimate (h) 0.150 0.123 0.248 0.120 

Bandwidth bias 
(b) 0.300 0.251 0.443 0.219 

Note: Robust confidence intervals clustered by municipality. 
* p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001 

Table 12 presents RD estimates for the period 2015-2017. Due to the smaller 

number of observations, the bandwidths of the estimations included in Table 12 are 

generally wider than those used for the estimations in Table 11. They range from 0.207 to 

0.347. The former bandwidth translates in populations that range between 62,087 and 

161,065 inhabitants. The latter bandwidth translates in populations that range from 44,978 

to 222,331. All RD estimates are positive. Except for the average math score, they all are 

statistically significant, although the lower bound of the 95% confidence interval is close 

to zero for the standard deviation and mothers’ education gap. According to these 

estimates, autonomy has a positive effect of 1.31 on mathematics’ standard deviation, 

which is about 10% of the mean value for all municipalities, that is, a small effect. The 

effect in mathematics’ gap by mothers’ education is 1.265, which represents about 25% of 

the variable in that period, that is, a small to moderate effect. These effects are similar in 

size, although not in significance, to the ones identified for the previous period. In the case 

of math’s intraclass correlation, the effect is 10.99%, i.e. half of the mean value for the 
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period and therefore much larger than the effect in the first period. However, the 95% 

robust confidence interval for this variable is very wide, ranging from 1.77 to 23.95. These 

effects are consistent with the jumps shown in Figure 9 to Figure 12. 

Table 12: Effects of autonomy on education performance and inequality in mathematics 
(2015-2017) 

 (1) (2) (3) (4) 

 Average Math 
Score 

SD of Math 
Score 

Math Gap by 
Mothers' 

Education 

Math Intraclass 
Correlation 

(%) 
RD_Estimate 2.080 1.310* 1.265* 10.991* 
Robust 95% CI [-.332 , 5.368] [.133 , 2.95] [.098 , 2.859] [1.77 , 23.95] 
Observations 3208 3207 3204 2989 
Robust p-value 0.083 0.032 0.036 0.023 
Bandwidth 
estimate (h) 0.347 0.207 0.293 0.219 

Bandwidth bias 
(b) 0.548 0.359 0.497 0.374 

Note: Robust confidence intervals clustered by municipality. 
* p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001 

Table A. 1 and Table A. 2 in the appendix show similar effects for the language 

and reading scores for the first and second period of analysis, respectively. For the first 

period, autonomy has a positive effect of 0.560 on the standard deviation of the language 

score (95% confidence interval between 0.298 and 0.868) and of 0.481 on the language 

score gap by mothers’ education (95% confidence interval between 0.023 and 1.015). For 

the second period there is also an effect in the reading standard deviation of 0.959 (95% 

confidence interval of 0.316 and 1.591) and on the intraclass correlation of 7.086 (95% 

confidence interval of 0.696 and 15.086). In both periods there is no effect in language and 

reading scores, respectively.  

In summary, the quantitative results show that autonomy increases education 

inequality as measured by the standard deviation of the mathematics and language/reading 
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scores, the gap by mothers’ education of mathematics (second period) and language (first 

period). It also increases education segregation, as measured by the intraclass correlation 

of mathematics and reading (second period). Two factors could be at play behind the 

increase in inequality and segregation. First, local elites or political machines might be 

exerting influence in local officials to adopt decisions that benefit only certain groups. 

Second, local governments might lack the capacity to manage education in their 

municipalities, and therefore fail to adopt policies and programs that benefit all students, 

especially those more disadvantaged. Note that the two factors might interact with each 

other, in the sense that governments with low capacity might be more prone to 

disproportionate influence of elites and/or politicians. 

EFFECTS FOR MUNICIPALITIES WITH DIFFERENT LEVELS OF POLITICAL COMPETITION 
AND LOCAL ADMINISTRATIVE CAPACITY 

The previous section found that autonomy has an effect on education inequality, at 

least by some of the measures included in this chapter, and no effect on education 

performance. This section assesses if the results presented in the last section are any 

different for those municipalities with different levels of political competition and local 

administrative capacity. 

Political Competition 

I estimate RD effects on two samples. The first includes municipalities with high 

levels of competition in the mayoral election of 2000, the last local election before the 2001 

reform was implemented. The second includes municipalities with high levels of political 

competition in the previous election for each of the years included in the period of analysis. 

Municipalities with high competition are those for which the normalized Herfindahl Index 
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for that election is above the mean. The estimation for this smaller sample is done using 

the same method and parameters as the estimation of the main results.  

I use the mayoral election of 2000 because it is the last election before the 2001 

reform went into effect. Estimations using this election produce unbiased estimates, 

although the potential effect of political competition in that election and education 

performance and inequality in the periods 2005–2013 and 2015-2017 is probably uncertain. 

Therefore, I also perform estimations using the competition measures for the 2003, 2007, 

2011 and 2015 elections. This estimations might be biased because they are influenced by 

the 2001 reform, but the potential effect of competition in those elections on education 

expenditures afterwards is probably more direct.  

Table 13 shows RD estimates including only the municipalities that had higher 

levels of political competition in 2000, and separately considering the elections of 2003, 

2007 and 2011, for the period 2005–2013. There are four issues to note when comparing 

these estimates to the main results included in Table 11. First, the estimated effects of 

autonomy on the standard deviation of the math score are similar. In Table 11 the point 

estimation was 1.671, while in Table 13 it is 1.627 when considering competition only in 

2000 and 1.284 when considering all the elections. The last point estimation is lower, but 

the confidence interval around it (not shown) overlaps with that of the estimation in Table 

11. Therefore, it seems that the estimated effect does not change for municipalities with 

high levels of political competition.  
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Table 13: Effects of autonomy on education performance and inequality in mathematics 
for municipalities with high levels of political competition (2005–2013) 

 (1) (2) (3) (4) 

 Average Math 
Score 

SD of Math 
Score 

Math Gap by 
Mothers' 

Education 

Math 
Intraclass 

Correlation 
(%) 

2000 election -3.631*** 1.627** -1.509* -15.542*** 
2003, 2007 and 
2011 elections 0.307 1.284** -0.417 -10.067*** 

* p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001 

Second, the estimated effect of autonomy on the average score of municipalities is 

negative and statistically significant when considering only the 2000 election. According 

to the point estimate that effect is 3.631, which represents a little more than one standard 

deviation in the score. This does not happen when considering all elections.  

Third, the effect of autonomy on the gap by mothers’ education for municipalities 

with high competition in 2000 is negative and significant. For those municipalities 

autonomy decreases that gap by 1.5 points, about half the average gap. In the main 

estimation the effect was positive but not statistically significant.  

The fourth and most noteworthy issue in the estimations shown in Table 13 is that 

the effect of autonomy on mathematics’ intraclass correlation is negative and large. 

Considering only the 2000 election, autonomy decreases intraclass correlation by 15.54 %, 

and when looking at municipalities with high levels of political competition for all elections 

the effect is -10.067 %. These result indicate that among municipalities with higher levels 

of political competition, decentralization reduces education segregation. That is, schools 

could become more equal in their effects, or high scoring families do not tend to segregate 

in different schools, as a consequence of autonomy in those municipalities. 

The results in Table 13 contrast with those included in Table 14, which shows the 

same estimation but only for municipalities with low levels of political competition in the 
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mayoral elections. According to the results shown in in Table 14, within this group 

autonomy has a similar effect in size and significance to that identified in Table 11 and 

Table 13 on the standard deviation in the math score. For the remaining variables the effect 

although positive is statistically not significant. 

Table 14: Effects of autonomy on education performance and inequality in mathematics 
for municipalities with low levels of political competition (2005–2013) 

 (1) (2) (3) (4) 

 Average Math 
Score 

SD of Math 
Score 

Math Gap by 
Mothers' 

Education 

Math 
Intraclass 

Correlation 
(%) 

2000 election 1.249 1.703*** 0.891 4.510 
2003, 2007 and 
2011 elections 0.054 1.559*** 0.749 0.282 

* p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001 

In the period 2015-2017 (results not shown) autonomy does not seem to have a 

statistically significant effect in any of the variables within the group of municipalities with 

higher levels of political competition. In the group with municipalities with lower levels 

political competition the only statistically significant effect (at a 95% confidence level) 

occurs for the standard deviations of the score (2,196 with a wide confidence interval 

ranging between 0,024 and 3,625) for municipalities with high levels of political 

competition in 2000. This confidence interval overlaps with the one shown in Table 12. 

For municipalities with low levels of political competition in the elections of 2011 and 

2015 autonomy has a positive and significant effect in all variables under consideration. 

However, samples in both cases are smaller which make this estimations less reliable, as 

they could be highly influenced by a smaller number of municipalities clustered around the 

cutoff. For the 2000 election, the largest sample is 1179 municipality-year, while for the 

2011 and 2015 elections it is around 1447. 
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In the case of the language score Table A. 3 and Table A. 4 show that the estimated 

effect of autonomy for municipalities with high and low levels of political competition on 

the standard deviation of the score are very similar in size to the estimated effect for all 

municipalities in the period 2005–2013 (Table A. 1). Those effects are all statistically 

significant at least at a 95% confidence level. 

In sum, the effects of autonomy on education performance and inequality for 

municipalities with different levels of political competition are mixed. A consistent effect 

found in this analysis is that for municipalities with high and low levels of political 

competition autonomy has a positive effect in the standard deviation of the mathematics 

and language scores. These effects are very similar to those presented in Table 13, which 

suggest that in this measure, political competition does not seem to produce any difference. 

Another consistent effect is that for municipalities with high levels of political competition 

autonomy decreases the intraclass correlation of mathematics and language, which might 

indicate that political competition decreases education segregation at least by this measure. 

Other noteworthy results are that, when considering only the 2000 election and only in the 

first period of analysis, autonomy reduces math average performance in high political 

competition municipalities and seems to also reduce the math gap by mothers’ education. 

Local administrative capacity 

Similarly, I estimate RD effects on a sample that includes municipalities with high 

levels of local administrative capacity in 2002, and  in 2005–2013 and 2015–2017, as 

measured by the percentage of revenue generated by the own municipality.  Municipalities 

with higher local administrative capacity according to this measure are those for which that 

percentage is above the mean. Table 15 shows RD estimates for this group of municipalities 

for the period 2005 to 2013. As seen in the table the point estimates are very similar to 
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those estimated for the full sample presented in Table 11, in particular for the effect in the 

standard deviation in mathematics.  

Table 15: Effects of autonomy on education performance and inequality in mathematics 
for municipalities with high levels of local administrative capacity (2005–
2013) 

 (1) (2) (3) (4) 

 Average Math 
Score 

SD of Math 
Score 

Math Gap by 
Mothers' 

Education 

Math 
Intraclass 

Correlation 
(%) 

High local 
capacity 2002 0.849 1.729*** 0.534 3.639 

High local 
capacity 2005-
2013 

0.826 1.788*** 1.035* 3.286 

* p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001 

Table A. 5 in the appendix shows the same estimations of Table 15 with the 

language score related measures. The table shows that for municipalities with high local 

capacity the estimated effect of autonomy on the standard deviation of the score is not 

different from the estimated effect for all municipalities (included in Table A. 1), as it was 

the case for math related variables. 

Table 16 shows the results of the same estimations for the period 2015-2017. The 

estimated effects shown in this table are similar to the main results presented in Table 12. 

The estimated effect of autonomy on the score’s standard deviation is similar, although not 

statistically significant. The effect in the average score for those municipalities is smaller 

and still not statistically significant. The point estimates are larger for gap by mothers’ 

education and very similar for the intraclass correlation. These differences suggest that, in 

this period, the effect of autonomy on inequalities and segregation (in the case of the 

intraclass correlation) might be larger for municipalities with higher levels of local 
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capacity. However, that conclusion needs to be qualified by the fact that confidence 

intervals of this estimation and those of the main estimation overlap.  

Table 16: Effects of autonomy on education performance and inequality in mathematics 
for municipalities with high levels of local administrative capacity (2015–
2017) 

 (1) (3) (4) (5) 

 Average Math 
Score 

SD of Math 
Score 

Math Gap by 
Mothers' 

Education 

Math 
Intraclass 

Correlation 
(%) 

High local 
capacity 2002 2.122 1.170 1.505* 10.939* 

High local 
capacity  2015-
2017 

2.329 1.151 1.318* 11.292* 

* p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001 

Table A. 6 shows the same estimations included in Table 16 using the reading score 

related variables. The results show that the effect of autonomy on the reading score 

performance and inequality is not substantively different from the estimated effects for all 

municipalities. 

In summary, there does not seem to be sound evidence suggesting that autonomy 

has a different effect in performance and inequality for municipalities with higher levels of 

local administrative capacity. 

ROBUSTNESS CHECKS 

To check for the sensibility of the previous results to the estimated bandwidth, I re-

estimated the models using different bandwidths. In these estimations I focus on the 

standard deviation of the math score, which was positive and statistically significant in 

both periods. Table 17 shows the estimated coefficients along with the number of 

observations and the bandwidth used for the period 2005-2013. The first column of Table 
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17 includes the original results presented in Table 11. The remaining bandwidths 

correspond to two times the original bandwidth (column 2), the CER bandwidth69 (column 

3) and two times the CER bandwidth (column 4). The estimates shown in Table 17 indicate 

that even though the estimated effect changes as the bandwidth increases or decreases, the 

change is not very large. In other words, the estimates seem to be robust to the change in 

bandwidth size. The most similar estimate occurs for a bandwidth of 0.173, while the most 

different happens with a bandwidth of 0.087.  

Table 17: Sensitivity to bandwidth choice for SD of Math Score (%) 2005 to 2013 

 (1) (2) (3) (4) 

 SD of Math 
Score 

SD of Math 
Score 

SD of Math 
Score 

SD of Math 
Score 

RD_Estimate 1.671 1.350 1.214 1.732 
Bandwidth 
estimate (h) 0.123 0.246 0.087 0.173 

For the period 2015–2017 (results not shown) the estimated effect presents similar 

changes in size to those included in Table 17 (i.e. between 0.2 and 0.6). The closest estimate 

is also the estimate calculated using a bandwidth equal to two times the CER estimated 

bandwidth.  

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION 

This chapter has estimated the effects of the 2001 reform that granted autonomy to 

municipalities with populations above 100,000 inhabitants on educational performance and 

inequality for two periods of analysis: 2005–2013 and 2015–2017. A first striking 

conclusion is that autonomy does not seem to have any effect on education performance as 

measured by the average score in mathematics and language/reading in the two periods of 

 
69 CER (Coverage Error) refers to a data driven estimated bandwidth that minimizes the coverage error of 
the robust bias corrected confidence interval of the treatment estimate (Cattaneo et al., 2019, pp. 70–71) 
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analysis. That is, the first prediction of the rational choice approach, that proximity of 

decision-making to local needs and preferences increases performance, is not supported by 

the results of Colombian municipalities after the 2001 reform. 

Also, the results suggest that autonomy increases education inequality and 

segregation (in the case of the intraclass correlation). The results for the two periods 

indicate that autonomy with respect to the education system increases the standard 

deviation of math in both periods of analysis. In the first period the estimated effect is 1.671 

while in the second period the effect is 1.310. In both periods those effects represent a 

moderate effect (around 14.5% of average SD in the first period and 12 % in the second 

period). In the case of language and reading the effect is 0.560 in the first period and 0.859, 

which is also a smaller effect (7.6% and 9.5% of the mean of the variable for each period). 

The math score gap by mothers’ education only has an effect in the second period of 

analysis. The estimated effect is 1.265 points, which is equivalent to 0.88 standard 

deviations of the variable for all municipalities in that period. Similarly, the intraclass 

correlation only was significant in the second period and the estimated effect - 10.991% -

represented 0.72 standard deviations of the variable in that period for all municipalities. 

The language score gap only has an effect in the first period, with a point estimation of 

0.481 (20% of the mean of the variable for the period), while the interclass correlation only 

has an effect in the second period of 7.086 (around 40% of the mean of the variable for the 

period).  

These results show that autonomy has a negative effect in inequality. In the case of 

the standard deviation, the estimated effects, at the very least, indicate an increase in the 

dispersion of the scores. Although the effect in standard deviation is not conclusive 

evidence that inequality has increased, it indicates that autonomous municipalities have 

more extreme scores, which could be located both in the left or right tails of the distribution 
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and might be caused by differences in the quality education received by students in those 

municipalities. The estimated effects of autonomy on the math gap by mothers' education 

in the period 2005 to 2017 and the language gap in the first period foster this conclusion, 

as it indicates that autonomy heightens differences on education performance by 

socioeconomic status as measured by the educational achievement of mothers. It also has 

an effect on education segregation as estimated by the intraclass correlation of the scores 

in both periods. This increment suggests that in autonomous municipalities the differences 

between schools are more important than the differences in populations within schools. 

This might be indicative of higher levels of segregation of families between schools in 

those municipalities, or that schools’ effects on test scores are more unequal.  

Moreover, the chapter tested a couple of mechanisms that could explain the increase 

in inequality attributed to autonomy. Those mechanisms include the levels of political 

competition in the mayoral elections of 2000, 2003, 2007, 2011 and 2015 and the 

municipalities’ local administrative capacity as measured by the percentage of own revenue 

generated by the municipality in 2002, just before the reform began its implementation, 

and in each of the years before the years included in each period of analysis.  

With respect to political competition, the results show that the estimated effects on 

the standard deviation of mathematics and language/reading are not substantively different  

for municipalities with high or low levels of political competition.  

For municipalities with high levels of political competition autonomy reduces 

segregation as measured by the intraclass correlation of both scores, which provides 

evidence in favor of the hypothesis that political competition increases redistribution. The 

estimated effect suggests either that schools are becoming more equal in their effects on 

test scores, or that high scoring families are not disproportionately choosing different 

schools. Both of those explanations suggest that in high political competition contexts, 



 158 

autonomy seem to lead to more equality and homogeneity within schools. This indicates 

that the median voter theorem mentioned in chapter 1 (Meltzer & Richard, 1981), which 

suggested that political competition induces redistributive decisions, seems to be at play in 

these municipalities.  

 Moreover, in the case of mathematics, there seems to be a negative effect of 

autonomy for high political competition municipalities on the 2000 election on the average 

mathematics score in the period 2005–2013. This finding might suggest that political 

competition in the context of autonomy could cause redistribution by decreasing inequality 

(as measured by the intraclass correlation) at the same time that it decreases average 

performance.   

In the case of local administrative capacity there does not seem to be a substantive 

difference between the main results and the estimated results for municipalities considered 

to have high levels of local administrative capacity.  

There are two possible explanations for the effect of autonomy on education 

performance and inequality. The first explanation relates to the findings of Chapter 3. 

Municipalities with autonomy spend larger amounts per public school students, both in 

total educational expenditures and in quality expenditures. It might be the case that those 

additional expenditures benefit only some groups of students increasing the various 

measures of inequality analyzed in this chapter, except for the case of municipalities with 

higher levels of political competition where segregation decreased, which indicates that in 

those municipalities autonomy along with the additional expenditures had a redistributive 

effect. The second explanation has to do with the possibility that autonomous 

municipalities have to contract private schools for the provision of publicly funded 

education. If those schools provide better quality, that might have the effect of increasing 

the inequalities identified in this chapter. Both of those explanations provide evidence for 



 159 

the political capture and clientelism hypotheses presented in Chapter 1. Moreover, the lack 

of influence of local administrative capacity leaves Colombian municipalities without a 

counterweight to the potential influence of local elites or political machines. 

The results of this chapter suggest that even though a group of municipalities have 

autonomy to receive national transfers for education, to decide (at least partially) how to 

spend those resources, and collect and invest their own resources on education, that 

autonomy does not result in better performance, as traditional theories on decentralization 

might predict. Instead, autonomy results in increased levels of outcomes inequality, as the 

various measures used in this chapter have shown, except for those municipalities with 

higher levels of political competition, where school segregation decreased. The next 

chapter explores some mechanisms that could be driving these results.  
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APPENDIX 

Appendix 1. Graphical results for language score (2005-2013) 

Figure A. 1: Relationship between log of population and average language score 

 

Figure A. 2: Relationship between log of population and standard deviation of language 
score 
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Figure A. 3: Relationship between log of population and language gap by mothers’ 
education 

 

Figure A. 4: Relationship between log of population and math’s intraclass correlation 
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Appendix 2. Graphical results for reading score (2015-2017) 

Figure A. 5: Relationship between log of population and average language score 

 

Figure A. 6: Relationship between log of population and standard deviation of reading 
score 
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Figure A. 7: Relationship between log of population and reading gap by mothers’ 
education 

 

Figure A. 8: Relationship between log of population and reading’s intraclass correlation 
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Appendix 3. Main estimations for language and reading scores 

Table A. 1: Effects of autonomy on education performance and inequality in language 
(2005-2013) 

 (1) (2) (3) (4) 

 
Average 

Language 
Score 

SD of 
Language 

Score 

Language Gap 
by Mothers' 
Education 

Language 
Intraclass 

Correlation 
(%) 

RD_Estimate 0.039 0.560*** 0.481* -0.590 
Robust 95% CI [-.874 ; .897] [.298 ; .868] [.023 ; 1.015] [-3.988 ; 2.423] 
Observations 9612 9612 6392 7966 
Robust p-value 0.980 0.000 0.040 0.632 
Bandwidth 
estimate (h) 0.171 0.153 0.408 0.141 

Bandwidth bias 
(b) 0.325 0.294 0.635 0.245 

Note: Robust confidence clustered by municipality. 
* p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001 
 

Table A. 2: Effects of autonomy on education performance and inequality in reading 
(2015-2017) 

 (1) (2) (3) (4) 

 Average 
Reading Score 

SD of Reading 
Score 

Reading Gap 
by Mothers' 
Education 

Reading 
Intraclass 

Correlation 
(%) 

RD_Estimate 1.520 0.859** 0.743 7.086** 
Robust 95% CI [-.261 ; 3.831] [.316 ; 1.591] [-.053 ; 1.742] [.696 ; 15.086] 
Observations 3208 3207 3204 2989 
Robust p-value 0.087 0.003 0.065 0.032 
Bandwidth 
estimate (h) 0.303 0.176 0.263 0.204 

Bandwidth bias 
(b) 0.525 0.321 0.481 0.338 

Note: Robust confidence clustered by municipality. 
* p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001 
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Table A. 3: Effects of autonomy on education performance and inequality in language for 
municipalities with high levels of political competition (2005–2013) 

 (1) (2) (3) (4) 

 
Average 

Language 
Score 

SD of 
Language 

Score 

Language Gap 
by Mothers' 
Education 

Language 
Intraclass 

Correlation 
(%) 

2000 election -0.892 0.778*** -0.413 -8.488* 
2003, 2007 and 
2011 elections -0.678 0.574* -0.286 -8.662*** 

* p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001 

Table A. 4: Effects of autonomy on education performance and inequality in language for 
municipalities with low levels of political competition (2005–2013) 

 (1) (2) (3) (4) 

 
Average 

Language 
Score 

SD of 
Language 

Score 

Language Gap 
by Mothers' 
Education 

Language 
Intraclass 

Correlation 
(%) 

2000 election 0.176 0.606*** 0.650 2.847 
2003, 2007 and 
2011 elections -0.237 0.516* 0.327 0.210 

* p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001 

Table A. 5: Effects of autonomy on education performance and inequality in language for 
municipalities with high levels of local administrative capacity (2005–2013) 

 (1) (2) (3) (4) 

 
Average 

Language 
Score 

SD of 
Language 

Score 

Language Gap 
by Mothers' 
Education 

Language 
Intraclass 

Correlation 
(%) 

High local 
capacity 2002 0.279 0.565*** 0.456 -0.994 

High local 
capacity  2005-
2013 

0.243 0.486*** 0.480* -0.188 

* p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001 

Table A. 6: Effects of autonomy on education performance and inequality in reading for 
municipalities with high levels of local administrative capacity (2015-2017) 
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 (1) (2) (3) (4) 

 
Average 

Language 
Score 

SD of 
Language 

Score 

Language Gap 
by Mothers' 
Education 

Language 
Intraclass 

Correlation 
(%) 

High local 
capacity 2002 1.413 0.867** 0.945* 6.921 

High local 
capacity  2015-
2017 

1.859* 0.893** 0.916** 7.153 

* p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001 
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Chapter 5: The operation of education decentralization and the 
mechanisms that explain its effects (or lack thereof) 

 INTRODUCTION 

Chapters 3 and 4 estimated the effects of the 2001 reform on education 

expenditures, and education performance and inequality, respectively. Chapter 3 found that 

autonomous municipalities have larger education expenditures per student in public 

schools, and specifically, more expenditures in quality (as categorized by the National 

Government), and make more expenditures on education with their own generated 

resources. Chapter 4 shows that autonomy does not have an effect on education 

performance as measured by the average score in mathematics and language/reading in the 

Saber 11 test. Moreover, it seems to actually increase education inequality in both 

mathematics and language/reading as measured by the standard deviation of those scores.  

Those chapters also tested two of the hypotheses presented in Chapter 1 regarding 

the effect of decentralization on education expenditures, performance and inequality, 

namely that political competition and local administrative capacity moderate that 

relationship. Chapter 3 found that for municipalities with higher levels of political 

competition autonomy did not have a different effect on the level of expenditures. For 

municipalities with lower levels of political competition, autonomy only had an effect on 

education expenditure that municipalities undertook with their own resources. For 

municipalities with higher levels of local administrative capacity, autonomy only showed 

a differentiated effect on expenditures with municipalities’ own resources. Similarly, 

Chapter 4 showed that for municipalities with high levels of political competition 

autonomy decreases performance (in one of the estimations) and inequality or segregation, 

as measured by the intraclass correlation of the scores. However, it does not have 
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substantively different effects for municipalities with high or low levels of political 

competition, and for municipalities with high levels of local administrative capacity.  

Here I dig deeper to understand the operation of decentralization and its effects on 

education outcomes. The goal of the chapter is to assess the mechanisms that explain the 

findings of the previous two chapters, in particular as they relate to the theoretical 

mechanisms presented in Chapter 1. The chapter begins by showing that after the 2001 

reform, funding and decision-making on education were substantively recentralized at the 

national level. Despite that, municipalities still have autonomy with respect to some 

decisions and resources. Therefore, after discussing the issue of recentralization, the 

chapter shows that some autonomous municipalities are able to actually connect decisions 

with local needs and preferences, as the rational choice approach would predict, which 

could potentially have positive effects on performance and inequality reduction. However, 

for most autonomous municipalities, the connection between decision and local needs is 

hampered by the lack of participation of relevant stakeholders (e.g. parents, businessmen 

and teachers), which hinders the possibility of making that connection. Moreover, this 

chapter shows evidence that the proper use of autonomy to improve outcomes is also 

constrained, as predicted by the mechanisms developed in Chapter 1, by political capture 

and clientelism and the lack of local administrative capacity. Finally, the chapter discusses 

the ways in which these factors interact among them, and explain the findings of the 

previous chapters. 

In this Chapter I used a qualitative methodology based primarily upon 16 key 

informant interviews with officials, former officials and consultants to international 

organizations and the national government. Interviewees include current and former mid-

level managers from the Ministry of Education at the national, as well as a Ministry’s high 

level external consultant, two mid-level managers from the Secretary of Education of the 
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Department of Cundinamarca, two secretaries of education and three school principals 

from Fusagasugá and Chía (two autonomous municipalities in the Department of 

Cundinamarca), as well as a mayor and a secretary of education from Ubaté (a non-

autonomous municipality also in Cundinamarca). In addition, the chapter draws upon 

official reports and on reports prepared by international organizations such as the OECD, 

as well as local think tanks.  

Before moving forward with the substantive discussion of the chapter, the 

following section presents contextual information about the Department of Cundinamarca, 

and the municipalities of Chía, Fusagasugá and Ubaté.  

THE DEPARTMENT AND MUNICIPALITIES UNDER ANALYSIS 

Cundinamarca is a department located in the center of Colombia. Legally, the 

departments’ capital city is Bogotá, which is also the country’s capital city. Therefore, 

constitutionally Bogotá’s authorities operate with complete independence from those of 

the department and the city is not counted within the Department’s 116 municipalities out 

of the 1122 municipalities in Colombia.70 As of 2020 Cundinamarca has 3,242,999 

inhabitants, of which 50.6% are women. Of the total population, 74.06% are located in 

urban areas. Children between the ages of 5 and 14 years old represent about 15% of the 

total population of the department. The geographical extension of the department is 24,120 

km2.  

In 2018 Cundinamarca’s represented 5.97% of the country’s GDP with a GPD per 

capita at about 32% above the national average. Within the department’s GDP the most 

important activities are industry (20.85%), commerce (15.39%), agriculture (12.49%) and 

 
70 The information presented in this and the following paragraphs is based on official information 
published by the National Planning Department in https://terridata.dnp.gov.co/ (Accessed June 29, 2020). 
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the public sector (11.2%). Among the 24 departments in which the National Department 

of Statistics estimates poverty rates (out of the 32 departments in Colombia), 

Cundinamarca is the department with the lowest levels of poverty with a rate of 16.4% in 

2018 compared to a national rate of 27% in the same year. Between 2002 and 2018 the 

poverty rate dropped significantly from 51.4% in 2002. 

In education, Cundinamarca has a net coverage of 92.22% in all education levels, 

compared to 84.88% for the country. Education levels with the highest net coverage are 

primary and secondary education (up to ninth grade) with 89.39% (81.77% for Colombia) 

and 83.31% (72.34% for the country), respectively, while the lowest net coverage is for 

upper secondary (grades tenth and eleventh) and pre-primary with 51.4% (42.55% 

national) and 59.38% (56.84% in Colombia), respectively. On average, people with ages 

15 and more in Cundinamarca have 8.8 years of education, compared to 5 years in 

Colombia. In summary therefore, the Department which is the focus in this chapter, 

features among the highest in terms of education levels in the nation – Bogotá excluded, 

of course. 

Here I focus upon  three municipalities of the department, two of which have 

autonomy. Chía was granted autonomy in 2010 and in 2020 its total population was 

149,750, of which 51.8% are women, and around 13.49% are people between the ages of 

5 and 14 years old. Eighty three percent of the population are located in urban areas. The 

municipality is quite small with an extension of 76 Km2. Net coverage in education in all 

levels is 101.97%, which is much higher than the overall rate for the department. Viewed 

by levels the net coverage is highest in primary (94.53%); followed by lower-secondary 

education (93.89%) and in pre-primary (57.91%), and in upper-secondary (65.09%), all of 

which are higher than the rates of the department.  
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Fusagasugá was granted autonomy since the beginning of the 2001 reform’s 

implementation, and in 2020 it had a population of 154,143 inhabitants (51.9% women), 

and about 13.36 % are people aged 5 to 14 years old. Eighty-six percent of the population 

is located in urban areas and the municipality has an extension of 206 Km2. Net coverage 

in education in all levels is 92.74%, a very similar rate to that of the department and similar 

to that of Chía and the department overall, the levels with highest coverage rates are 

primary (84.67%) and lower secondary (84.68%) and those with the lowest coverage are 

pre-primary (62.78%) and upper secondary (58.64%), all of which are slightly better than 

those of the department. 

Ubaté does not have autonomy. Its population was 46,911 as of 2018, out of which 

51.3% are women and 16.74% are in the ages between 5 and 14 years old ( a larger 

proportion than the whole department and the two other municipalities). Ubaté is less 

urbanized with 77.23% living in urban areas. It has an extension of 106 Km2. Net coverage 

in all education levels is 101.84% And by levels, the pattern in net coverage is similar to 

that of Chía: 98.04% for primary; and 96.13% for lower secondary (both higher to 

Fusagasugá and Chía); and 63.04% for pre-primary and 56.21% for upper secondary -- 

both which lower than in the two other municipalities. 

Table 18: Characteristics of the department of Cundinamarca and the municipalities 

of Chía, Fusagasugá and UbatéTable 18 shows information for the variables used in the 

analysis of Chapters 3 and 4. The second column includes the average value of the variable 

for all the municipalities in Cundinamarca, while the following columns show the value of 

those variables for each of the three municipalities. All values are for 2016, which is the 

latest year for which I have complete information for all variables included in the analysis.  

than the department. 
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Table 18 shows that the three municipalities have higher average scores in 

mathematics and reading, as well as higher standard deviations than the averages for the 

department. The gap by mothers’ education in both subjects also seems to be higher, except 

for the math gap in Ubaté. This suggests that, overall, these municipalities tend to have 

better performance and higher levels of inequality than the department. 

Table 18: Characteristics of the department of Cundinamarca and the municipalities of 
Chía, Fusagasugá and Ubaté 

Variable Cundinamarca Chía Fusagasugá Ubaté 
Average Math Score 49.66 55.92 50.32 51.86 

 (3.531)    
SD of Math Score 12.05 15.29 13.06 12.80 

 (1.838)    
Math Gap by Mothers' Education 6.314 11.59 6.37 5.60 

 (3.512)    
Math Intraclass Correlation (%) 24.45 44.19 27.55 16.90 

 (16.20)    
Average Reading Score 50.58 55.47 51.78 51.79 

 (2.749)    
SD of Reading Score 10.70 12.89 11.96 11.27 

 (1.928)    
Reading Gap by Mothers’ Education 5.108 9.23 5.26 5.15 

 (2.988)    
Reading Intraclass Correlation (%) 20.28 35.00 22.62 15.23 

 (13.49)    
Education expenditures (USD per public school 

student) 122.1 176.8
1 149.85 54.96 

 (122.9)    
Expenditures in quality (USD per public school 

student) 111.6 136.9
0 105.04 52.50 

 (107.3)    
Expenditures in efficiency (USD per public school 

student) 1.633 - 14.06 - 

 (5.500)    
Other education expenditures (USD per public school 

student) 8.885 39.92 30.75 2.46 

 (21.38)    
Expenditures w. own resources (USD per public 

school student) 37.48 149.1
7 75.42 4.64 

 (116.2)    
Political competition in mayoral election (2015) 0.842 0.80 0.82 0.81 

 (0.132)    
High political competition in previous mayoral 

election (2015) 0.574 - - - 
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 (0.497)    
% of own generated revenue out of current revenue 57.58 87.32 88.58 79.30 

 (21.59)    
High levels of local administrative capacity in t - 1 0.548 1 1 1 

 (0.500)    
Distance to Bogotá in Kms. 67.97 53.53 25.10 108.80 

 (30.65)    

GDP per capita (2009) 10309.7 7,908.
42 6,704.65 9,788.72 

 (7082.4)    

GDP per capita (2002) 8863.6 9,125.
79 6,230.33 8,286.69 

 (5357.9)    
Observations 115    

mean coefficients; sd in parentheses 

In terms of investments, Chía and Fusagasugá, the two autonomous municipalities, 

both have larger levels of education expenditures per public school student than Ubaté and 

the whole department in total levels as well as considering sub-types of expenditures, 

including those made with the municipality’s own resources. Among the two, Chía has 

considerably higher levels of expenditures of all kinds than Fusagasugá, with the largest 

difference found in investments with own resources (Table 18).  

The levels of political competition are similar for the three municipalities and seem 

to be higher compared to the average of the department. However, all three would not be 

considered to have high political competition according to the measure discussed in 

Chapters 3 and 4 since their means were not above that of the normalized Herfindahl index 

for the mayoral election of 2015 for all the country.  

Chía and Fusagasugá generate a larger percentage of revenue for education (out of 

total current revenue) than does Ubaté. These two (Chía and Fusagasugá) would be 

considered to have high local administrative capacity according to this measure. 

In economic terms, GDP per capita in 2009, the latest value available at the 

municipal level, the three municipalities have a lower value than the departments’ average, 

and Ubaté has higher values than those of the other two municipalities. 
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In summary, Cundinamarca is in general a well-off department, with low levels of 

poverty, and above average economic indicators. The municipalities under study are 

largely urban and the three municipalities appear to have better education indicators than 

the department both in terms of coverage rates and average performance in Saber 11. Also, 

education inequality tends to be higher for Chía and Fusagasugá than for the whole 

department as measured by the standard deviation of the scores and the gap my mothers’ 

education, although the difference is largest for Chía and Fusagasugá than for Ubaté, which 

has closer levels of inequality than those of the department. 

DID THE 2001 REFORM DEEPEN EDUCATION DECENTRALIZATION OR ACTUALLY 
INCREASE RECENTRALIZATION? 

As mentioned in Chapter 1, a common argument in favor of decentralization of the 

provision of education among other social services, is that it increases efficiency and 

performance because it brings decision making closer to the needs and priorities of those 

affected by decisions. Similarly, Chapter 1 argued that decentralization might reduce 

inequalities if there is political competition at the local level, because that could incentivize 

the adoption of pro-poor policies and programs, and which also mobilizes local knowledge. 

Of course, the generation of these effects assumes that subnational authorities have the 

financial resources to actually implement those decisions, and that decision making is 

effectively transferred to lower levels of government, such that local authorities have the 

ability to make decisions, prioritize expenditures, allocate funding and monitor 

implementation according to local needs. However, in the Colombian case there is 

evidence against those assumptions. Even though the 2001 reform stated that its goal was 

to deepen decentralization, what we actually see and show in the following sections, is that 

both funding and decision making have recentralized to the national level. Moreover, 
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increased recentralization is one of the factors that explain the lack of impact of the 2001 

reform on improving education performance, and decreasing education inequality. 

The following two sections present evidence of recentralization in funding and 

decision-making, respectively, and show how this recentralization helps to explain the lack 

of positive effects on education performance and reduced inequality. 

Recentralization of funding and lack of funding for investments at the municipal 
level 

The spirit of law 715 of 2001 was to deepen decentralization of education by 

allowing large municipalities to directly manage education provision in their territory as 

well as administer the resources that the national government transferred for the provision 

of education through SGP. The law also assigned the responsibility for those municipalities 

to devote resources to the education sector, although this responsibility was assigned in 

very general terms, and the law did not make explicit enforceable requirements. Under this 

scheme, municipalities -at least in theory- would have both the ability to decide whatever 

they consider best for their education sector and provide funding to execute those decisions.  

However, the pairing of administrative decentralization with funding from the 

national government through SGP has not promoted the actual financial autonomy of 

municipalities (Zapata-Cortés, 2016); instead, three issues undermine municipalities’ 

autonomy. First, SGP funds are highly regulated and most of them are used to pay teacher’ 

salaries and cover administrative costs required for education provision (Villar et al., 2016, 

p. 15). Second, the Ministry of Education’s direct budget (i.e. that part not devoted to 

transfers) has grown at a faster rate than any other source of education funding, increasing 

the influence and power yielded by the central level. Third, most municipalities lack the 

ability to generate revenue and devote it to education expenditures.  
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The rigidity of SGP funds highlights the fact that autonomous municipalities and 

departments lack real autonomy to decide how to spend the largest source of resources they 

use to fund education, because most of those resources are spent in teachers’ payroll and 

administrative costs, and additional resources such as those devoted to schools’ 

connectivity or school transportation, have to be spent following guidelines, protocols and 

requirements imposed by the national government. 

For instance, a former director of territorial strengthening of the Ministry of 

Education mentioned that the resources that autonomous municipalities receive are not 

flexible since most are used for the payroll.71 He also mentioned that municipalities do 

have autonomy with respect to school transportation, but here too “they have to follow 

some protocols”. If the Ministry of Education aims to implement a program to improve 

quality of education and demands that the municipality also contributes some funds, “the 

municipality’s budget starts to shrink, and they still need to invest in infrastructure”.  

Similarly, a former secretary of education in the municipality of Fusagasugá stated 

that Colombia had a scheme of “centralized decentralization”72 in which “the national 

government guarantees the payment of teachers’ payroll and some operating costs, and 

then it says to subnational entities go and search for your own resources and 

complement”.73 Regarding the second component of SGP, that is, the resources destined to 

quality of education, she also stated that:  

 
71 José María Leyton, former Director of Territorial Strengthening at the Ministry of Education, interview 
on July 11, 2019. 
72 The idea of “centralized decentralization” resembles the argument advanced by Rodríguez (1997) 
according to which an underlying goal of decentralization policy in Mexico is to “centralize by 
decentralizing”. The discussion of this section provides some evidence that a similar reality occurred  in 
Colombia after the 2001 reform.  
73 Nelcy Cuellar Ibañez, former Secretary of Education of Fusagasugá and of the Department of Caquetá, 
interview on September 12, 2018. 
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“Quality resources are really devoted to covering utilities, including potable water 
and sanitation, and electricity. The national government sometimes assigns us 
funds for connectivity, but it provides some guidelines that first, are very hard to 
comply with in some Colombian territories, and second, are very expensive”.  

Another former secretary of education of Fusagasugá simply stated that SGP 

resources for quality are spent in private security and cleaning services and concluded 

“SGP does not allow doing anything else”.74 

Additionally, the participation of direct investments by the Ministry of Education 

out of total public spending on education has increased. A report by the Secretary of 

Education of Bogotá indicates that the share of the Ministry of Education’s total 

expenditures in public education (outside and beyond transfers to subnational 

governments), has grown faster than the share represented by those transfers (Ehrhardt 

Arzuza et al., 2018, p. 16). According to data included in Radinger et al. (2018, p. 88), 

direct investments from the Ministry of Education grew from 2.84% of total public 

education expenditures in 2010 to 4.38%, while the share represented by SGP funds 

remained stable at around 65%, and the share of autonomous municipalities and 

departments slightly decreased from 9.64% to 9.10%. Subnational entities do not have any 

role in deciding how to allocate those funds, and therefore, the increase in the participation 

of the Ministry of Education funds further suggests a growing centralization of education 

funding.  

An education policy expert mentioned the following, in relationship to the effects 

of Law 715 of 2001:  

“The government prevented the purse to continue growing, but in recent years the 
Ministry’s purse has grown. Therefore, the ministry has started to assume 

 
74 Anibal Forero, official at Ministry of Education and former Secretary of Education of Fusagasugá, 
interview on October 8, 2018. 
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programs such as building schools, it manages the school meal programs and also 
has initiatives related to quality improvements”.75  

In the words of a consultant for the Ministry of Education:  

“While in 2002 SGP represented 83% of public expenditures on education, in 
2017 it was 62%. If this is the main instrument for decentralization of education, 
it can be interpreted as a recentralization of the education sector. National 
government expenditures have increased including Computadores para Educar, 
Familias en Acción, the ministry’s [of education] expenditures as well with 
programs such as Todos a Aprender, where decisions are taken at the top passing 
over municipalities with autonomy or departments”.76 

Those assertions illustrate that the national government’s role has grown both in 

terms of funding and responsibilities while the relative importance of transfers from the 

national government to subnational entities has diminished, while the participation of the 

Ministry of Education has increased. 

Even though municipalities lack autonomy to decide how to spend SGP funds and 

the direct role of the Ministry of Education has grown, they are still autonomous to spend 

the resources that they generate and allocate to education expenditures. However, 

municipalities and departments’ own resources nationally represent only ten percent of 

total funding for public education. Moreover, the ability to generate revenues is highly 

heterogenous across the country. For instance, an OECD report affirmed (2016, p. 51) that 

“evidence suggests that the majority of ETC (i.e. Certified subnational entities, that is, 

municipalities with autonomy and departments) lack both the fiscal capacity and political 

will to invest on education”, an assertion confirmed by a former vice-minister of education 

(Forero & Saavedra, 2019, p. 313). In the same vein, an education expert stated: 

“We created a cheap education system in which cities such as Medellín, 
Barranquilla or Bucaramanga, but especially Bogotá could add money because 

 
75 Angel Pérez Martínez, former official at the Ministry of Education and current education consultant and 
columnist, interview on October 10, 2018. 
76 Luis Piñeros, consultant for the Inter-American Development Bank and the Ministry of Education, 
interview on June 14, 2019. 
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they have their own resources, but a study from the Colombian Federation of 
Municipalities says that there are many municipalities that do not generate any 
resources”.77  

The municipalities under analysis are an exception to the rule that most 

municipalities do not generate enough own revenue. In fact, even non autonomous Ubaté 

generates around 79% of its current revenue, and Chía and Fusagasugá generate larger 

percentages. However, the overall situation of the country is better approximated by the 

average of the department of Cundinamarca (57.58%) with a standard deviation of 21.59, 

which shows that even in the case of a well-off department, a good number of 

municipalities are unable to generate at least half their current revenue, and are highly 

dependent on transfers from the national government. In turn, this is partially shown in the 

amount of education expenditures municipalities do with their own resources, which is 

lowest for Ubaté ($4.64) (Table 18).  

In conclusion, funding of education is not effectively decentralized in the country, 

because most of the funds come from the national government, and most municipalities 

lack the fiscal capacity or political will to generate and devote resources to fund public 

education.  

Recentralization of decision making: direction from above/execution from below  

Although the stated goal of Law 715 of 2001 was to deepen decentralization and 

strengthen the capacities of autonomous municipalities and departments, since the law’s 

creation there has been a trend to recentralize education decision making at the level of the 

Ministry of Education. Instead of a real process of decentralization, the Colombian 

education sector has resulted for the most part in an example of de-concentration in which 

“there is a thinking head (Ministry of Education) and a body that operates (secretariats of 
 

77 Angel Pérez Martínez, former official at the Ministry of Education and current education consultant and 
columnist, interview on October 10, 2018. 
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education)” (Fundación Empresarios por la Educación, 2018, p. 16). The same insight was 

shared by the two former secretaries of education of Fusagasugá that were interviewed.78 

Officials at the Ministry of Education seem to share the perception that subnational 

units are implementers for the national government. For example, one official,79 when 

asked about the role of autonomous municipalities and departments, responded with 

sentences such as “those entities execute the ministry’s initiatives”, or “the ministry should 

establish very accessible guidelines so that those entities may easily apply them”. Also, she 

explicitly mentioned that some of the ministry’s strategies attempt to bypass those entities 

to get directly to schools. Fundación Empresarios por la Educación, an education think 

tank, agrees with this view and has stated that autonomous municipalities and departments 

“keep seeing how their role is further reduced to administrative tasks related to payments 

of liabilities” (Fundación Empresarios por la Educación, 2018, p. 79).  

A consultant for the Ministry of Education and international organizations said in 

our interview: 

“As the state is not capable to control, it thinks that the best course of action is to 
execute things directly. That is what has been happening. Therefore, the central 
level growingly pokes its nose in realms that supposedly were the purview of 
regions, and that gets exacerbated because the rules are not that clear about which 
are the functions that each level of the organization should have”.80  

A particular example of this situation is the program called Todos a Aprender 

(PTA) (Program Let’s all Learn). This program targets schools with the lowest 

 
78 Anibal Forero, official at Ministry of Education and former Secretary of Education of Fusagasugá, 
interview on October 8, 2018; Nelcy Cuellar Ibañez, former Secretary of Education of Fusagasugá and of 
the Department of Caquetá, interview on September 12, 2018. 
79 Alejandra López, official at the Ministry of Education’s office of technology and innovation and 
formerly of the Directorship of Upper secondary education, interview on July 29, 2019. 
80 Luis Piñeros, consultant for the Inter-American Development Bank and the Ministry of Education, 
interview on June 14, 2019. 
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performance and assigns the best teachers to coach the school’s teachers for a period. 

According to Piñeros, PTA shows a:  

“Super powerful ministry that decides what schools to target without asking 
anybody, substitutes departments and municipalities and makes decisions, builds 
a parallel structure that should have strengthened subnational entities so that they 
can replicate these programs, but have not done so: the ministry assumes it 
completely and, where are the [subnational] entities left in the framework of 
decentralization?” 

Piñeros considers that this form of operation is caused by a lack of trust of the 

national level into subnational entities. PTA is an extreme example of the lack of trust, in 

which the ministry directly assumes the design and implementation of a policy. However, 

this lack of trust permeates the interaction of the Ministry with subnational entities in 

realms in which formally the responsibilities belong to those entities as well. Although 

teachers’ management is a competency formally assigned to autonomous municipalities 

and departments, in practice, the Ministry of Education actually “co-manages payrolls”.81 

The ministry approves staff plans, according to the technical ratios of student to teachers 

the minister itself establishes. And, as previously mentioned, the ministry recently created 

the “Pool of Excellence” in which the appointment of temporary teachers is highly 

regulated. Subnational entities are also responsible for school transportations, but they have 

to provide the services according to the protocols established by the ministry, which usually 

do not take into account the context and characteristics of the territories.82 Since 2015 

subnational entities are also responsible for managing the School Meals program.83 
 

81 Ibidem. 
82 José María Leyton, former Director of Territorial Strengthening at the Ministry of Education, interview 
on July 11, 2019. 
83 Before 2014 the School Meals Program was in charge of the Colombian Institute for Families Wellbeing 
(ICBF for its acronym in English). Right after the Ministry assumed the operation of the program in all 
public schools in the country. In the midst of controversy for some media scandals that occurred while the 
ministry was in charge of the program, the Ministry decided to give the programs management to 
autonomous municipalities and departments. This decision was mainly motivated by the Minister’s 
intention to share responsibility and media and public opinion attention with those entities (Marta Herrera, 
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However, the provision of meals has to follow the guidelines established by the ministry 

in terms of portion sizes and contents, modes of provision, sanitary requirements for 

kitchens, among others. Although in the case of transportation and food the ministry’s 

requirements are well intentioned and pretend to safeguard students’ interests, they do not 

consider the cultural norms, nor the climate or geographic characteristics in the territories.84 

In conclusion, education decision making has also recentralized after the 

implementation of Law 715 of 2001.  

Recentralization of funding and decision making provide a partial explanation for 

the results presented in Chapter 3 and 4. Local authorities lack effective autonomy to make 

substantive decisions to improve education provision or to adopt pro-poor decisions. 

Instead an important number of decisions in relevant arenas such as teacher management 

and training, and the school meal programs, are taken at the national level without the input 

of those authorities that are in a better position to know and properly process local needs 

and preferences. The Ministry also controls the use of education resources, through strict 

rules and regulations and growing participation in direct funding. Moreover, the evidence 

shows that the Ministry of Education does not consider local realities when making 

decisions regarding those important issues, and instead bypasses local authorities, or treats 

them as simply implementors of the ministry’s decisions. All of these factors imply an 

inability for the education sector in general, and autonomous municipalities in particular, 

to adapt their program and policies in a way that is conducive to higher efficiency or to the 

reduction of inequality at the local level. 

 
official at Bogotá’s Secretariat of Education, and former director of the School Meal Program at the 
Ministry of Education, interview on June 19, 2019.) 
84 Anibal Forero, official at Ministry of Education and former Secretary of Education of Fusagasugá, 
interview on October 8, 2018. 
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Therefore, when looking at aggregate results such as those presented in Chapter 4, 

one does not find a positive effect of autonomy on education performance or in inequality 

reduction, because most municipalities do not have the ability to translate autonomy into 

the kind of decisions discussed in this section, and therefore in the aggregate one does not 

find results performance and inequality 

All that said, municipalities do have some autonomy regarding some areas and 

resources. Those include the destination they give to the resources generated internally by 

the municipality, decisions regarding the internal organization of schools, the ability to 

apply for block grants to the Ministry of Education and to other national entities for specific 

initiatives of the municipality’s choosing, as well as some specific procedures related to 

teachers. The following sections seek to understand how political and institutional factors 

shape the use of that (modest) autonomy, and specifically how the interaction of those 

factors with autonomy provide an explanation for the results presented in Chapters 3 and 

4. 

THE CONNECTION BETWEEN AUTONOMY AND LOCAL NEEDS AND PREFERENCES: SOME 
MUNICIPALITES TAKE ADVANTAGE OF AUTONOMY 

The literature and interviews carried out for this research show that the reform 

introduced by Law 715 of 2001 has allowed some municipalities, especially those that are 

large and have resources and capacity, to experiment with new initiatives and approaches 

that leverage local knowledge and consider local needs and preferences. Also, 

decentralization has improved efficiency in teachers’ management, with a direct benefit in 

teachers’ well-being.  

Radinger et al. (2018, p. 105) state that municipalities with the capacity to generate 

and devote their own resources for the education sector such as the cities of Bogotá, 
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Medellín or Manizales have been able to develop initiatives aimed at the improvement of 

education outcomes. In the case of Bogotá, the authors affirm that it 

“has been a model of learning in new educational policies, such as free education, 
the implementation of full-day schooling, intercultural education, the 
improvement of school meal provision, the development of a school transport 
programme [sic], and the development of educational infrastructure concessions 
to expand access to education in a rapidly expanding city”.  

In the case of Medellín, a strategy to attend early childhood students has been a 

reference to develop the national program From Zero to forever. And Manizales has 

implemented successful strategies to attend the most disadvantaged schools.  

Some of the stakeholders interviewed share Radinger’s perception. For instance, 

Ángel Pérez, an education expert, stated that “some municipalities have undertaken these 

responsibilities with high levels of responsibility, unfortunately not the majority, but some 

have tried to do it well and one can find very interesting results, that are above the 

Colombian average”.85 An official at the Ministry of Education, who at the time of the 

interview worked for the ministry’s office of technology and innovation, affirmed that 

municipalities with resources in general operate well, and mentioned again Bogotá and 

Medellín, as well as Barranquilla.86 Similarly, a former director of the school meals 

program at the Ministry of Education acknowledged that working with large municipalities 

with resources is different, and that they required less technical assistance than smaller and 

less capable municipalities.87 

 
85 Angel Pérez Martínez, former official at the Ministry of Education and current education consultant and 
columnist, interview on October 10, 2018. 
86 Alejandra López, official at the Ministry of Education’s office of technology and innovation and 
formerly of the Directorship of Upper secondary education, interview on July 29, 2019. 
87 Marta Herrera, official at Bogotá’s Secretariat of Education, and former director of the School Meal 
Program at the Ministry of Education, interview on June 19, 2019. 
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Another perceived benefit of decentralization for a number of interviewees relates 

to the possibility of tailoring initiatives and strategies to local needs.88 For instance, a 

former director of upper secondary education in the Ministry of Education provided a 

telling example of this perceived benefit of decentralization. During his tenure in the 

ministry he was surprised by the work of Envigado, an autonomous municipality located 

in the department of Antioquia: 

“at the time a lot of public schools in Envigado had results in Pruebas Saber 
equivalent to the results of private schools in Bogotá. We needed to know how 
they were doing it. The first impression is that they were doing something strange, 
but when I went there, I had the pleasant surprise that they were doing things very 
well. Sara, the secretary of education, was an impressive woman…She noticed 
about a problem that I already mentioned, and it is the vocational upper secondary 
education with obsolete programs and schools lacking equipment. What she did 
was to meet with local businessmen and ask them about their real needs. Then she 
defined some simple programs that were relevant and clear, for instance in 
programming, accounting, and other topics that the businessmen had told her. 
Instead of making every school good at everything, she invested school by school 
in each of these areas and created a school bus route so that students with 
different interests from different schools could attend”.89 

What the former director describes about Envigado shows that capable 

municipalities are able to organize and actually innovate in the provision of education, 

something that could be harder without the ability of gathering local knowledge and 

expertise. 

Beyond the possibility of experimenting with new initiatives and leveraging local 

knowledge, four interviewees also mentioned that decentralization of education to 

autonomous municipalities was beneficial for teachers’ management. One perceived 

benefit from the point of view of secretaries of education and principals was that when 
 

88 Anibal Forero, official at Ministry of Education and former Secretary of Education of Fusagasugá, 
interview on October 8, 2018; Nelcy Cuellar Ibañez, former Secretary of Education of Fusagasugá and of 
the Department of Caquetá. 
89 Adolfo Sánchez, former director of upper-secondary education at the Ministry of Education, interview 
on June 5, 2019. 
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there were teachers’ temporary vacancies (e.g. for a medical condition) they could provide 

a replacement sooner than if they depended on a department or the national Ministry of 

Education.90 From the point of view of teachers, decentralization was positive because any 

document they needed (e.g. a work certification) or request they had (e.g. related to 

pensions, severances, leaves, or relocations) they could process them directly in the 

municipality, without needing to go to the department’s capital and/or having to wait for a 

long time.91 These benefits have a direct impact on teachers’ well – being and a potential 

indirect impact on education performance given that teachers’ absenteeism might be lower 

than in non-autonomous municipalities.  

For non-autonomous municipalities, those are also perceived benefits of 

decentralization. A secretary of education of Ubaté (the case study municipality without 

autonomy), mentioned that if her municipality had autonomy “we know the community 

better and we can create important processes to improve…we then could implement actions 

with respect to education, principals would not depend on the department and then 

processes could be, I think, quicker, they improve”.92  

In summary, the interviewees consider that decentralization can be positive because 

municipalities with autonomy have the ability to experiment and innovate with new 

initiatives, they can leverage local knowledge and the interaction with teachers, teachers’ 

management and paperwork all seem more immediate. 

 
90 Anibal Forero, official at Ministry of Education and former Secretary of Education of Fusagasugá, 
interview on October 8, 2018; Nelcy Cuellar Ibañez, former Secretary of Education of Fusagasugá and of 
the Department of Caquetá, interview on September 12, 2018; Sandra Tellez, principal of Institución 
Educativa Técnica José Joaquín Casas in Chía, interview on June 7, 2019 (She is the aunt of the 
dissertation’s author). 
91 Luis Moreno Pinzón, principal of Institución Educativa Municipal Carlos Lozano Lozano in Fusagasugá, 
interview on August 8, 2018; Magadalena Sanabria Sierra, principal of Institución Educativa Municipal 
Manuel Humberto Cardenas Velez in Fusagasugá, interview on August 8, 2018. 
92 Nohora Rojas Torres, Secretary of Health and Social Action of Ubaté, interview on August 15, 2018. 
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LACK OF PARTICIPATION OF RELEVANT STAKEHOLDERS 

One possible explanation for the inability of the bulk of municipalities to leverage 

and use local knowledge to adopt policies that increase education performance and reduce 

inequality is the lack of participation of relevant stakeholders. Without participation, local 

officials might lack a relevant source of knowledge about needs and preferences of the 

population. This section shows evidence that suggests that in Colombia there is a general 

lack of participation of relevant stakeholders at the local level, including parents, 

businessmen and teachers. 

Principals and secretaries of education interviewed coincided in that the 

participation of parents in school decision-making is lacking.93 Parents tend to react when 

something visibly negative happens, such as difficulties finding a place for their children 

in a school, damaged food or a situation related to transportation, but they do not actively 

participate in school activities.94 Two principals from Fusagasugá mentioned that most 

fathers do not even attend general parent meetings. The former secretaries of education of 

the municipality agreed. The principal from Chía mentioned that her school is mostly made 

up of students with a low socioeconomic status and a large number of families are headed 

by single working mothers.95 In this context, parents tend to prioritize work and see school 

as the place where they keep and feed their children while they work, but it is difficult for 

 
93 Anibal Forero, official at Ministry of Education and former Secretary of Education of Fusagasugá, 
interview on October 8, 2018; Luis Moreno Pinzón, principal of Institución Educativa Municipal Carlos 
Lozano Lozano in Fusagasugá, interview on August 8, 2018; Magdalena Sanabria Sierra, principal of 
Institución Educativa Municipal Manuel Humberto Cardenas Velez in Fusagasugá, interview on August 8, 
2018; Nelcy Cuellar Ibañez, former Secretary of Education of Fusagasugá and of the Department of 
Caquetá, interview on September 12, 2018. 
94 This trend is in line with the findings of Davies and Falleti (2017) who find that the poor have higher 
levels of programmatic participation in local associations in Bolivia, a trend that, they argue, has been 
driven mainly by need.   
95 Sandra Tellez, principal of Institución Educativa Técnica José Joaquín Casas in Chía, interview on June 
7, 2019. 
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them to also actively participate in school activities, not to mention the possibility to 

influence policy decisions before the secretariat of education or the mayor. 

The community in general, including local leaders and businessmen, also fail to 

actively participate in decision making at the school or the municipality level. The principal 

of Chía mentioned that it is hard to find businessmen to participate in school boards96 

“because they are hard to convince, you almost have to beg them, and then you have to be 

very delicate to make them attend the board meetings”.97 Principals from Fusagasugá 

confirmed this perception. In an interview with the director of the chamber of commerce 

that operates in Fusagasugá, she mentioned two initiatives related to the education sector:98 

advice to schools with a focus on entrepreneurship and a program to reduce and prevent 

violence in schools. The characteristic of those programs is that in both cases the chamber 

of commerce has a direct relationship with schools and not with secretariats of education. 

Moreover, she did not mention any attempts to influence policy making or budget 

allocations for those or other programs at the level of the municipality, for instance before 

the secretariat of education or the mayor. 

The participation of teachers and local teachers’ unions in decision making at the 

level of the municipality seems to also be reactive and targeted at decisions that relate to 

teachers’ labor relations rather than on education processes and outcomes. Federación 

Colombiana de Educadores (FECODE), the national teachers’ union, is a federation of 

teachers’ unions from the departments.99 These departments’ unions have local Chapters 

 
96 It is a legal requirement to have a business representative in the school boards according to Law 115 of 
1994. 
97 Ibidem.  
98 Nelly Yanett Rojas García, director of the Chamber of Commerce of Bogotá, Fusagasugá branch, 
interview on February 20, 2019. 
99 I contacted, through email, text messages and phone calls, leaders of the teachers’ unions at various 
levels, including the national union, the Department of Cundinamarca’s union, as well as union 
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in municipalities or groups of municipalities, depending on the size of the school system. 

In the case of the department of Cundinamarca, the union is called Asociación de 

Educadores de Cundinamarca (ADEC) (Association of Teachers of Cundinamarca), and 

it has local chapters in Fusagasugá and Chía, as well as a chapter that comprises various 

municipalities including Ubaté. In theory, FECODE represents the interests of teachers 

before the national government, including the Ministry of Education, ADEC does the same 

at the department level, and the local chapters at the level of the municipality.  

The most important site for teachers’ negotiations is the national level, including 

the Ministry of Education, the Ministry of Finance, and he Ministry of Labor. As previously 

explained, the national government makes decisions about teachers’ salary increases, 

teachers’ evaluations, work schedules and student to teacher ratios, health insurance, and 

regulates teachers’ management including hiring, promotion, transfers rules and education 

funding, among other themes, and therefore, it makes the national government the most 

important site for negotiation.  

At the next level of government -autonomous municipalities and departments-, 

there are not many decisions that teachers can influence as a group. Although autonomous 

municipalities and departments manage teachers’ requests such as certifications, leaves and 

permits, among others, the decisions these subnational entities make in those matters are 

not policy or regulatory decisions with broad effects. Moreover, the principal from Chía 

mentioned that teachers do not make requests or hold discussions with the secretariat on 

pedagogical, organization or policy matters. Instead the requests that teachers make 

 
representatives in Fusagasugá, Chía and Ubaté to request interviews. I received no response from them and 
could not interview any of those leaders.  
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directly before the secretary of education are usually related to permits, leave requests or 

transfers, on an individual basis.100 

In conclusion, participation of parents, businessmen and teachers in local decision-

making to hold local decision makers accountable, or to express the needs and priorities of 

the community, is lacking in autonomous municipalities and helps to provide an 

explanation for the largely null results identified in Chapters 3 and 4. Without participation, 

local authorities lack information about needs of stakeholders, are not able to identify 

groups or schools that are most in need of resources, and might not be able to adopt proper 

actions to solve those needs, and therefore to take adequate actions to increase education 

performance and reduce inequality. Note that in this context municipalities might spend 

more, as shown in Chapter 3, but given the lack of information, those additional 

expenditures might not translate into gains on performance or reductions on inequality. 

Also, local authorities could feel unaccountable to stakeholders such as parents, 

businessmen and teachers, and feel more freedom to follow the interests and leads of 

politicians, political machines or local elites.101  

POLITICAL CAPTURE AND CLIENTELISM 

Evidence presented in this chapter suggests that the goals of some decisions of local 

authorities were not those of improving performance or the reduction of inequalities on 

education. Instead the interviews suggest that local authorities are using their autonomy (as 
 

100 Sandra Tellez, principal of Institución Educativa Técnica José Joaquín Casas in Chía, interview on June 
7, 2019. 
101 As discussed more in detail in the discussion section and in Chapter 7, different sectors might have 
different interests, and if they participate they could push decision-making towards different directions. For 
instance, businessmen and families might demand, broadly, more performance, while teachers might 
oppose potentially performance enhancing programs (e.g. full school day or performance evaluations). 
Depending of each groups’ clout and participation strategies, some of these interests might prevail over 
others, for instance, given the possibility of elite capture. However, all those intricacies do not seem highly 
relevant to this analysis, given that the finding the chapter is describing is that none of those groups seem to 
be active participants in local policy-making. 
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limited as it is) to reward past political support or induce future support, by hiring 

provisional teachers and staff following political motivations instead of technical ones, or 

by signing contracts and spending money without considering the real needs of schools. 

Another example is the contracting of private schools, without consideration for their 

performance. 

The appointment of provisional teachers and teachers’ transfers among schools 

provides an example of a situation in which autonomous municipalities use their autonomy 

to reward political support. The Pool of Excellence, described in Chapter 2, aimed to reduce 

the use of provisional teacher appointments for political purposes, by requiring mayors and 

secretaries of education to hire among the best candidates registered in the pool. The former 

secretary of education of Fusagasugá acknowledges that the pool “curbed clientelism 

related to permanent vacancies”.102 Contrastingly, a principal from Chía asserted that that 

municipality hires provisional teachers “for political favors”, and they make a “move” 

because they fail to report or delay the report of the permanent vacancy.103 If they report 

the vacancy, they have to appoint a temporary teacher using the pool of excellence. If they 

fail to report the vacancy, the mayor hires the teacher without restrictions. Also, she said 

“they do their tricks to maintain political favors. There is where you see corruption more 

closely”. 

Two principals from Fusagasugá also mentioned that something they would change 

about in their municipality is politicking. Specifically, they mentioned that when 

autonomous municipalities execute their annual process of teachers’ relocations, that is, 

transfer of teachers between schools within the same municipality, the secretariat does not 

 
102 Anibal Forero, official at Ministry of Education and former Secretary of Education of Fusagasugá, 
interview on October 8, 2018. 
103 Sandra Tellez, principal of Institución Educativa Técnica José Joaquín Casas in Chía, interview on June 
7, 2019. 
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always take into account the needs of the schools. For instance, they do not take into 

account what subjects a school needs teachers for. Instead they provide preferential 

treatment to teachers who have a political “godfather”, and send them to the schools they 

choose, even if their subject of specialty does not align with the needs of the school.104 

Another example of the use of political motivations in decision-making relates to 

the use of municipalities’ own resources or SGP funds for quality investments. Even 

though for most autonomous municipalities these sources of funding are very small, or 

nonexistent in the case of the municipalities that are not able to generate own resources, 

the municipalities that do have resources have autonomy in deciding how to invest them. 

A principal mentioned that:  

“The mayor uses the resources for his personal interests, according to his political 
vision and his personal perspectives (…) They take the freedom to expend quality 
resources as they wish, they do not make us participants, although one would 
think that being an autonomous municipality budget allocations would be more 
participatory. (…) They just send things to the schools. For instance, there was a 
contract about Colombia’s national essence and Afro Colombians, they also 
issued some books about the so-called “Peace Course”, they appointed -using 
resources transferred by the national government for disability programs and the 
municipality’s own resources- an interdisciplinary team to support schools, but 
they are only five or six professionals for the twelve schools. That does not have 
any impact. We have said that, but they do not seem to listen. They renovated the 
computer room, as well as the room for teachers, but it is all according to the 
mayor’s judgment. Can you imagine? They bought school desks for all schools, 
but there were schools which already had new desks”.105 

There might be a relationship between the decisions of that mayor and the relatively 

large amount of education expenditures Chía makes both overall as well as in quality, 

 
104 Luis Moreno Pinzón, principal of Institución Educativa Municipal Carlos Lozano Lozano in 
Fusagasugá, interview on August 8, 2018; Magdalena Sanabria Sierra, principal of Institución Educativa 
Municipal Manuel Humberto Cardenas Velez in Fusagasugá, interview on August 8, 2018. 
105 Sandra Tellez, principal of Institución Educativa Técnica José Joaquín Casas in Chía, interview on June 
7, 2019. 



 193 

which are above the department’s average, according to Table 18. That is, Chía may be 

spending more because they use those resources for politicking. 

The situation portrayed by this same principal, is not that different than the situation 

that non-autonomous municipalities face. The former secretary of health and social action 

of Ubaté, a non-autonomous municipality, mentioned that in the five years she had been 

working at the municipality she has seen: 

“Three different foundations contracted by the department but they had never 
delivered results to the municipality…I think that the education sector in the 
department lacks some balance…If the department contracts some foundation, it 
should look for integrity and articulation, it should contact the municipality 
beforehand to understand what its needs are”.106 

A final example of the use of autonomy for political ends is the contracting of 

private schools for the provision of publicly funded education. Law 715 of 2001 

determined that autonomous municipalities and departments were able to contract private 

schools for the provision of education, when they lacked the capacity to attend their 

demand. According to an education expert that kind of education is: 

“Of good quality in Bogotá, but in the rest of the country that possibility served 
for politicking, clientelism and corruption, especially in Buenaventura and Valle 
del Cauca, at some point 50% of their public education was contracted with the 
private sector, and as that is paid per student, they inflated enrollment, transferred 
children between schools when supervisors arrived, relatives of politician ended 
up creating schools. That was a disaster”. 107  

A former official at the Ministry of Education also recognized that “although the 

law stated that they should contract schools with experience and suitability, in practice they 

 
106 Nohora Rojas Torres, Secretary of Health and Social Action of Ubaté, interview on August 15, 2018. 
107 José María Leyton, former Director of Territorial Strengthening at the Ministry of Education, interview 
on July 11, 2019. 
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contracted anybody (…) and some secretaries of education ended up in jail for these 

situations”.108  

Something to note in the department and municipalities described at the beginning 

of this chapter is that all of them have relatively high levels of political competition 

according to the normalized Herfindahl index for the mayoral election of 2015. As shown 

in Table 18, for all of them the index is above 0.80, which is closer to 1, highest level of 

political competition. The high levels of political competition might also help to explain 

mayoral decisions to reward support by awarding contracts on a political basis, and would 

suggest that political competition does not necessarily brings positive effects as predicted 

in Chapter 1, but might bring negative behaviors for local politicians to secure future 

support.  

In conclusion, although municipalities have in general low levels of autonomy, in 

those cases where they do have autonomy, they use it mainly with political (as opposed to 

policy) intentions, looking to benefit people that electorally supported them by appointing 

them as staff or provisional teachers, or by awarding contracts that do not take into 

consideration the real needs of schools or the community. This provides evidence that 

education decentralization in Colombia has increased the potential for decision-making 

capture at the local level. Specifically, there seems to be capture by political elites or groups 

that use autonomy to benefit politically either by fulfilling clientelistic promises and 

awarding public posts to political supporters, or by awarding contracts to individuals and 

firms closer to mayors, governors and their political circles.  

This partially explains the results presented in Chapters 3 and 4. Education 

expenditures increase, specifically those the municipalities do with their own resources, 

 
108 Marta Herrera, official at Bogotá’s Secretariat of Education, and former director of the School Meal 
Program at the Ministry of Education, interview on June 19, 2019. 
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because those expenditures serve to fund the positions and contracts awarded under 

political motivations. However, the people hired and the contracts given do not seem to 

consider technical considerations, the real needs of schools or the need to adopt pro-poor 

programs and policies. Therefore, those additional expenditures fail to convert into 

improvements in performance or reductions of inequality. 

HETEROGENOUS LOCAL ADMINISTRATIVE CAPACITY 

This chapter has argued that autonomy of municipalities to manage education is 

actually highly restricted. It has also shown that even in those areas where municipalities 

enjoy higher levels of autonomy they tend to adopt decisions based on political motivations 

rather than looking for the well-being of their constituencies. A complementary 

explanation for the disconnection between the current governance scheme of education and 

the results shown in Chapters 3 and 4 is the lack of local administrative capacity of 

autonomous municipalities. The lack of capacity is evident in municipalities’ inability to 

generate resources to invest on education, which was discussed in the section on 

recentralization. Here I focus on the lack of administrative capacity beyond funding, and 

its relationship with lack of improvement on education performance and the increase in 

inequality.  

Autonomous municipalities seem to lack the capacities, particularly the human 

capital, required to properly perform those responsibilities. In 2016 a report by the OECD 

stated: 

The capacity of local certified governments in Colombia to carry out their 
functions varies greatly. The Ministry of Education has identified 48 ETC109 as 
lacking capacity according to a range of indicators covering enrolment, quality 
and management. Many municipalities lack the human, financial or technical 

 
109 ETC is the Spanish acronym for Certified Territorial Entities. That is how the Ministry of Education 
and other entities refer to departments and municipalities with autonomy in the education sector. 



 196 

resources to ensure the quality of schools under their responsibility. In extreme 
cases, such as Chocó, the Ministry of Education has taken over ETCs that have 
been unable to govern effectively.  

The OECD’s conclusion shows how pervasive is that lack of capacity: out of a total 

of 94 departments and municipalities with autonomy in charge of their respective education 

systems, the Ministry considers that there are 48 which lack the capacity to manage the 

education system.  

The story of the former secretary of education of Fusagasugá provides a good 

example to illustrate the situation regarding the lack of human capital. By the time of the 

interview he had around 10 years of experience advising the Ministry of Education and 

other autonomous municipalities about education management. After his tenure as 

secretary of education he joined again the Ministry of Education as a midlevel manager. 

When asked about that change, he stated that he quit the secretariat because he “ran out of 

gas”. I wondered if he was referring to political motivations, and he emphatically denied 

that, and instead clarified that the salary was very low: 

“Politically I could be secretary again, and they would like me to. However, in a 
municipality of second category, that pays as if it were of sixth category, it pays a 
little bit, it pays four million and seven hundred thousand pesos,110 and then you 
say, well it is a town, but not, because I have been working as an advisor and have 
always earned double that. I did that to earn the experience, and I am grateful and 
would like to do it again, but professionally I have other expectations. And I 
prefer to be an advisor, because as an advisor I am not the one legally responsible 
for decisions”.111 

The former secretary’s assertions highlight that salaries are low in Colombian 

subnational entities, even those with autonomy. This is an obstacle to find people with 

 
110 This is equivalent to around $1,590 US Dollars in 2018, according to OECD’s exchange rates (OECD, 
n.d.) 
111 Anibal Forero, official at Ministry of Education and former Secretary of Education of Fusagasugá, 
interview on October 8, 2018. 
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academic preparation and professional experience to adequately manage provision of 

education in a municipality.  

Additionally, when asked about the staff he worked with at the secretariat, he 

mentioned three problems: First, that previous secretaries have hired the ones that 

politically supported them and the mayor. Second, he mentioned employees that belong to 

the civil service and therefore have a higher level of protection than other employees, who 

were performing higher level positions for which they lack the capacity “but they have no 

idea of what they are working on, or they lack the capacity, or they lack management skills, 

or simply they do not want to do it, and therefore the technical problem for a secretary is 

huge”. Third, he concluded that “one of the big problems of decentralization of education 

is the technical and administrative capacity of the secretariats of education”, a problem that 

is even bigger when the assigned secretary does not know the education sector.112  

Principals from schools in Fusagasugá and Chía confirmed the secretary’s 

perception. For instance a principal from Fusagasugá suggested that the creation of posts 

in the secretariat is more focused on guaranteeing that people who have performed a job 

for a long time keep their job, but “we do not really analyze what are the personnel needs 

of the secretariat of education to work at 100%, and that is what has prevented the 

realization of a modernization plan for the secretariat”.113 Similarly, the principal from 

Chía mentioned, referring to the staff at the secretariat, that “a lot of them were not experts, 

people inexperienced to manage education, but they were there because they were hired by 

the mayor when the municipality became autonomous”.114 
 

112 Adolfo Sánchez, former director of upper-secondary education at the Ministry of Education, interview 
on June 5, 2019; Anibal Forero, official at Ministry of Education and former Secretary of Education of 
Fusagasugá, interview on October 8, 2018. 
113 Luis Moreno Pinzón, principal of Institución Educativa Municipal Carlos Lozano Lozano in 
Fusagasugá, interview on August 8, 2018.  
114 Sandra Tellez, principal of Institución Educativa Técnica José Joaquín Casas in Chía, interview on June 
7, 2019. 
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This lack of human capital is confirmed by a former director of upper-secondary 

education at the Ministry of Education:  

“A secretary of education that knows about education is fundamental, but beyond 
that, I think that those who hold leading positions in planning, management, 
resource administration should have training in project management and public 
administration. That is key and it can be seen when they have that training or 
when they do not. I turn again to the case of Envigado. Meetings with them were 
very executive, we all knew what they wanted, what role everyone played, what 
tasks remained and what indicators we had for those tasks to advance. There were 
other meetings that were just idle talk and a waste of time”.115 

The former director’s words confirm both the need for local decision-makers to 

have adequate training, as well as the exceptionality of adequate training in Colombian 

subnational entities. 

In summary, there is evidence that most autonomous municipalities lack technical 

capacity to manage the education sector. Salaries of secretaries of education are low and 

non-competitive, which makes it hard to recruit qualified officials. Secretaries of education 

have to work with staff that joined the secretariats for political recommendations instead 

of for their merits and knowledge of the education system. Some of their staff have higher 

levels of job protection, which hinders any possibility of transfer or dismissal. The results 

of these situations are that secretariats are usually staffed with officials that lack 

management and substantive skills to rule over the education system. Sometimes even the 

secretary lacks the expertise, knowledge and skills required for task. Moreover, this 

situation is compounded by the impossibility to generate resources to develop those 

capacities.  

In conclusion, the lack of technical capacities is another factor that, along with the 

almost total absence of autonomy in decision making, the deficiency in participation of 

 
115 Adolfo Sánchez, former director of upper-secondary education at the Ministry of Education, interview 
on June 5, 2019. 
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relevant stakeholders, and the use of the little autonomy municipalities enjoy for political 

purposes, hinders the adoption of decisions at the local level that improve performance and 

reduce education inequality. The lack of adequate human resources and technical capacity 

implies that municipalities and their staff lack the skills to identify and prioritize the needs 

of the schools, to assess the kind of programs or interventions that address those needs, to 

select the best instruments, actors and providers to implement those interventions, and 

ultimately to properly monitor and evaluate them. Therefore, expenditures made by 

municipalities without proper capacity are less likely to be effective in improving education 

quality and in creating better education conditions for those most in need to reduce 

education inequality. Moreover, those municipalities without adequate capacity are more 

prone to the influence of political actors who would like to take advantage of autonomy for 

political benefit. 

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION 

The aim of this chapter was to use more qualitative techniques to further explain 

the results presented in Chapters 3 and 4, namely that autonomy causes an increase on 

education expenditures and on education inequality, but that it does not have any effect on 

education performance. The explanation provided on this chapter highlighted four factors 

behind the occurrence of those results.  

The Counterweight to of Decentralization: Growing Centralization 

First, the growing centralization of education funding and decision-making has 

mitigated the improvements to performance and inequality. The rational choice argument 

in favor of decentralization is based in the assumption that closeness to local needs of 

public services beneficiaries increases efficiency in service provision. Moreover, if in a 
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decentralized context there is socioeconomic inequality and political competition, 

autonomous decision making should also decrease inequality because local authorities 

have an incentive to adopt pro-poor initiatives. Conversely, higher levels of centralization 

run against the possibility of increasing efficiency and reducing inequality particularly 

when central level authorities do not consider local realities in their decisions, either 

because of lack of knowledge or because of lack of will.  

This seems to be the case in Colombia. After the 2001 reform, the Ministry of 

Education has had a growing role on education funding and decision making, without 

taking into consideration local contexts. Instead, it seems as if the Ministry’s decisions are 

motivated by distrust in local authorities and an impulse to rein and control their finances. 

The so-called autonomous municipalities seem to act more as implementors of decisions 

made at the central level, and consequently, that autonomy is not able to influence 

performance or reduce inequality, as the rational choice argument would predict.  

However, despite the growing centralization, municipalities still have autonomy 

with respect to a small portion of resources and decisions. There is evidence that some 

municipalities put that autonomy to good use by experimenting with initiatives that have 

the potential to improve performance and reduce inequalities (e.g. the organization of upper 

secondary schools in Envigado). Nevertheless, we have also observed that most 

autonomous municipalities are severely hampered in using the little autonomy that they are 

ostensibly given to improve performance and inequality: by a lack of participation; by 

clientelistic practices;  and by low levels of local administrative capacity.  

Limited Participation of Teachers and Parents 

Lack of participation by relevant stakeholders hinders the ability of autonomous 

municipalities to adopt policies that improve education outcomes. Without participation, 
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municipalities lack a relevant source of information regarding the needs of the schools or 

the community in general. The absence of this information is more relevant when not even 

interested stakeholders such as parents, teachers and the business community  actively 

participate in decision making. To be fair, it does not seem, at least in the three 

municipalities under analysis in this chapter, as if local authorities have a real interest in 

increasing that participation. Nonetheless, the reality is that even for the little autonomy 

municipalities have, municipalities do not have a relevant source of information about 

needs and priorities, so that they can adopt policies and programs to address them.  

It is possible that higher levels of participation open the opportunity for elite capture 

or for some interests to be represented more intensely than others. For example, organized 

actors, such as teachers, might have more clout than those of unorganized diffuse groups, 

such as parents (Olson, 1971). It is also possible that, as the resource theory suggest, those 

with more resources devote more time to participate (Collier & Handling, 2009). 

Contrastingly, Davies and Falleti (2017) show evidence that suggest that the poor are 

motivated by need to participate in local programmatic associations. Whatever the actual 

realities of participation are, the fact that this chapter underscores is that in Colombia there 

does not seem to be any relevant participation at all on education decision making at the 

local level by the poor, the middle or upper classes or by organized interests such as 

teachers or businessmen.   

The Costs of Clientelism 

The second factor that hinders the use of autonomy to improve education outcomes 

is clientelism. In many instances in the municipalities under study and elsewhere in the 

country, decisions of autonomous municipalities are not based upon technical 

considerations that show a real concern for improving quality of education or increasing 
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opportunities for everyone. Instead, they seem to be guided by the political benefit they 

might generate. As a result, mayors hire staff with low levels of technical capacity to 

manage the education sector, and award contracts to provided services, all of which imply 

an increase on education expenditures, without the real potential to improve education 

outcomes. Political capture and the use of autonomy for clientelistic purposes, as predicted 

by the so-called second-generation fiscal federalism, does not result in increased efficiency, 

and on the contrary, could result in increased inequalities. That is the case because the poor, 

who were already socially and economically disadvantaged, fail to benefit from a 

potentially equalizing education system. 

Low Administrative Capacity 

Even if education management were effectively decentralized and there was a 

generalized political willingness to use autonomy to improve education outcomes, 

evidence also shows that municipalities with autonomy do not have the administrative 

capacity to manage education, not to mention the ability to innovate on education initiatives 

that align with local needs. Low levels of local capacity imply that municipalities devote 

fewer resources to education and are not able to adopt, implement, monitor and evaluate 

interventions that are effective to improve education outcomes. Those municipalities are 

also more prone to political influences. As predicted by the theoretical argument presented 

in Chapter 1, autonomy in the context of low levels of local capacity results in increased 

inequalities and no effects in performance. 

These factors form a negative policy feedback loop that compounds their effect. As 

the Ministry of Education increasingly centralizes decision making, local communities fail 

to influence local authorities to attend their needs and those authorities continue to drive 

their decision making towards the generation or rewarding of political support. The absence 
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of effective autonomy and political pressure by local communities precludes the possibility 

to develop administrative capacity to manage education and generate resources to invest in 

it. The failure to develop capacity along with the political use of autonomy increase the 

distrust of the national government and, potentially, reinforces the trend to recentralization.  
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Chapter 6: Education decentralization, performance and inequality in 
Latin America 

INTRODUCTION 

The primary focus of this dissertation has been the 2001 reform in Colombia. The 

reform provided a specific setting to assess the effects of decentralization on education 

expenditures, performance and inequality. According to the main findings of Chapters 3 

and 4, decentralization of education, as implemented in Colombia, increased education 

expenditures per public school student, had no effect on education performance as 

measured by the average score in Saber 11 test, and increased education inequality as 

measured by the standard deviation of the scores in the same test, at the level of the 

municipality.  

To complement the analysis of the Colombian case, this chapter undertakes a 

comparative analysis of seven Latin American countries (including Colombia) to assess 

the broader relationship between levels of decentralization and education performance and 

inequality. The analysis is particularly relevant in a region where since the late 1980s, as 

part of the push for market reforms around the world, which included the decentralization 

of public service provision (such as education), and the fact that most countries 

implemented reforms aimed to decentralize education provision (Grindle, 2004; Wilson et 

al., 2008), in many cases focusing in the maximization of autonomy at the school level 

(Rivas & Sanchez, 2020). These reforms have promoted an increase in autonomy levels in 

decision-making by subnational units and schools. In Latin America, some countries have 

adopted these reforms more comprehensively (e.g. Chile) than others.  

This comparative analysis augments the in-depth study of the Colombian case in a 

number of ways. It provides some contrast to the results presented in previous chapters, 
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and allows us to see if those results are characteristic of Colombia and the education 

governance scheme that resulted from the 2001 reform, or if those results are part of a more 

general Latin American trend relating to education performance and inequality. Also, by 

comparing different governance schemes that focus on different levels of decision-making 

(i.e. national, subnational, school level), and have decentralized the provision of education 

to some of those levels, this analysis sheds light on combinations of functions assigned to 

different levels of government that are associated with better performance and/or lower 

inequality. Ultimately, the comparative analysis allows us to test, beyond the particular 

focus in one country, the theoretical argument advanced in Chapter 1, that decentralization 

might increase performance and reduce inequality, but the relationship depends on the 

existence of the possibility of local capture and the local capacity of subnational entities  

This chapter uses data from the Organization for Economic Co-operation and 

Development’s (OECD) Programme for International of Student Assessment (PISA) for 

seven Latin American countries: Brazil, Chile, Colombia, Costa Rica, Mexico, Peru and 

Uruguay. I use data from three of the more recent  PISA assessments: 2009, 2012 and 

2015.116  

The chapter has two goals. First, to provide a comparison of levels of 

decentralization of education across seven Latin American countries, and to assesses how 

different levels of decentralization are related to performance in mathematics, reading and 

science (the three subjects covered by PISA), as well as to the performance gap between 

students from high and low socioeconomic status. The comparison focuses on the 

decentralization of two dimensions of education governance: resources and curriculum. As 

shown below, different countries have decentralized these dimensions to different layers 

 
116 In the latest wave (2018) PISA did not include any questions related to decentralization of education.   
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of government, including municipalities or regions and schools. In this context, 

decentralization is understood as the degree to which schools, as opposed to higher levels 

of government, are in charge of a set of tasks regarding education management such as 

subnational or national authorities. The larger the number of those tasks that are the primary 

responsibility of schools, the higher the level of decentralization or school autonomy 

according to the PISA data. 

Second, the chapter assesses whether higher levels of autonomy at the school level 

in each country are related to students’ performance in those same subjects, and whether 

the relationship is shaped by students’ socioeconomic status. For this second goal, I 

estimate ordinary least squared (OLS) regressions for each country-year with performance 

in mathematics, reading or science as dependent variables; two different measures of 

school autonomy as the main independent variable; and an interaction between school 

autonomy and a measure of students’ socioeconomic status. In each of those regressions I 

control for student and school characteristics.  

According to the theoretical argument discussed in Chapter 1, this chapter tests two 

hypotheses. First, the arguments stemming from rational choice tradition which suggest 

that higher levels of decentralization have a positive effect on education performance. This 

is because local decision makers are more connected with the specific needs of the students 

and the overall community in the schools’ context, and therefore they are better able to 

make decisions that fit those needs and context. Similarly, parents (and perhaps students) 

are in a better position to hold decision-makers accountable, and even to participate in those 

decisions –depending on the specific context (Bishop & Woessmann, 2004; Woessmann, 

2003), all of which are expected to improve education performance. The second hypothesis 

to be tested is whether higher levels of autonomy exacerbate education inequality, mainly 

due to a disproportionate influence of families socioeconomic status.  
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Below I present the general context relating to the countries included in the 

analysis, followed by a discussion of the data and methods used in the analysis. This offers 

the prelude to an analysis of the results and offers a discussion and conclusions of the PISA 

data related to Colombia.  

THE COUNTRIES UNDER ANALYSIS 

As noted above, this chapters focuses on seven Latin American countries that have 

participated in  three out of the seven PISA assessments. PISA began in 2000 and has had 

triennial applications, the most recent being that of 2018. Around 70 countries have 

participated in PISA seven waves, including the Latin American countries shown in Table 

19. The analysis focuses in those countries that participated in the three waves of 2009, 

2012, and 2015 in order to assess how the relationship between decentralization and 

performance has changed over time.117 In summary, the countries included in the analysis 

are: Brazil, Chile, Colombia, Costa Rica, Mexico, Peru and Uruguay.  

 
117 In 2015 only the city of Buenos Aires in Argentina participated in PISA. Therefore, the Argentinian 
sample for that year is not representative of the whole country, as they were in 2012 and 2009. Therefore, 
Argentina is not included in the analysis of this chapter.  
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Table 19. Latin American countries participating in PISA 

COUNTRY 2018 2015 2012 2009 2006 2003 2000 

Argentina X X* X X X  X 

Brazil X X X X X X X 

Chile X X X X X  X 

Colombia X X X X X   

Costa Rica X X X X    

Dominican Republic X X      

Mexico X X X X X X X 

Panama X   X    

Peru X X X X   X 

Trinidad & Tobago  X  X    

Uruguay X X X X X X  

Countries in italics are those included in the analysis.  
* In 2015 only the city of Buenos Aires participated in PISA.  
Source: https://www.oecd.org/pisa/aboutpisa/pisa-participants.htm 

Table 20 shows basic demographic and economic characteristics of the countries 

included in the analysis and the sample includes countries with a large range of population 

sizes from small (3.5 million inhabitants in Uruguay), to large (over 200 million in Brazil). 

In the seven countries the majority of the population is female, and in six of them around 

20% of the population is between the ages of 0 and 14, while in Mexico it is around 25%. 

There are significant differences in the countries’ population density. The most densely 

populated country is Costa Rica (97.91 people per sq. km) and the lowest Uruguay (19.71 

per sq. km). All countries are mostly urban although there are important differences on the 

share of rural population out of the total population: Peru (21.9) and Costa Rica (19.22) 

have the largest proportions that are rural; while Uruguay (4.57) and Chile (12.36) have 

the lowest.  Five of the seven countries are below the population replacement rate with 
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fertility rates below 2.1, with Mexico and Peru  being the only ones with above replacement 

rate levels.  

In the period 2015-2019, all countries had a positive average on the average of 

economic growth rates. Costa Rica and Peru had the highest average growth rate with 3.6 

and 3.3, respectively, while Brazil and Uruguay had the lowest rates with 1.1 and 1.6, 

respectively. GDP per capita shows relevant economic disparities between the countries. 

Chile and Uruguay are the clear leaders in the sample in economic terms, while Peru and 

Colombia rank at the bottom. This partially correlates with the five variables at the bottom 

of Table 20, which show that Colombia and Peru are also among the countries with the 

lowest levels of i) access to electricity; ii) completeness of birth and death registration 

records; iii) the number of physicians per 1,000 people;, and iv), the highest poverty levels. 

However, Brazil and Mexico, which have relatively higher levels of GDP per capita, are 

also among the countries with low levels across these same variables. Also, Mexico, by 

far, has the largest levels of poverty (42%), in contrast to Chile and Uruguay where poverty 

is less than 9%. 
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Table 20: Demographic and economic characteristics of the countries included in the analysis 
 

Brazil Chile Colombia Costa Rica Mexico Peru Uruguay 

Population, total 
(2019) 

211,049,527 18,952,038 50,339,443 5,047,561 127,575,529 32,510,453 3,461,734 

Population, female (% 
of total population) 
(2019) 

50.85 50.71 50.91 50.02 51.09 50.33 51.70 

Population ages 0-14 
(% of total population) 

21.00 19.49 22.62 21.07 26.18 25.25 20.45 

Population density 
(people per sq. km of 
land area) (2018) 

25.06 25.19 44.75 97.91 64.91 24.99 19.71 

Rural population (% of 
total population) 
(2019)  

13.18 12.36 18.90 19.92 19.56 21.90 4.57 

Fertility rate. total 
(births per woman) 
(2018) 

1.73 1.65 1.81 1.75 2.13 2.25 1.97 

GDP growth (annual 
%) (average 2015 to 
2019) 

1.1 1.7 2.5 3.6 2.1 3.3 1.6 

GDP per capita 
(constant 2010 US$) 
(2019) 

$11,122 $15,091 $7,843 $10,047 $10,276 $6,487 $14,597 

Poverty headcount 
ratio at national 
poverty lines (% of 
population) 

- 8.6 (2017) 27 (2018) 21 (2019) 41.9 (2018) 20.5 (2018) 8.1 (2018) 
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Access to electricity 
(% of population) 
(2018) 

100.00 100.00 99.94 100.00 100.00 95.20 100.00 

Completeness of birth 
registration (%)  

96 (2015) 99 (2011) 96.8 (2015) 100 (2013) 95 (2015) 98 (2016) 100 (2013) 

Completeness of death 
registration with cause-
of-death information 
(%) 

99 (2016) 95 (2016) 80 (2015) 87 (2014) 100 (2016) 57 (2015) 100 (2016) 

Life expectancy at 
birth. total (years) 
(2018) 

75.67 80.04 77.11 80.10 74.99 76.52 77.77 

Physicians (per 1.000 
people)  

2.16 (2018) 2.59 (2018) 2.18 (2018) 2.89 (2018) 2.38 (2017) 1.30 (2016) 5.08 (2017) 

Source: Word Development Indicators (World Bank, 2020b) 
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Table 21 shows several characteristics of the countries’ education systems. Costa 

Rica is the country with the highest education attainment, with around 20% of its 

population with ages 25 and more having a bachelor’s degree. All of the sampled countries 

have between 12 and 14 years of compulsory education. Most have primary education 

lasting for 6 years, with the exceptions of Brazil and Colombia. Secondary education lasts 

6 years in most countries, except for Brazil (where it is 7 years), and Costa Rica and Peru 

(5 years). For these countries compulsory education includes pre-primary (not shown in 

the table), primary, and secondary education. The age for starting primary education is at 

6 years old in all countries, while the age for starting lower secondary is aged 12 in most 

countries, except for Brazil and Colombia where children start at 11. Given that PISA 

targets 15-year-olds, this implies that students who participate in PISA have between 3 to 

4 years secondary schooling at the time they take the assessment. 

Expenditures on education as a percentage of GDP range between 3.71% for Peru 

and 6.24% for Brazil. When looking at those expenditures as a percentage of total 

government expenditure Costa Rica (26.09%) is the top ranked country, while at the bottom 

is Uruguay (14.94% -- see Table 21). In all cases government education expenditure is 

larger for secondary than for primary education. Brazil and Uruguay have the largest 

differences between these two types of expenditures (around 15% in Brazil compared to 

10 % in the other countries. As Table 21 indicates, the percentage of education 

expenditures devoted to tertiary education is between 20 and 25% for all countries except 

for Peru (15.77%).  
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Table 21: Education system characteristics  

 
Brazil Chile Colombia 

Costa 

Rica 
Mexico Peru Uruguay 

Educational attainment, at 

least Bachelor's or 

equivalent, population 

25+, total (%) 

(cumulative) 

16.54 

(2018) 

14.64 

(2017) 

11.76 

(2018) 

20.63 

(2016) 

16.02 

(2018) 
- 

11.47 

(2018) 

Compulsory education, 

duration (years) (2018) 
14 12 12 13 14 14 14 

Primary education, 

duration (years) (2019) 
5 6 5 6 6 6 6 

Secondary education, 

duration (years) (2019) 
7 6 6 5 6 5 6 

Primary school starting 

age (years) (2019) 
6 6 6 6 6 6 6 

Lower secondary school 

starting age (years) 

(2019) 

11 12 11 12 12 12 12 

Government expenditure 

on education, total (% of 

GDP) 

6.24 

(2015) 

5.40 

(2017) 

4.50 

(2018) 

7.02 

(2018) 

4.90 

(2016) 

3.71 

(2018) 

4.84 

(2017) 

Government expenditure 

on education, total (% of 

government expenditure) 

16.22 

(2015) 

21.30 

(2017) 

15.98 

(2018) 

26.09 

(2018) 

17.94 

(2016) 

17.13 

(2018) 

14.94 

(2017) 

Expenditure on primary 

education (% of 

government expenditure 

on education) 

25.62 

(2015) 

27.91 

(2017) 

32.71 

(2018) 

28.67 

(2018) 

32.45 

(2016) 

33.88 

(2018) 

23.12 

(2017) 

Expenditure on secondary 

education (% of 

government expenditure 

on education) 

41.37 

(2015) 

28.47 

(2017) 

38.06 

(2018) 

28.68 

(2018) 

32.94 

(2016) 

34.22 

(2018) 

34.68 

(2017) 

Expenditure on tertiary 

education (% of 

government expenditure 

on education) 

21.45 

(2015) 

25.15 

(2017) 

23.31 

(2018) 

23.14 

(2018) 

21.09 

(2016) 

15.77 

(2018) 

24.80 

(2017) 

School enrollment, 

primary (% net)  

96.30 

(2017) 

94.74 

(2017) 

92.92 

(2018) 

97.33 

(2018) 

95.30 

(2017) 

95.65 

(2018) 

99.38 

(2017) 

School enrollment, 

secondary (% net) 

81.73 

(2017) 

88.65 

(2017) 

77.47 

(2018) 

82.45 

(2018) 

81.16 

(2017) 

89.31 

(2018) 

88.21 

(2017) 

Source: Word Development Indicators (World Bank, 2020b) 
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As outlined by Ward and Wilson (2018, pp. 194–195), Latin America has made 

very important improvements in education enrollment since the 1960s. Table 21 shows 

evidence of some of the outcomes of improvement. For instance, net enrollment rates for 

primary education are above 90% for all countries, bordering on 100% in the case of 

Uruguay. Secondary education enrollment is lower, but remains quite high with rates 

ranging from 77.47% for Colombia to 89.3% in Peru. However, as Fiszbein and Stanton 

(2018, pp. 13–14) show, dropout rates and repetition are high in many countries in the 

region. Moreover, enrollment in technical and vocational training still lags behind the 

overall enrollment trends in the region. The relatively lower levels of enrollment are 

relevant when interpreting PISA results, because as explained in detail below, it only 

includes active students in the assessment.  

Beyond enrollment, there is still a lot of room for improvement in terms of 

education quality (Ward & Wilson, 2018, p. 195). Learning levels are low in primary and 

secondary education, and inequality is pervasive as shown by learning gaps by 

socioeconomic status (Fiszbein & Stanton, 2018, pp. 15–16). International comparative 

assessments such as those in the PISA database rank Latin American countries below 

international averages.  

Although Latin America is a diverse region, as the information provided in Table 

20 and Table 21 clearly shows, the countries included in this analysis stand out in relative 

terms with respect to the others in the region. For instance, Fiszbein and Stanton (2018, p. 

30) classify Chile and Uruguay as having strong education outcomes as well as providing 

a strong policy environment for education, and Brazil, Colombia, Costa Rica, Mexico and 

Peru are considered to have medium educational outcomes despite also having a strong 

policy environment. In this classification Argentina would rank medium in both 

dimensions, along with countries such as Ecuador and Venezuela. Countries classified as 
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weak in both dimensions include El Salvador and Guatemala (among others). The fact that 

the countries included in this chapter consistently participate in PISA provides additional 

evidence of what the authors name as a positive policy environment, and show a 

willingness to collect systematic evidence about their education systems’ performance. 

DATA 

This chapter uses data from the Programme of International Student Assessment 

(PISA), an international survey “which aims to evaluate education systems worldwide by 

testing the skills and knowledge of 15-year-olds students” (OECD, 2020). The sample for 

each country and each wave is a nationally representative random sample of 15-years old 

enrolled in school. The survey does not include the same schools in each wave so the data 

are not longitudinal for the students or for schools.  

In addition to the students’ assessment in reading, science and mathematics, PISA 

includes a questionnaire about a students’ background, as well as a questionnaire for 

principals to report on schools’ characteristics and resources. These two questionnaires 

provide the information used for the independent variables and the covariates used in the 

analysis.  

I use data from three of PISA most recent assessments: 2009, 2012 and 2015 -- 

selected because the question of the school’s questionnaire in which the school autonomy 

measures are based has remained unchanged across those three waves, as are the student 

and school covariates, making the information and data fully comparable. Among the Latin 

American countries that have participated in PISA, this chapter focuses in those countries 

that have participated in those three assessments, leaving out Dominican Republic, Panama 

and Trinidad & Tobago, which have only participated in one or two of the three 
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assessments. Argentina is not included because in 2015 the sample of students was only 

representative for the city of Buenos Aires and not for the country overall. 

The analysis will comprise two components. First, it presents a descriptive 

comparison between countries. In that comparison all measures of performance, inequality 

and decentralization are aggregated at the country – year level, by estimating the average 

of each of those variables at that level. The second component is an analysis within each 

country-year in which individual information for each student included in the sample for 

that country-year is used.  

Dependent variables: students’ performance in mathematics, reading and science 

This chapter focuses on the students’ score in the mathematics, reading and science 

components of PISA. PISA aim is to measure the students’ ability to “use their knowledge 

and skills to meet real life challenges” in each of those subjects (OECD, 2020). For each 

of them, PISA provides ten plausible values, which are jointly used to estimate the 

students’ performance as suggested by PISA (OECD, 2017a). These values are jointly used 

to estimate aggregated measures of performance, for instance averages at the country level, 

or to estimate aggregated associations between variables, for instance, using linear 

regressions. Moreover, those estimations use  the method of balanced repeated replication 

to analyze survey data, proposed by PISA, which estimates unbiased statistics, taking into 

consideration the complex survey design used by PISA to collect the data.  

For the initial comparison between countries I estimate mean average scores at the 

country level, as well as the gap in mean scores between students in the first and tenth 

deciles of the index of economic, social and cultural status (explained in detail below). The 

individual score is used in the OLS estimations for each country-year.  
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Main explanatory variables: measures of decentralization and levels of decision-
making 

The PISA school questionnaire includes the following question: “Regarding your 

school, who has considerable responsibility for the following tasks?” (OECD, 2010, 2013, 

2017b). The tasks included in the question are:  

1. Selecting teachers for hire 

2. Firing teachers 

3. Establishing teachers’ starting salaries 

4. Determining teachers’ salary increases 

5. Formulating the school budget 

6. Deciding on budget allocations within the school 

7. Establishing student disciplinary policies 

8. Establishing student assessment policies 

9. Approving students for admission to the school 

10. Choosing which textbooks are used 

11. Determining course content 

12. Deciding which courses are offered 

Since 2009, there are five possible answers for each of these tasks: Principal, 

teachers, school governing board,118 regional or local education authority,119 and national 

education authority.120 Using the information from this question, PISA has created two 

measures of decentralization which capture the degree to which sets of tasks related to 

 
118 Or the equivalent in each country. For instance, in the Colombian questionnaire it is “El Gobierno 

Escolar”, i.e. school’s government. 

119 Or the equivalent in each country. For instance, in the Colombian questionnaire it is “La secretaría de 

educación municipal o departamental”, i.e. Municipality’s or Department’s education secretary.  

120 In the case of Colombia, it says “Ministerio de Educación Nacional”, i.e. National Ministry of 

Education. 
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resources, or to the curriculum, are the primary responsibility of schools and not of other 

education authorities. Those measures are: 

1. Responsibility for Resources (RESPRES): This index uses responses to tasks 1-6 

above, all related to resources allocation. It is calculated using the ratio of “yes” 

responses for school governing board, principals and teachers, to “yes” responses 

for regional/local education authority and national education authority. PISA 

standardized the index for it to have an OECD mean of 0 and a standard deviation 

of 1. Higher levels of the index indicate relatively higher levels of autonomy or 

responsibility at the school level in this area. This index is available for the 

following years: 2009, 2012 and 2015. 

2. Responsibility for Curriculum (RESPCURR): This measure focuses on tasks 8, 10, 

11, and 12 above, all broadly related to the school’s curriculum. Similarly, this 

index is built using the ratio of “yes” responses for school governing board, 

principals and teachers, to “yes” responses for regional/local education authority 

and national education authority. PISA standardized the index for it to have an 

OECD mean of 0 and a standard deviation of 1. Higher levels of the index indicate 

relatively higher levels of autonomy or responsibility at the school level in this area. 

This index has been created in all PISA waves. 

Here I use the variables RESPRES and RESCURR as the main independent 

variables to assess, separately, their relationship with students’ performance in the three 

PISA domains both in the cross-country comparison and the analysis within each country-

year. Beyond the analysis of the aggregated variables, the comparison between countries 

also shows the specific distribution between levels of government for three tasks in each 

country: selecting teachers for hire, deciding on budget allocations within the school and 

determining course content.  
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Moderator: PISA Index of Economic, Social and Cultural Status (ESCS) 

To see if the association between autonomy and scores is moderated by the 

students’ socioeconomic status, the within the country-year OLS estimations include an 

interaction between the measures of autonomy and a measure of students’ socioeconomic 

status in an effort to ascertain if the latter moderates the effect of decentralization on 

students’ performance. Specifically, I will use the Index of Economic, Social and Cultural 

Status (ESCS). The index is calculated by PISA using principal component analysis with 

the information from the following variables (OECD, 2017a): 

• Parental education: This variable measures the highest education of the students’ 

parents in years. They base this variable on students’ responses to parents’ 

educational levels and estimate their number of years of education out of those 

levels, using the International Standard Classification of Education (ISCED).  

• Highest parental occupation: This variable measures the highest occupational status 

of the students’ parents, on the basis of open-ended questions which are then coded 

to the International Standard Classification of Occupations (ISCO) and mapped to 

the international socio-economic index of occupational status (ISEI). In this index, 

higher scores mean higher occupational status. The variable contains the highest 

ISEI’s score for either parent, or for the only available parent.  

• Home possessions: This is an index that PISA built using questions about the 

availability of 16 household items at home. Those questions include items that 

represent wealth (e.g. a room of your own), cultural possessions (e.g. a book of 

poetry), home educational resources (e.g. books to help with your schoolwork), and 

Information, Communication and Technology resources (e.g. a link to the Internet).  
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Student and School’s Covariates 

In all country-year estimations the analysis includes a number of student and school 

characteristics as covariates. The student characteristics are: age, a dummy indicator that 

measures whether the student has repeated a grade, and a dummy indicator that measures 

whether the student attended some sort of early childhood education.  

The school characteristics include: school type,121 student to teacher ratio, 

proportion of teachers that are fully certified by the relevant authority in each country, and 

the proportion of teachers that have at least a bachelor’s degree.  

Table A. 7 in the appendix displays the average values for all variables included in 

this chapter at the country – year level. 

METHODS 

As mentioned earlier, the analysis has two components. First, I compare the 

measures of performance, inequality and decentralization, and the relationships among 

them, aggregated at the country-year level. Second, I estimate OLS regressions for every 

country-year, using the balance repeated replication (BRR) method to estimate unbiased 

coefficients, and standard errors that properly capture the variability of those estimates. 

This ensures that all estimations take into consideration the complex survey design used 

by PISA, and therefore, appropriate weights and corrections are used. Given that PISA 

produces the score in the form of plausible values, the estimations of the OLS regressions 

included in this chapter involve the estimation of the model using each of those plausible 

values and then taking the mean of the resulting coefficients of those estimations, to 

calculate the estimates that are presented in the tables below. 

For each country-year the chapter presents results for the following regression: 

 
121 There are three categories: public, private government dependent, which are private schools which 

funding comes mostly from the government, and private independent.  
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!" = $% + $'()*)+,-./01.,02+3 + $45()*)+,-./01.,02+3 ∗ 7898": + $;7898" + 	$=>"
+ $?@3 + ε"3 

Where: 

• !" is the score student i received in the math, reading or science section of PISA.  

• ()*)+,-./01.,02+3 is either the measure of school responsibilities with respect to 

the curriculum, or school responsibilities with respect to resources, or in some 

years, the school autonomy index calculated by PISA for school j.  

• 7898" is PISA index for economic, social and cultural status.  

• >" is a set of individual characteristics for student i, including age, grade repetition, 

and early childhood education.  

• @3 is a set of school characteristics for school j including: school type, student to 

teacher ratio, proportion of certified teachers and proportion of teachers with a 

bachelor’s degree.  

The coefficients of interest for the analysis below are $', which measures the size 

of the association between the decentralization measures and test scores for each country 

year, as well as $4, which measures the association between the interaction of the 

decentralization measures and socioeconomic background, and performance in the test in 

the three subject areas.  

RESULTS 

Descriptive comparisons between the countries 

Performance 

Figure 13 shows the evolution of the average score in mathematics for each country 

in the three waves. It shows a clear pattern: Chile and Uruguay are the best performers in 
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the region, while Colombia and Peru had the lowest performance in 2009 and 2012 with 

some improvement in 2015, a year in which both surpassed Brazil (see trend lines in Figure 

1). Three countries show a trend of improvement in the period: Chile, Colombia and Peru, 

while for the remaining countries the trend is negative. Mexico and Costa Rica rank below 

Chile and Uruguay, but their score has been declining since 2009. In the case of Brazil, its 

2015 average score is below that of the worst performers in the two previous years: 

Colombia and Peru, two countries that show a positive trend in this period. 

Figure 13: Average mathematics score for each country – year 

 

Figure A. 9 and Figure A. 10 in the appendix show similar trends for the reading 

and science average scores, respectively. In reading and science, Chile, Uruguay, Colombia 

and Peru show a trend of improvement in the period, and the remaining countries show a 

negative trend, although this trend is much less steep in the case of science. The rankings 

in both reading and science at the end of the period are the same as those for mathematics. 
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Inequality 

Figure 14 shows that the gap in the average mathematics score between the 10th and 

the 1st decile of the country – year ESCS, that is, the gap between those who have a high 

and a low economic, cultural and social status, has decreased in the seven countries 

included in the analysis (although several show a spike in 2012). In 2015 the gaps vary 

from around 60% (Peru and Uruguay) and 30% (Mexico), with the gap appearing to 

decrease most markedly in Brazil and Mexico and did so without the slight spike in 2012 

observed in other countries mentioned above. Both countries showed declines in the 

average math scores in Figure 13. In 2015 the countries with the largest gap were Peru, 

Uruguay and Colombia – all still above 55%. 

Figure 14: Gap in average mathematics score between the 10th and the 1st deciles of the 

country – year’s ECSC 

 

Figures A.3 and A.4 in the appendix show similar trends for the gap in average 

reading and science scores, respectively. As the appendices show, the 2015 ranking is the 

same for reading and science as the one shown in Figure 2 for mathematics. In both cases, 

there seems to also be a steep decline in the gap for Brazil. 
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Decentralization 

Figure 3 presents the average index of responsibility of resources for each country 

- year. As expected, given the large share of private schools in Chile reported in Table A. 

7, Chile is the country with the largest level of decentralization to schools with respect to 

the management of resources showing an average index across the 2009-15 period is even 

at a level above the OECD average (i.e. 0), and in many cases twice the average for the 

remaining countries except for Peru. Peru is the second ranked country in this index for all 

years and its average index in those periods is also above the OECD average. The third 

ranked country is Colombia which has shown a substantial rise since 2012. Consistent with 

this finding, Chile, Peru and Colombia are the three countries where there is a lower 

proportion of students attending public schools in the sample for every country-year (see 

Table A. 7 in the appendix). Chile is a clear outlier in this respect (only 38% of students 

attended a public school); and while the proportion is closer to 85-90% in the other 

countries, it is a little lower (78%) in Colombia and in Peru (72%). For most countries, 

including Colombia, the average index of responsibilities for resources is below the OECD 

average. In all cases, the average index has remained more or less stable in the period. 
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Figure 15: Average index of responsibility for resources for each country - year 

 

Figure 16 includes the average index of responsibility for curriculum for each 

country – year. Colombia, Chile and Peru are the countries with the highest level of 

decentralization with respect to the curriculum. For instance, in the case of Colombia as 

described in Chapter 2, the General Education Law assigns schools a large responsibility 

in crafting the curriculum. These three countries have an average index that is around the 

OECD average. Brazil, Costa Rica, Uruguay and Mexico, respectively, come after the top 

three countries.  
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Figure 16: Average index of responsibility for curriculum for each country – year 

 

To sum up, considering resources and curriculum responsibilities, Chile, Colombia 

and Peru are the countries with the largest levels of decentralization, while Uruguay and 

Mexico are the countries with the lowest levels. 

In order to provide more context to the operation of decentralization in those 

countries, I selected three tasks to show how (school) principals responded to the question 

of who had considerable responsibility with respect to those tasks that one might consider 

to be most consequential for education performance and inequality: selection of teachers 

for hire, deciding on budget allocations within the school, and determining course content. 

For each task, principals could select as many options as they considered appropriate 

among the following: principal, school board, teachers, regional or local education 

authority and national education authority. Table 22 shows the distribution of responses 

for 2015. It includes the percentage of students that belong to schools for which the 

principal selected the actor or level for each of the tasks. It does not include the teachers’ 

option, which had very low rates of response across countries and tasks.  
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Table 22: Distribution of responses for selected tasks in 2015 (% of students) 

Task Responsible Brazil Chile Colombia 
Costa 

Rica 
Mexico Peru Uruguay 

Selecting teachers 

for hire 

Principal 27% 67% 24% 19% 18% 48% 17% 

School Board 12% 42% 2% 3% 9% 32% 11% 

Regional or 

local education 

authority 

68% 20% 69% 11% 42% 66% 12% 

National 

education 

authority 

3% 
 

10% 86% 38% 14% 73% 

Deciding on budget 

allocations within 

the school 

Principal 19% 60% 40% 64% 43% 71% 44% 

School Board 35% 62% 69% 82% 38% 56% 20% 

Regional or 

local education 

authority 

53% 16% 4% 2% 19% 9% 4% 

National 

education 

authority 

10% 4% 0% 3% 6% 6% 45% 

Determining course 

content 

Principal 15% 27% 26% 8% 4% 43% 8% 

School Board 17% 19% 32% 1% 12% 11% 4% 

Regional or 

local education 

authority 

53%  
6% 3% 28% 19% 33% 

National 

education 

authority 

13% 58% 19% 87% 59% 49% 72% 

Table 22 shows that Chile and Peru are the countries where schools have larger 

levels of autonomy with respect to teachers’ selection, while in Costa Rica and Uruguay 

schools have little responsibility with the national education authorities having main 

responsibility. In the case of Brazil, Colombia, Mexico and Peru regional or local education 

authorities appear to be in charge of teachers’ hiring.  

Regarding decisions about budget allocations within the school, in most countries 

schools (and their school boards) have major responsible for the task with two notable 

exceptions: Brazil (where it is shared with regional or local education authorities); and 

Uruguay where national authorities appear to be more predominant. 
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Table 22 also shows relevant differences with respect to determining course 

content. Schools are the key task holders regarding content in Colombia and Peru. In Chile, 

schools are also important, but national authorities are key actors as well,  while at the other 

extreme (Costa Rica and Uruguay) the national government is key.  

In summary, Chile and Peru are the countries that show higher levels of 

decentralization with respect to resources and the curriculum where the tasks of selecting 

teachers and deciding over budget allocations are also primarily located at the school level.  

In contrast countries with lower levels of decentralization such as Uruguay, Brazil and 

Mexico the responsibilities are located at the national or regional level.  Colombia falls 

somewhere in between with higher levels of decentralization with respect to the 

curriculum, and lower levels of autonomy with respect to resources. This is consistent with 

the findings of Chapters 2 and 5, which showed that Colombian schools have high levels 

of autonomy with respect to the curriculum, and that the national government centralizes 

relevant decisions with respect to teacher management and the use of monetary resources, 

respectively. 

Associations between decentralization and students’ performance and inequality at 
the country – year level 

Thus far we have seen how performance and inequality in PISA are quite varied 

across the seven countries included in the analysis. Despite the variations, Chile (a very 

decentralized country), and Uruguay (highly centralized) are the top performers across time 

and subjects. Uruguay and Mexico ( a country with a more prominent role for regional 

education authorities), both tend to have the highest levels of inequality, as measured by 

the scores’ gap by socioeconomic status. Although these findings suggest that – at first 

sight -- there does not seem to be a relationship between levels of decentralization and 
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performance and inequality, in this section I wish to further explore the association between 

the levels of decentralization and average performance and inequality at the country-year 

level. Specifically, the chapter aims to ascertain if there is a relationship between the 

measures of decentralization and performance and inequality, and also to assess if that 

relationship varies per the types of tasks (resources or curriculum) that are decentralized.  

Figure 17 presents scatterplots that summarize the relationship between the 

measures of decentralization and the average score in mathematics (left side); as well as 

the gap in the average score between students in the first and tenth deciles of the index of 

economic, social and cultural status (on the right side). The top panel of the figure focuses 

on the measure of decentralization with respect to resources, while the bottom panel 

focuses on responsibilities with respect to the curriculum. The figures in the top panel of 

Figure 17 show that the relationships between decentralization of responsibility for 

resources and the mathematics’ score and gap are weak. Most country – years are clustered 

around the lower levels of decentralization. In that cluster there is wide variation in both 

the average score and the gap. The correlation coefficients corresponding to those graphs 

are 0.09 and 0.23, respectively,  and they are not statistically significant at a 95% level. 

Two countries stand out in both figures. Chile is in the upper right corner in the top-left 

graph with a high average score and high level of decentralization of resources, and Peru 

has low scores and high gaps and is in the middle range of decentralization. Colombia is 

located in the bottom left of the graph along Brazil, with low levels of performance and 

also low levels of decentralization, which is consistent with findings from Chapters 4 and 

5. 
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Figure 17: Associations between autonomy and performance and inequality in 

mathematics 

 

The two figures in the bottom panel of Figure 17 show a slightly stronger 

relationship between decentralization with respect to the curriculum and the average 

mathematics and the score gap. In the first case, the plot suggest that as curricular 

decentralization increases the score tends to decrease.122 The clear exception in this 

relationship is Chile which has the highest level of decentralization and the highest average 

score. The graph in the bottom-right of Figure 17 suggests that as curricular 

decentralization increases the gap also increases, although in this case the relationship is 

weaker than in the previous case.123 In this charts, Colombia is located in the right hand 

 
122 The correlation coefficient between the two variables is -0.37, although it is not statistically significant.  

123 The correlation coefficient between the two variables is 0.34, although it is not statistically significant.   
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side of the graph with relatively higher levels of decentralization with respect to the 

curriculum, but lower levels of performance, and inequality levels similar to those of Chile. 

Appendix Figure A. 13 and Figure A. 14 show similar relationships in terms of 

direction and strength for reading and science, respectively, as well as their corresponding 

gaps. The relationships between the reading and science scores and decentralization of 

resources are slightly stronger than in the case of math, while the relationship of the latter 

with the reading and science gaps are weaker. For decentralization of curricular tasks all 

relationships with the scores and gaps for reading and science are slightly weaker than for 

mathematics. 

In short the PISA data show that there is a weak relationship between levels of 

decentralization and performance and inequality,  but show a slightly stronger relationship 

for decentralization of responsibilities with respect to the curriculum than with respect to 

resources. In both cases the relationship of decentralization seems to be negative for 

performance and positive for inequality. This finding confirms the evidence presented in 

Chapter 4 that indicated that decentralization does not have an effect on education 

performance for Colombia, and fails to confirm the theoretical hypothesis presented in 

Chapter 1, which suggested that local provision of education would increase performance, 

due to the closeness to local needs.    

Within-country associations between decentralization and students’ performance 
and inequality at the student level 

Delving below the aggregated analysis at the country level, this section assesses, 

first, if within each country there is any association between decentralization and individual 

performance in each of the PISA subjects; and second, if that association is moderated by 

the student’s economic, social and cultural status as measured by the ESCS index. 
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Although the latter is not a direct measure of inequality, it shows the extent to which 

socioeconomic differences influence performance and the relationship of decentralization 

with performance. 

Table 23 shows OLS estimations for the relationship between the index of 

responsibility with respect to resources and the mathematics score. The table includes 

estimations for each country – year and it reports the coefficients for the measure of 

decentralization ($'), the ESCS index and the interaction between those two ($4), as well 

as the adjusted R-squared for each regression and the number of observations included. As 

mentioned in the methods section, the standard errors are estimated using the balance 

repeated replication (BRR) method and all estimations take into consideration the complex 

survey design used by PISA. Each panel of the three panels in Table 23 shows a set of 

regressions for each country in each of the three years included in the analysis. Those 

regressions include student and school level, as discussed in the methods section.  
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Table 23: OLS estimations for the relationship between the index of responsibility with 

respect to resources (RESPRES) and mathematics’ score  

 
Brazil Chile Colombia Costa Rica Mexico Peru Uruguay 

2015 
RESPRES124 10.89 3.03 2.92 -8.02 5.22 2.04 1.10 

ESCS125 20.09*** 20.66*** 17.94*** 16.18*** 13.89*** 19.71*** 15.45*** 

RESPRES X 

ESCS 
5.45 0.86 5.54*** -4.72* 1.66 3.27* 3.23 

R^2 0.23 0.28 0.23 0.23 0.14 0.28 0.35 

N 8136 4624 7517 5363 5393 5604 5573 

2012 
RESPRES -4.00 8.81** 5.95 2.79 10.32*** 11.34* -2.51 

ESCS 15.93*** 18.72*** 17.97*** 14.98*** 13.84*** 17.00*** 17.96*** 

RESPRES X 

ESCS 
4.66** 0.50 1.27 4.42 2.83** 2.27 2.06 

R^2 0.30 0.39 0.25 0.36 0.19 0.32 0.43 

N 11418 5361 6746 2495 22177 2651 4566 

2009 
RESPRES 5.65 6.61 -0.06 -14.09 10.58** 11.06* 14.76 

ESCS 14.01*** 14.54*** 18.86*** 12.15*** 17.34*** 20.26*** 16.69*** 

RESPRES X 

ESCS 
5.45* 2.82 2.13 2.27 1.84 1.18 1.48 

R^2 0.36 0.26 0.27 0.28 0.27 0.35 0.36 

N 8119 2382 5950 2265 23448 4142 3411 

* p<0.05, ** p<0.01, *** p<0.001 

Table 23 shows that for most country-years there is not a relationship between 

decentralization of resources and students’ performance in mathematics. Although for most 

country-years the coefficient of the index of responsibility with respect to resources is 

positive, most of them are not statistically significant. Mexico and Peru in 2009 and 2012 

are exceptions. In the case of Mexico, the coefficient indicates that an increase of one unit 

in the index increases the mathematics score by about 10.32 points in 2012 and 10.58 in 

2009. In the case of Peru, the corresponding coefficients for those years are 11.34 and 

11.06. For Mexico in 2012 the relationship between decentralization of resources and the 

 
124 Index of responsibility with respect to resources. 

125 Index of economic, social and cultural status. 
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mathematics score is moderated by the students’ socioeconomic status, as shown by the 

coefficient on the interaction between the index of responsibility with respect to resources 

and the index for economic, social and cultural status (RESPRES X ESCS). In fact, the 

coefficient of the interaction is positive and statistically significant, which suggests that as 

socioeconomic status increases the relationship between decentralization and the score 

becomes stronger (i.e. a coefficient larger than 10.32 in this case).  

The coefficient for the interaction between decentralization and ESCS is not 

statistically significant for most country years, except for Colombia and Costa Rica in 2015 

and Brazil in 2012 and 2009 (in addition to Mexico 2012 which was already discussed). 

For those country – years the coefficients suggest that even though decentralization of 

resources does not have a relationship with the mathematics score in general, the 

relationship appears to be positive and significant as ESCS increases, except in Costa Rica 

in 2015 which has a negative coefficient for the interaction.  

Table A. 8 and Table A. 10 show substantively similar results for the reading and 

science scores.  

To summarize, the results of the within-country regressions for PISA scores and 

the index of responsibility with respect to resources do not show a systematic relationship 

between decentralization and performance, except for Mexico and Peru in 2009 and 2012 

for which the relationship was consistently positive and significant across the three subjects 

(math, reading and science). Similarly, only in a number of country – years (e.g. Brazil 

2009 and 2012 and Colombia and Costa Rica in 2015) the interaction between 

decentralization and socioeconomic status is consistently positive and significant across 

subjects, but this finding is not systematic and is inconclusive, especially considering that 

for those country - years the coefficient of the main variable is not statistically significant. 
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Table 24 presents OLS estimations for the relationship between the index of 

responsibility with respect to the curriculum and the mathematics score, for all country -

years. The results of this table also fail to show a systematic relationship between 

decentralization of responsibilities related to the curriculum and the mathematics’ score. 

Brazil in 2015 and 2009, Mexico in 2012 and 2009 and Costa Rica in 2012 are the only 

country – years for which the coefficient on this decentralization (RESPCURR) variable is 

positive and statistically significant, with sizes ranging from about 11 points to about 16 

points. Out of those country years, only in Brazil in 2009 and 2015 and Mexico in 2009 

and 2012, the coefficient of the interaction (RESPCURR X ESCS) is positive and 

statistically significant, which suggests that in those cases the relationship between 

decentralization of the curriculum and the students score is stronger for students with 

higher levels of socioeconomic status. Once again Table A. 9 and Table A. 10 show 

substantively similar results to those shown in Table 24 for the reading and science scores, 

respectively. 
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Table 24: OLS estimations for the relationship between the index of responsibility with 

respect to the curriculum (RESPCURR) and mathematics’s score 

 
Brazil Chile Colombia 

Costa 

Rica 
Mexico Peru Uruguay 

2015 

RESPCURR126 13.06** -2.41 1.38 -4.72 13.03 4.79 0.12 

ESCS127 20.03*** 21.06*** 16.19*** 15.35*** 13.69*** 21.07*** 15.06*** 

RESPCURR X 

ESCS 
5.37* 1.07 2.61 -3.72 1.30 3.90* 1.70 

R^2 0.23 0.28 0.22 0.23 0.14 0.28 0.35 

N 8136 4624 7517 5363 5393 5604 5573 

2012 

RESPCURR 1.29 2.20 -2.10 13.51** 10.91*** 8.74 2.62 

ESCS 14.51*** 19.90*** 17.48*** 15.23*** 16.66*** 18.29*** 21.75*** 

RESPCURR X 

ESCS 
1.84 -0.15 1.57 3.60 4.26* 2.48 5.63* 

R^2 0.29 0.38 0.26 0.37 0.19 0.31 0.43 

N 11659 5361 6746 2508 22177 2651 4566 

2009 

RESPCURR 15.37** -0.07 0.12 -0.09 15.83*** 4.59 17.77 

ESCS 14.80*** 16.34*** 18.16*** 11.95*** 21.67*** 21.43*** 22.51*** 

RESPCURR X 

ESCS 
8.01*** 4.95* 1.22 1.50 5.61*** 2.21 5.83 

R^2 0.37 0.26 0.27 0.27 0.27 0.35 0.36 

N 8119 2382 5950 2265 23448 4142 3411 

* p<0.05, ** p<0.01, *** p<0.001 

The lack of a systematic pattern for decentralization of resources and curriculum 

and its interactions with ESCS in these country-years is in sharp contrast to the clear and 

systematic pattern regarding the relationship between ESCS and the mathematics score. 

For all country-years the coefficient is positive and statistically significant. The coefficient 

size is always greater than 12 and in many cases around 20. These coefficients show that 

in the selected set of countries there is a positive relationship between the students’ 

socioeconomic status and their performance in PISA. 

 
126 Index of responsibility with respect to resources. 

127 Index of economic, social and cultural status. 
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Again, the results presented in Table 23 and Table 24 are consistent with the 

findings presented thus far for the case of Colombia. For instance, Chapter 4 showed that 

decentralization does not affect education performance, which is confirmed in those tables 

for Colombia, but elsewhere in the countries analyzed (with only a few country – year 

exceptions). Also, this relationship does not depend on the type of tasks decentralized – 

resources or curriculum-.  

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION 

The aim of this chapter was to provide a comparative perspective to the in-depth 

exploration of the Colombian reform of 2001 with the goal of assessing whether in other 

selected Latin American countries decentralization of education is related to education 

performance and inequality. Specifically, the chapter took advantage of the rich 

information of PISA to analyze both at the aggregate level as well as within each country 

the relationship between decentralization levels and performance and inequality in PISA 

scores. For the within-country analysis, the chapter also attempted to see if the relationship 

between decentralization and performance was moderated by students’ socioeconomic 

status.  

The countries included in the analysis show large levels of variation between the 

countries sampled in their economic and demographic characteristics, as well as in the 

performance of their education systems. For example, Chile and Uruguay are relatively 

smaller countries in terms of population size, but tend to have better economic and social 

outcomes such as higher levels of GDP per capita and life expectancy. Similarly, they have 

high levels of coverage of primary education. In the PISA dataset those countries also 

appear to be the top performers in average scores of mathematics, reading and science but 
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also show relatively large levels of performance inequality between student income top 

and bottom deciles.   

At the same time, they also show large differences in the levels of decentralization 

of education with respect to resources and the curriculum. Chile is the most decentralized 

country in this sample and probably in the whole region, while Uruguay shows larger levels 

of centralization across both dimensions (resources and curriculum). Uruguay, another top 

performer but with lower levels of inequality, also shows lower levels of decentralization 

than Chile, although slightly larger than Mexico. Despite different levels of 

decentralization, something common to these three countries is that the national 

government plays an important role in determining the course content as described in Table 

22. However, they differ in that in Chile the national government does not play a role in 

teacher hiring, while in Uruguay national authorities prominently play that role.  

In the countries with the lowest levels of performance, curricular tasks tend to be 

placed mostly in the hands of schools or, as in the case of Brazil, regional or local education 

authorities. Similarly, among those countries midlevel authorities seem to play a key role 

in teachers’ hiring.  

In this context the chapter assessed more directly the relationship between levels of 

decentralization and education performance and inequality. The chapter shows that the 

decentralization, or level of school/educational autonomy relationship is negative for 

performance, and positive for inequality although those relationships are very weak in 

general. However, when looking at the types of decentralization, the relationships seems 

to be stronger regarding decentralization of responsibilities with respect to the curriculum 

than it is with respect to resources. This finding seems to be consistent with the findings 

for Colombia where, as shown in Chapter 4, the little autonomy municipalities have with 

respect to resources does not translate into improved performance. Also, in Colombia all 
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tasks related to the curriculum are highly centralized to the school level, although in that 

same context decentralization has increased inequality – as we also saw in Chapter 4.  

Turning to within-country results, the analysis seems consistent both with the 

results for the Colombian 2001 reform, as well as with the analysis of associations at the 

country level. The regressions presented in Table 23 and Table 24, as well as in Table A. 

8 to Table A. 11 in the appendix, show that overall the measures of decentralization are not 

generally related to students’ performance across the three subjects (except for some 

country – years), which is similar to the results presented in Chapter 4 for Colombia. Also, 

the relationship between decentralization and performance does not seem to be moderated 

by the students’ socioeconomic status, again except for some country – years.  

In contrast, this chapter has shown, consistently and systematically, that there is a 

strong and significant relationship between the students’ socioeconomic status and the 

scores across the three subjects, and offers a hint to a potential explanation for it. What 

these results suggest is that in the Latin American context the various education governance 

policies lack the strength and traction to generate substantive improvements in education 

performance, particularly that they do not offset the effects that socioeconomic status upon 

students’ performance. This is consistent with previous findings regarding the relationship 

of school competition (another governance related feature) and performance in Chile 

(Hofflinger & von Hippel, 2020). Therefore, under these circumstances a disproportionate 

effect of socioeconomic status appears to increase education inequality – as was seen to be 

the case in Colombia, and as has been confirmed in the aggregated level analysis presented 

in this chapter.  
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APPENDIX 

Figure A. 9: Average reading score for country – year 

 

Figure A. 10: Average science score for country – year 
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Figure A. 11: Gap in average reading score between the 10th and the 1st deciles of the 

country – year ECSC 

 

Figure A. 12: Gap in average science score between the 10th and the 1st deciles of the 

country – year ECSC 
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Figure A. 13: Associations between autonomy and performance and inequality in reading 
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Figure A. 14: Associations between autonomy and performance and inequality in science 

 

Table A. 7: Average of the variables used in the analysis by country – year 
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2015 407 459 425 427 423 398 437 

Science 
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Responsibilities 

w.r.t resources 

       

2009 -0,52 0,45 -0,29 -0,46 -0,37 0,02 -0,51 

2012 -0,34 0,57 -0,36 -0,36 -0,31 0,18 -0,46 

2015 -0,39 0,53 -0,16 -0,39 -0,37 0,14 -0,50 

Responsibilities 

w.r.t resources 

       

2009 -0,56 -0,09 -0,21 -0,65 -0,92 -0,19 -0,99 

2012 -0,43 0,12 -0,08 -0,65 -0,87 -0,09 -0,83 

2015 -0,53 -0,01 0,02 -0,73 -0,85 -0,30 -0,78 

ESCS 

       

2009 -1,16 -0,57 -1,15 -0,92 -1,22 -1,31 -0,70 

2012 -1,22 -0,58 -1,26 -0,98 -1,11 -1,23 -0,88 

2015 -0,96 -0,49 -0,99 -0,80 -1,22 -1,08 -0,78 

Age 

       

2009 15,86 15,79 15,85 15,78 15,68 15,79 15,86 

2012 15,88 15,80 15,86 15,77 15,69 15,79 15,79 

2015 15,87 15,81 15,85 15,79 15,81 15,83 15,80 

Grade  

Repetition 

       

2009 0,40 0,23 0,34 0,35 0,22 0,28 0,38 

2012 0,37 0,25 0,41 0,33 0,15 0,27 0,38 

2015 0,36 0,25 0,43 0,31 0,16 0,26 0,35 

Early Childhood 

Education 

       

2009 0,79 0,85 0,81 0,77 0,90 0,85 0,87 

2012 0,81 0,91 0,86 0,85 0,91 0,86 0,84 

2015 0,98 0,97 0,97 0,92 0,98 0,96 0,99 

Student Teacher 

Ratio 

       

2009 29,86 25,04 27,67 19,31 29,76 16,24 16,55 

2012 27,98 22,10 27,01 20,40 30,59 18,49 15,48 

2015 29,05 20,74 28,45 16,93 28,50 18,61 13,67 

Proportion of 

Certified 

Teachers 

       

2009 0,03 0,14 0,92 0,72 0,37 0,87 0,59 

2012 

 

0,19 0,10 0,79 0,28 0,89 0,57 

2015 0,87 0,21 0,10 0,88 0,35 0,87 0,60 

Proportion of 

Qualified 

Teachers 
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2009 0,90 0,93 0,90 0,37 0,89 0,47 0,08 

2012 0,87 0,92 0,91 0,84 0,88 0,77 0,08 

2015 0,65 0,89 0,94 0,94 0,82 0,66 0,09 

Proportion of 

computers 

connected to the 

web 

       

2009 0,88 0,94 0,71 0,83 0,67 0,62 0,80 

2012 0,91 0,95 0,71 0,83 0,73 0,65 0,96 

2015 0,93 0,93 0,65 0,85 0,79 0,60 0,93 

Quality of 

Resources 

       

2009 -0,73 -0,42 -1,10 -1,29 -0,82 -1,10 0,13 

2012 -0,58 -0,38 -1,38 -1,08 -0,86 -1,16 0,12 

2015 -0,05 -0,32 0,64 1,03 0,46 0,51 0,25 

School Type: 

       

2009 

       

Private 

Independent 

0,08 0,04 0,13 0,08 0,11 0,17 0,17 

Private 

Dependent 

 

0,49 0,03 

    

Public 0,92 0,47 0,84 0,92 0,89 0,82 0,83 

2012 

       

Private 

Independent 

0,12 0,14 0,10 0,10 0,09 0,15 0,17 

Private 

Dependent 

0,01 0,48 0,04 0,04 

   

Public 0,87 0,37 0,86 0,87 0,91 0,85 0,83 

2015 

       

Private 

Independent 

0,11 0,10 0,19 0,09 0,10 0,25 0,15 

Private 

Dependent 

 

0,51 0,04 0,02 

 

0,02 

 

Public 0,89 0,38 0,78 0,89 0,90 0,72 0,85 
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Table A. 8: OLS estimations for the relationship between the index of responsibility with 

respect to resources (RESPRES) and reading’ score 

 
Brazil Chile Colombia 

Costa 

Rica 
Mexico Peru Uruguay 

2015 

RESPRES128 9.50 3.64 -0.09 -5.88 8.34 4.10 1.21 

ESCS129 14.77*** 19.65*** 20.77*** 21.02*** 15.30*** 24.12*** 15.61*** 

RESPRES X ESCS 3.11 -0.05 4.32* -4.50* 0.56 2.02 3.81 

R^2 0.20 0.27 0.28 0.27 0.19 0.36 0.35 

N 8136 4624 7517 5363 5393 5604 5573 

2012 

RESPRES -1.92 5.83* 0.54 -1.89 10.23*** 11.54 -0.66 

ESCS 13.17*** 17.26*** 18.56*** 13.35*** 14.43*** 19.27*** 14.62*** 

RESPRES X ESCS 4.01* 0.00 0.01 4.84 3.20* 1.59 3.83 

R^2 0.28 0.39 0.26 0.34 0.20 0.32 0.39 

N 11418 5361 6746 2495 22177 2651 4566 

2009 

RESPRES 9.84 7.78** -2.26 -13.41 9.35** 9.52* 12.51 

ESCS 15.05*** 14.74*** 19.57*** 14.15*** 16.14*** 22.30*** 17.99*** 

RESPRES X ESCS 7.03* 0.89 2.93 4.46 0.12 0.86 1.56 

R^2 0.34 0.27 0.26 0.30 0.30 0.36 0.37 

N 8119 2382 5950 2265 23448 4142 3411 

* p<0.05, ** p<0.01, *** p<0.001 

 

 
128 Index of responsibilities with respect to resources. 

129 Index of economic, social and cultural status. 
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Table A. 9: OLS estimations for the relationship between the index of responsibility with 

respect to the curriculum (RESPCURR) and reading’s score 

 
Brazil Chile Colombia 

Costa 

Rica 
Mexico Peru Uruguay 

2015 

RESPCURR130 6.16 -3.61 3.57 -11.85* 15.82* 4.43 2.04 

ESCS131 15.08*** 19.66*** 19.04*** 19.29*** 14.07*** 26.08*** 15.53*** 

RESPCURR X 

ESCS 
3.83 -0.04 4.19 -4.63* -0.22 5.18** 2.41 

R^2 0.20 0.27 0.28 0.27 0.19 0.36 0.35 

N 8136 4624 7517 5363 5393 5604 5573 

2012 

RESPCURR 2.68 2.11 0.31 11.17* 11.51* 4.26 2.98 

ESCS 11.90*** 17.83*** 18.72*** 13.39*** 17.63*** 20.23*** 17.75*** 

RESPCURR X 

ESCS 
1.52 0.22 2.33 3.73 4.87* 1.73 5.87* 

R^2 0.27 0.39 0.26 0.35 0.20 0.32 0.39 

N 11659 5361 6746 2508 22177 2651 4566 

2009 

RESPCURR 15.32** -0.35 -2.99 1.21 13.28*** -2.83 7.03 

ESCS 14.99*** 15.18*** 17.91*** 14.08*** 21.23*** 22.58*** 23.76** 

RESPCURR X 

ESCS 
8.03*** 1.36 -0.44 3.25 5.70*** 1.29 5.88 

R^2 0.34 0.27 0.26 0.30 0.30 0.36 0.37 

N 8119 2382 5950 2265 23448 4142 3411 

* p<0.05, ** p<0.01, *** p<0.001 

 

 
130 Index of responsibilities with respect to the curriculum. 

131 Index of economic, social and cultural status. 
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Table A. 10: OLS estimations for the relationship between the index of responsibility 

with respect to resources (RESPRES) and science’s score 

 
Brazil Chile Colombia 

Costa 

Rica 
Mexico Peru Uruguay 

2015 

RESPRES132 9.64 2.29 2.50 -5.96 7.87 3.65 2.42 

ESCS133 17.44*** 21.02*** 19.00*** 18.60*** 14.14*** 19.91*** 14.96*** 

RESPRES X ESCS 4.38* 0.32 5.16*** -4.02** -0.05 2.89* 2.36 

R^2 0.23 0.28 0.24 0.25 0.16 0.30 0.35 

N 8136 4624 7517 5363 5393 5604 5573 

2012 

RESPRES -6.91 6.91** 0.45 3.79 9.09*** 5.25 -0.47 

ESCS 14.43*** 17.44*** 15.90*** 11.50*** 13.27*** 16.68*** 17.45*** 

RESPRES X ESCS 3.18* 0.00 0.85 2.44 2.63** 0.31 1.11 

R^2 0.28 0.34 0.23 0.34 0.17 0.29 0.38 

N 11418 5361 6746 2495 22177 2651 4566 

2009 

RESPRES 11.29 4.85 1.55 -11.84 8.79* 9.61* 12.68* 

ESCS 14.10*** 12.71*** 16.75*** 13.01*** 16.98*** 17.34*** 19.51*** 

RESPRES X ESCS 5.72* 0.25 -0.20 4.65 0.53 1.31 2.50 

R^2 0.35 0.20 0.26 0.25 0.27 0.30 0.35 

N 8119 2382 5950 2265 23448 4142 3411 

* p<0.05, ** p<0.01, *** p<0.001 

 

 
132 Index of responsibilities with respect to resources. 

133 Index of economic, social and cultural status. 
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Table A. 11: OLS estimations for the relationship between the index of responsibility 

with respect to the curriculum (RESPCURR) and science’s score 

 
Brazil Chile Colombia 

Costa 

Rica 
Mexico Peru Uruguay 

2015 

RESPCURR134 10.21** -2.34 2.22 -7.38* 12.40 5.37 2.31 

ESCS135 17.71*** 21.17*** 17.22*** 16.70*** 13.54*** 21.59*** 15.09*** 

RESPCURR X 

ESCS 
5.00** 0.71 3.45* -4.62* -0.03 4.49** 1.68 

R^2 0.23 0.28 0.23 0.25 0.16 0.30 0.35 

N 8136 4624 7517 5363 5393 5604 5573 

2012 

RESPCURR 2.25 0.10 0.21 8.87* 7.90* 4.70 -0.71 

ESCS 13.14*** 18.42*** 15.71*** 12.99*** 15.48*** 17.43*** 21.44*** 

RESPCURR X 

ESCS 
0.84 -1.24 3.00 3.72 3.49 1.63 5.45 

R^2 0.27 0.33 0.23 0.34 0.17 0.29 0.39 

N 11659 5361 6746 2508 22177 2651 4566 

2009 

RESPCURR 14.82** -0.29 -1.83 -3.14 14.06*** 0.14 -12.93 

ESCS 14.73*** 12.96*** 16.84*** 10.44*** 21.31*** 17.74*** 16.52* 

RESPCURR X 

ESCS 
7.74*** 2.56 -0.30 0.60 5.08*** 0.43 -1.51 

R^2 0.36 0.20 0.26 0.25 0.27 0.30 0.34 

N 8119 2382 5950 2265 23448 4142 3411 

* p<0.05, ** p<0.01, *** p<0.001 

 

 
134 Index of responsibilities with respect to the curriculum. 

135 Index of economic, social and cultural status. 
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Chapter 7: Theoretical reflections and the path forward 

INTRODUCTION 

Decentralization of social services, including education, has been promoted in Latin 

America since the 1980s as a mechanism to, among other goals, improve the quantity and 

quality of social service provision. This dissertation focused on assessing whether 

decentralization of education has a significant  effect on education performance. Also, it 

looked to assess if beyond performance it had any impact on education inequality -- an 

issue that has generally been ignored in the literature. Finally, it aimed to understand the 

pathways and mechanisms that linked the relationship between decentralization and any 

educational outcomes observed, particularly upon the relationship between 

decentralization and education expenditures and the extent to which these were shaped by 

political competition and local administrative capacity. 

Geographically the main focus of the dissertation was Colombia and the 

educational reforms adopted in 2001. Being a unitary country, Colombia has experimented 

with political, fiscal and administrative decentralization at least since the 1980s, as outlined 

broadly in Chapter 2. As a later element of that experimentation, in 2001 the country 

adopted a reform to grant autonomy with respect to management of education provision to 

the largest municipalities (those with a population of over 100,000 people). In addition to 

the devolution of some education functions to those municipalities, the reform also 

established a funding mechanism to transfer resources from the national government for 

education. This reform provided an interesting setting from which to evaluate and compare 

the effects of decentralization, since after the reform there were municipalities with and 

without autonomy. 
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Beyond the Colombian case, Chapter 6 of the dissertation provided a comparative 

perspective by assessing the relationship between education decentralization and education 

performance in a set of seven Latin American countries. As mentioned in both Chapters 1 

and 6, decentralization of education has long been promoted in the region (Grindle, 2004; 

Rivas & Sanchez, 2020), although it has taken different forms in different countries. 

Chapter 6 took advantage of this variation in decentralization to assess how it is related to 

performance and whether the Colombian results were unique to that country or part of a 

general trend.  

This Chapter presents a summary of the findings and places the implications of 

those findings into the larger theoretical arguments presented in Chapter 1, and seeks to 

offer potential explanations for those findings that go beyond theory by examining the 

importance of the various decentralization tasks, and the role of family resources. Finally, 

I discuss some of the policy implications of the dissertation’s findings, and offer some 

avenues for future research.  

SUMMARY OF FINDINGS  

For the Colombian case Chapters 3 and 4 present quantitative data and show that 

decentralization as devised in the 2001 reform increased total educational expenditures, 

and in particular the expenditures that municipalities undertake using their own internally 

generated revenue. However, it appears not to have an effect on measures of education 

performance; and it actually increases education inequality as measured by the standard 

deviation of test scores in both periods of analysis (namely 2005-2013 and 2015–2017). 

Moreover, in the second period decentralization also increases inequality as measured by 

the score gap in mothers’ education, and in education segregation as measured by the math 

intraclass correlation, a measure of segregation used in Chapter 4. 
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These two Chapters also show that in municipalities where there are higher and 

lower levels of political competition in mayoral elections, the effect of decentralization 

does not seem to be any different from the general effect, with two exceptions: first, in 

municipalities with lower levels of political competition decentralization has a bigger effect 

on education expenditures that the municipalities undertake with their own resources. 

Second, for municipalities with high levels of political competition, decentralization shows 

a negative effect on performance, in at least one of the regression estimates, and also 

appears to increase the score’s intraclass correlation -- at least for the first period of analysis 

(2005–2013). This suggests that for high political competition those municipalities, 

decentralization increases education segregation either because the test scores in schools 

are becoming more unequal or because families with high performing students are 

segregating into different schools. Given the relative high share of students attending 

private schools in Colombia, the latter option could be a better explanation for the increase 

in the intraclass correlation. 

The Chapters also assessed whether decentralization had a differential effect upon 

municipalities with higher or lower levels of local administrative capacity, as measured by 

the percentage of revenue generated by the municipality out of total current revenue. 

Higher levels of local administrative capacity only seemed to make a difference for 

education expenditures funded with the municipalities’ own resources, a type of 

expenditures that increases further for those municipalities. 

Chapter 5 offered qualitative evidence of four factors that potentially helps to 

explain these apparent lack of effects for decentralization and education performance and 

reduced inequality. First, although the 2001 reform aimed to deepen decentralization, in 

reality it sparked a process of recentralization both in funding and decision making, a 

process which has intensified over time. Second, there is a widespread lack of participation 
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in decision-making by relevant stakeholders such as parents and teachers. Third, 

autonomous municipalities seem to use their relatively little autonomy for clientelistic 

purposes. Finally, municipalities lack administrative capacity to manage education in a 

way that is effective and conducive to the improvement of education outcomes. 

The regional comparisons explored in Chapter 6 showed substantively similar 

results for the seven Latin American countries included in the analysis. Using data from 

the OECD’s Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA), the Chapter showed 

that the associations between levels of decentralization with respect to resources and 

curriculum changes have only a weak association with aggregated measures of 

performance (where they are negative), and with inequality (where they are positive – i.e. 

increase inequality), although the observed association is slightly stronger for the 

curriculum. Moreover, the Chapter assessed the association between decentralization and 

performance at the student level, only to find that for most country years the relationship 

is not statistically significant either, nor is it moderated by the students’ socioeconomic 

status.  

IMPLICATIONS FOR THE THEORETICAL MECHANISMS PRESENTED IN CHAPTER 1 

The analysis of each of the empirical Chapters of the dissertation is marked by a 

growing trend towards recentralization sparked by the 2001 reform. Although one of the 

reform’s stated goals was to deepen decentralization and strengthen the capacity of 

subnational entities, in reality the fiscal and economic preoccupations of the national 

government seem to have prevailed both in the reform’s contents and especially in the 

implementation of the various elements of the reform. In fact, the description of the current 

governance scheme included in Chapter 2, along with the findings about the actual 

operation of decentralization presented in Chapter 5, both show that the 2001 reform had 
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the effect of further recentralizing education funding and decision making, giving the 

Ministry of Education a more expanded and prominent role in education governance. 

Paradoxically, especially after all the efforts at decentralizing decision-making, this 

increasing recentralization of education (behind the façade of decentralization) appears to 

parallel a return to the nationalization efforts the country adopted back in the 1970s.  

Recentralization implies that municipalities have less autonomy to generate and allocate 

resources in education, and to actually manage education provision than what was 

ostensibly stated in the Law.  The paradox of recentralization could further explain the 

largely null results (of decentralization outcomes) obtained in Chapters 3 and 4. 

Chapter 1 suggested that  ineffective decentralization, or a trend in the other 

direction -- recentralization -- would likely reduce performance and increase inequality, 

especially if national decisionmakers lack adequate information, and show limited political 

and administrative will to incorporate information regarding the needs and preferences of 

local communities. Evidence presented in Chapter 5 shows that this seems to be the case 

in Colombia, largely because in many instances the national government appears to bypass 

subnational governments by interacting directly with schools. The national government 

also tends to establish general guidelines for all of the country without considering local 

context and the specifics of different regions. Moreover, there does not seem to be the 

intention and the mechanisms for national decisionmakers to systematically incorporate 

those specificities into their decision making. As a result, relevant decisions such as teacher 

hiring, staff plans and regulations related to the school feeding program, and to school 

transportation, are taken without addressing local needs or, in general, attempting to be 

place-sensitive (Otero-Bahamón, 2020). At the same time, municipalities lack adequate 

fiscal and administrative capacity, making them prone to political capture, and as a result 

unable or unwilling to adopt pro-poor initiatives that might improve education outcomes 
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among the most vulnerable. Despite recentralization, none of these decisions (or lack 

thereof) are being taken by the national government, and help to explain the largely null 

effect that the current education governance scheme system has had upon education 

inequality. 

Despite the growing recentralization, the dissertation has documented that 

municipalities do possess some level of autonomy in some respects. For instance, 

municipalities can decide how to spend a portion (albeit small), of the resources they 

receive from the national government, as well as to designate some of the revenue that they 

generate. Thus, the findings of this dissertation do have some relevant implications for the 

theoretical arguments presented in Chapter 1, at least insofar as they relate to the issues of 

municipal autonomy.  

One of the mechanisms discussed in that formative Chapter proposed that one 

might expect decentralization to increase education expenditures and improve performance 

in part because of the closer alignment between decision-making and local needs and 

preferences. Moreover, that decentralization, along with higher levels of democratic 

political competition, would reduce education inequality because local decision makers 

would have a motivation to adopt pro-poor policies and programs. Indeed, Chapter 3 

showed an increase in total education expenditures, and in expenditures that municipalities 

make with their own generated revenue, and an even larger increase in the latter type of 

expenditures for municipalities with higher levels of political competition – all findings 

consistent with those initial theoretical predictions or propositions. However, despite this 

increase in expenditures, Chapters 4 and 6 show that decentralization has no effect on 

performance, and that this, in general, does not seem to be any different for municipalities 

with different levels of political competition (except for one of the estimations that only 



 256 

considered the measure of political competition for the 2000 election).136 Furthermore, 

those same Chapters suggest that education inequality (measured by the standard deviation 

of the scores) appears to increase along with decentralization -- contrary to what one would 

expect. Though education inequality does not increase for municipalities with different 

levels of political competition, a related concept – that of  education segregation – seems 

to decrease in municipalities with higher levels of political competition. This offers at least 

partial confirmation of the hypothesis that political competition does appear to lead to 

lower levels of inequality.  

Beyond recentralization, a possible explanation for the lack of alignment between 

decisions made at the local level and local needs is that, as shown in Chapter 5, decision 

makers perceive that there is overall a lack of participation from relevant stakeholders. 

Parents often lack the time and resources to participate in parents’ meetings, or to try to 

influence decision making, except when they need to formulate a particular request. 

Teachers, and the teachers’ union, usually do not attempt to influence local decision 

making because the locus for most policy decisions in which they have any interest is at 

the central, not the subnational, level. Nor do businesses or business groups usually show 

any interest in influencing decisions or participating in schools, in spite of there being a 

specific venue for them to do so. Even though increased participation might put those actors 

at loggerheads because most likely they would pursue different interests,137 and could have 

 
136 Although those findings seem contradictory with previous works that have assessed the effects of 

decentralization of education in Latin America (Grindle, 2007; Rodríguez, 1997; Wilson et al., 2008), and 

in Colombia (Cortés, 2010; Faguet & Sánchez, 2008), all generally have found positive effects. Those 

works have focused mostly on political variables and policy outputs, such as the quality of local 

governments and officials, or different education outcomes such as enrollment rates. 

137 E.g. parents and businesses might demand better performance, while teachers could dismiss the 

mechanisms to achieve that, such as performance evaluations. 
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unequal levels of influence,138 if they were more active participants in local decision 

making, parents, teachers and subnational entities could potentially have greater 

information in order to adapt their initiatives to the needs and priorities felt by the 

community. The fact that there does not seem to be participation at all, provides an 

additional explanation for the weak or null effects of decentralization on education 

performance, and its effect on increasing inequality. It also enhances the opportunities for 

recentralization. 

The findings provide further evidence in support of the so-called “second-

generation fiscal federalism” body of literature within the same rational choice tradition of 

the “first generation” studies (the latter being well expemplified by Oates, 1972; Tiebout, 

1956). In the case of developing economies, second generation studies suggest that 

decentralization opens the possibility for political capture of local authorities and 

clientelistic practices (Bardhan & Mookherjee, 2000, 2005), which, as suggested in 

Chapter 1, would lead to increases in education inequality. The increase in education 

expenditures shown in Chapter 3, as well as the increase in education inequality presented 

in Chapter 4, provide evidence in the direction of this explanation. In fact, the qualitative 

evidence presented in Chapter 5 suggests that the little autonomy enjoyed by municipalities 

is used to make decisions based upon potential political benefits. Some of those uses 

include the rewarding of previous political support by appointing personnel, and/or by 

contracting providers without following technical considerations, and specifically without 

prioritizing concerns for improved education outcomes. Under these circumstances, it is 

not surprising that there is a contradiction as both education expenditures and inequality 

increase.  

 
138 For instance, high socioeconomic status families, teachers or businesses might have stronger voice, 

influence and access, while low socioeconomic status families might find it harder to participate and 

express their concerns. 
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The dissertation’s results also provide contradictory evidence with respect to the 

mechanism of local administrative capacity. Chapters 3 and 4 assessed if decentralization 

had a different effect for municipalities depending upon their levels of capacity (as 

measured by the percentage of revenue generated by the own municipality out of total 

current revenue). Although this measure only addresses one dimension of administrative 

capacity, which is the capacity of the municipality to tax and actually collect revenue, 

limitations are discussed in more detail in Chapter 3. That said, the ability to generate 

resources is in general very low across the country except for a few exceptions of 

autonomous municipalities with larger tax bases. Accordingly, and unsurprisingly, local 

administrative capacity only makes a difference where there is a larger increase of 

education expenditures that municipalities make with their own resources. However, it still 

does not appear to make any appreciable difference for education performance and 

inequality. In short, the results of this dissertation fail to provide evidence for the theory 

and idea that relate to the potential influence of local administrative capacity upon 

educational outcomes.  

Chapter 5 helps us understand the extent and ways in which a lack of administrative 

capacity provides a potential explanation for any lack of significant relationship between 

decentralization and performance, and the effect of decentralization on increased education 

inequality. Interviewees invariably confirmed that most municipalities lack basic capacities 

to manage the education system. They referred to a lack of capacity to generate resources 

and fund initiatives, but they were also considering other dimensions of local 

administrative capacity, including human resources and technical capabilities, in general. 

These dimensions were only indirectly captured by the quantitative measure used in 

Chapters 3 and 4, but as others have shown, institutional capacity is often very important 

for the successful operation of decentralization (Grindle, 2007; Wilson et al., 2008). 
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Therefore, it appears that in the case of Colombia (and to a considerable extent elsewhere 

in Latin America) the lack of institutional capacity in the educational sector and school 

governance explain the lack of positive effects of decentralization on education 

performance, and the negative effect that it has upon educational equality that we 

documented in Chapter 4. If municipalities do not have proper and adequate human 

resources and technical capabilities, they can hardly mobilize new-found autonomy in 

order to properly identify local needs and problems, and adopt and implement solutions to 

those problems. Thus, municipalities are largely ineffectual in shaping overall education 

performance and reducing levels of education inequality. 

POLICY FEEDBACK LOOP BETWEEN THE THEORETICAL MECHANISMS 

These explanations of the incidence of political competition, the lack of 

participation, the possibility of political capture and the lack of administrative capacity, do 

not operate in an isolated manner. As suggested at the end of Chapter 5, they operate in a 

policy feedback loop that can compound their effects. The idea of a policy feedback is not 

new in the studies of decentralization in Latin America, and Colombia, specifically. Falleti 

(2005, 2010) introduced it to explain how sequences of types of decentralization (political, 

fiscal, and administrative) led to different levels of intergovernmental balance of power. 

For instance, in cases where subnational interests were dominant, countries followed a 

sequence that started with political decentralization, followed by fiscal, and  finally by the 

administrative arena. In this sequence, the degree of change in the balance of power was 

high and ended up benefitting subnational interests. Falleti (ibid) argues that this was the 

case of Colombia between the early 1980s and 1994. Each stage of the sequence generated 

reinforcing effects to maintain the sequence, and, moreover, to keep increasing the 

prevalence of subnational interests in the following stages. Although Falleti’s outcome of 
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interest is mainly political, the notion of self-reinforcing effects and the policy feedback 

they generate, offers an overarching explanation for this dissertation’s findings.  

The key factor in the policy feedback loop seems to be the lack of administrative 

capacity. Without adequate capacity municipalities are not able to generate resources and 

have the technical abilities and skills to autonomously implement innovative policies and 

programs that address local needs, thereby increasing performance and reducing inequality. 

Lack of capacity also hampers the municipalities’ ability to promote and effectively 

manage participation and to gather input about those needs. It also limits the possibility of 

creating mechanisms of accountability for local authorities. Moreover, given the lack of 

vision and accountability, this lack of capacity can open or increase the possibilities for 

political capture, in which local political machines take advantage of the lack of vision and 

technical abilities to promote their own interests in hiring and contracting. The potential 

for resource diversion and the apparent lack of effectiveness might justify the desire of the 

national government to further centralize funding and decision-making,139 which 

ultimately impedes learning processes and the development of capabilities within 

subnational entities, reinforcing the trend towards re-centralization. 

This idea of administrative capabilities being a critical factor in policy feedback 

processes is widely recognized within the policy feedback literature since its origins 

(Béland & Schlager, 2019; Mettler & SoRelle, 2014; Pierson, 1993; Skocpol, 1992). 

According to those works, some policies can affect the development of administrative or 

bureaucratic capabilities which, if initially successful, may spark the development and 

expansion of new policies. Among other factors, this expansion can occur because officials 

 
139 As discussed in Chapter 2, the national government adopted the 2001 reform in the midst of an 

economic crisis that highlighted the need for stability and control over transfers to subnational entities. In 

the couple of years leading up to that reform, the national government had had adopted measures to restrict 

local deficits and issuance of debt by those entities (Echeverry & Zuluaga, 2014). 
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in charge of implementation of the initial set of policies then become advocates for new 

and expanded policies that further look after the perceived interests and preferences of 

those officials and of their political allies. Conversely, one could argue that if those 

administrative capabilities are not developed in the first place, those policies (e.g. 

decentralization) could not generate enough inertia to cause a real expansion of policies 

and capabilities, and this appears to be the case for Colombian municipalities. Instead of 

generating an expansion of policies and capabilities at the local level, the lack of 

development of capabilities appears to cause increasing re-centralization at the national 

level. This, in turn, could be further deteriorating local capabilities, and ultimately explains 

a lack of influence of decentralization on education outcomes. 

RELEVANCE OF THE TASKS BEING DECENTRALIZED 

Another interesting finding of this dissertation’s analysis is the differentiated 

effects that decentralization might have depending on the specific tasks that are 

decentralized. On the one hand, there may be some tasks that are more aptly decentralized 

and therefore more likely to improve education outcomes than others. For instance, tasks 

related to teacher hiring and management in general might be better placed at lower levels 

of government, possibly at the school level, so that principals can decide on their teams 

according to local needs, and can take proper action in case teachers have low performance. 

Of course, this assumes that principals or schools are able to hire based on merit and not 

following political considerations.  

On the other hand, tasks related to the curriculum could be more aptly managed by 

a higher level of government that is better able to coordinate and standardize contents that 

fulfill minimum requirements. Furthermore, a higher-level authority could also establish 

accountability mechanisms, such as standardized tests, to monitor progress on those 
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requirements. This ultimately could have positive effects on performance and inequality 

(Werfhorst & Mijs, 2010). One of the interviewees discussed in Chapter 5 shares this view, 

as he mentioned that in Colombia the government decentralized the wrong tasks.140 

Specifically, he was referring to the fact that all tasks related to the curriculum are highly 

decentralized to the school level, according to the provisions of the general law of 

education (Law 115 of 1994), while the bulk of the resources and decisions related to them 

are highly centralized at the national level. In summary, the decentralization arrangements 

of Colombia and in the Latin American countries analyzed in Chapter 6 might provide an 

explanation for the largely negative results presented in this dissertation.  

As outlined in Chapters 2 and 6, in Colombia the curriculum is highly decentralized, 

while funding and teacher management are highly centralized. This is consistent with the 

lack of effect of decentralization on performance and the increasing inequality, as shown 

in Chapters 3, 4 and 6. Similarly, in Chapter 6, the evidence presented, although weak, 

suggests a negative association between decentralization of the curriculum and 

performance, as well as a positive relationship with inequality. Moreover, the countries 

with the highest levels of performance in the region -- Chile, Costa Rica and Uruguay -- 

are among the countries in which national authorities play a more important role with 

respect to the curriculum in the region. In contrast, in Peru and Colombia, two of the worst 

performing countries, schools play a more prominent role in curriculum-related tasks.  

The nature of the tasks that are decentralized can be linked to the argument of low 

administrative capabilities, as noted above. Some education-related tasks demand higher 

administrative and technical capabilities than others. For instance, crafting the curriculum 

to aim for some specific goals, and designing accountability mechanisms to monitor 

 
140 Luis Piñeros, consultant for the Inter-American Development Bank and the Ministry of Education, 

interview on June 14, 2019.  
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progress towards the fulfilment of those goals, is likely to require more and better human 

and technical resources than deciding how to allocate resources within a school, or between 

a small set of schools. In the absence of administrative capabilities at lower levels of 

government, the decentralization of those tasks that demand more technical capabilities, 

such as the curriculum, can generate negative effects on performance and inequality, as 

seems to be the case in Colombia and in the other six Latin American countries. 

THE IMPORTANCE OF FAMILY RESOURCES 

A relevant backdrop for the largely null or weak findings documented in this 

dissertation is the prominent role that family resources have in students’ achievement and 

performance. Policies aimed at improving students’ learning and reducing education 

inequality, such as decentralization of education, need to be sensitive to that role. The 

importance of families’ resources for student achievement and performance has been 

widely documented in the context of the United States (Coleman et al., 1966), Europe (P. 

Bourdieu & Passeron, 1990), and more recently in the case of Colombia (García et al., 

2015; García Villegas et al., 2013), and in Chile (Hofflinger & von Hippel, 2020). The 

regression results presented in Chapter 6 show additional evidence of the strength and 

consistency of this relationship for a set of Latin American countries. Beyond those results, 

another way to see the strength of the relationship between socioeconomic status and 

education performance is by exploring the association between them. Figure 18 illustrates 

those associations and shows the strength of those relationships for the same country-years 

analyzed in Chapter 6. Note that in each of the three plots in the figure, the relationship is 

positive, which indicates that as the average index of economic, social and cultural status 

increase, the average score for each country-year also increases. All of the relationships 

shown in those plots are much stronger than the relationships that I presented earlier in 
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Chapter 6 between the measures of decentralization and average math, reading and science 

scores.  Also note that the countries with the highest level of performance –Chile and 

Uruguay--, are the countries that have the highest average levels of socioeconomic status. 

Colombia, along Peru and Brazil, have the lowest levels of performance and the lowest 

levels of average socioeconomic status.  

Figure 18: Associations between PISA score and the average index of economic, social 

and cultural status (ESCS) 

 

 

In the context of unequal societies such as those in most Latin American countries, 

the influence of family resources feels even more acute. One of the ways in which this 

inequality translates into the education system is through the prevalence of private schools 
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in primary and secondary education, which for most of the countries included in Chapter 6 

is at least about 10% of 15-year-old students. Beyond the ability to choose private schools, 

there are other ways in which family resources influence performance and inequality. For 

example, better-off parents can devote more time to support children’s learning, and their 

guidance might be of better quality. They can also devote more monetary resources to 

support their children, for instance by providing early childcare and extra-curricular 

activities after school or during breaks from schools. All these factors help to partially 

explain the disparities in performance within municipalities for the case of Colombia or 

within countries, as shown in Chapter 6. 

Under these circumstances, any governance-related policy, such as 

decentralization, that aims to improve performance and decrease inequality in education 

has to be highly effective if it is to offset, or somehow reduce, the strong associations 

between family resources and school performance. Policies such as school competition, 

which for a long time have been thought to promote higher levels of performance, have 

been shown to have no effect as compared to the influence of parents’ education and school 

resources (Hofflinger & von Hippel, 2020). However, in the context of decentralized 

systems, there are initiatives and particular actions that seem to be guided in the right 

direction to improve performance. For instance, Saavedra (2019) introduced the case of the 

municipality of Sobral in the state of Ceará in Brazil, where, within a highly decentralized 

system, local authorities prioritized the hiring of teachers on a merit-basis, and increased 

motivation and accountability of teachers, in order to reach top levels of performance 

across most schools in those regions. Although this evidence is anecdotal, this case 

suggests that under the right conditions, decentralization and other governance-related 

reforms do have some potential to be highly effective to improve performance and reduce 

inequalities, as it appears to be the case in that particular Brazilian state. 
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POLICY IMPLICATIONS 

The findings of this dissertation along with the previous discussion, indicate that 

for decentralization to improve education performance and reduce education inequality, 

some supporting conditions are necessary. Decentralization requires the existence of local 

administrative capacity, not only to find additional sources of funding, but more 

importantly to be able to design, implement, monitor and evaluate policies and programs 

that are tailored to local contexts and address the actual problems and needs of local 

communities. This requires a review of salary limits and job requirements for the staff of 

education secretariats, as well as of stronger national initiatives to promote capacity 

improvements (e.g. training in project management and evaluation and monitoring 

systems, among others). Incentives that are attached to improvements in management and 

outcomes may be useful to promote local capacity enhancements, but those incentives can 

also penalize those municipalities which currently lack the capacities to perform even basic 

tasks. This, ultimately, implies designing decentralization policies that are place-sensitive, 

as Otero-Bahamón has recently argued (2020). 

As a complement to local capacity, local authorities need to be able to gather 

information and inputs from relevant stakeholders to be able to adapt their initiatives to 

local contexts. The ability to gather local information relates, at least partially, to the 

technical capacities of the staff. Local official should have some knowledge about sources 

of evidence, its quality and the need to compare and contrast sources of evidence and, in 

general, the use of evidence in policymaking to substantiate their decisions.  

Beyond these technical fixes, those authorities require to engage more with local 

stakeholders and they need to participate more actively in decision-making. For instance, 

there can be mechanisms that augment transparency on the part of local decision makers 

towards the community. For instance, the national government, and specifically the 
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Ministry of Education, might train local decision makers and communities on good 

practices to increase the use of public hearings, requests for comments, and school 

government, among other participatory mechanisms, that allow local decision makers to 

communicate budget and policy decisions and receive input from relevant stakeholders. 

However, when designing and implementing these initiatives, care must be exercised in 

promoting the participation of all interested parties, in particular those that are most 

vulnerable, and at the same time to ensure that mechanisms are created that will allow for 

subnational entities to accommodate diverging and potentially opposing interests that arise 

from different types of stakeholders (e.g. teachers, parents, business). Also, monitoring and 

accountability mechanisms should be in place to reduce the risk of elite capture if and when 

participation increases.  

Higher levels of local capacity, more transparency, and increased levels of 

participation might deter the use of decentralized autonomy for focused short-term political 

ends, as appears to have been the case in Colombia. As argued in Chapter 1, more capable 

subnational unities are better placed to promote the adoption of broad-based policies and 

programs that benefit everyone, especially those more in need. The review of funding and 

transfer mechanisms alone is not enough to increase decentralization’s prospects. Along 

with funding mechanisms, there has to be an integral review of local capacities and 

participation, if education governance is to become more adequate and effective. Also, 

instead of establishing an arbitrary rule to grant autonomy, such as the population size rule 

established in the 2001 reform, the national government should consider granting 

autonomy with respect to a set, or subset, of responsibilities on education funding and 

management depending on the actual capacity of municipalities. This would help increase 

the chances that only those municipalities that have the capacity to assume those 

responsibilities are effectively granted greater autonomy. It might also incentivize capacity 
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improvements for other municipalities, under the expectation of gaining autonomy with 

respect to education.  

Only after carefully considering the existence of capacity in different subnational 

entities, the national government might start devolving tasks in a differential and 

asymmetric way. That is, the national government should only grant autonomy with respect 

to certain tasks and activities for which specific subnational entities have demonstrated 

capacity to handle. For those tasks there needs to be actual devolution of responsibilities, 

which, as briefly explained in Chapter 1, implies that local authorities assume and are fully 

accountable for those responsibilities. For municipalities that lack the capacity to manage 

certain tasks, or for tasks that are more prone to local capture, the national government 

might establish mechanisms of delegation within government in which local authorities act 

as mere implementers or branches of national initiatives, but the national government 

remains accountable for those responsibilities (V. E. Rodríguez, 1997, pp. 11–12). A 

differentiated scheme such as this one, demands careful consideration of what 

responsibilities should actually be managed at the local level and which at higher levels of 

government, along with a review of funding needs and mechanisms to fulfill those 

responsibilities.  

LIMITATIONS AND AVENUES FOR FUTURE RESEARCH 

This dissertation has advanced our understanding of the relationship between 

decentralization of education and education outcomes, mainly by offering evidence that 

decentralization has no effects on education performance, and it seems to increase 

education inequality, at least by some measures, something that to my knowledge, had been 

left out of the literature so far. The quantitative exploration of causal mechanisms (political 

competition and local capacity) has also provided new insights about the political and 
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institutional factors that could explain the links between decentralization and education 

outcomes. Largely, it appears that there is not a systematic relationship between those 

factors and performance and inequality, with the exception of political competition which 

seems to produce a decrease in a measure of education segregation. Overall, the results of 

the Colombian were confirmed by the comparative of analysis of seven Latin American 

countries of Chapter 6. There, I showed that relationship between decentralization and 

performance in PISA, if any, is very weak in each of those countries, including Colombia. 

The quantitative exploration in Chapters 3, 4 and 6 offered a disappointing picture 

of the influence of decentralization in increasing performance and reducing inequalities. 

To understand the mechanisms behind those results, Chapter 5 presented a qualitative 

exploration of the operation of decentralization in three municipalities. That exploration 

offered evidence about the mechanisms that explain the null and/or weak results presented 

in the quantitative Chapters. As discussed in this Chapter, the lack of local administrative 

capacity (beyond the capacity to generate revenue) seems to be a key factor in that 

explanation, along with the potential for political capture to use autonomy mainly for 

politicking and clientelist purposes.  

The findings of the dissertation advance our understanding of decentralization and 

education, but both the quantitative and qualitative explorations presented in this 

dissertation have some limitations. Although local administrative capacity was identified 

as a key factor, the quantitative exploration was somewhat limited in its exploration. For 

the reasons discussed in Chapter 3, I could only use the ability of municipalities to generate 

revenue as a measure of local capacity. This measure conflates information about the size 

and intensity of the municipalities economic base, their political decisions regarding 

taxation and, only partially, their capacity to tax and collect that revenue. More importantly, 

as explained in Chapter 5, it leaves out other dimensions of local capacity such as the 
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technical abilities of local officials, among others, which in this case could only be explored 

qualitatively.  

Relatedly, given the methodology used in Chapters 3 and 4, the main analysis in 

those Chapters focused in the municipalities that clustered around the population cutoff of 

100,000 inhabitants. Although the qualitative exploration included municipalities that 

might be outside of that range (e.g., Ubaté), the analysis of the situation of municipalities 

that are far from that cutoff, provides a more comprehensive view of decentralization and 

its challenges. The smallest and the largest municipalities might face different incentives 

and restrictions, which the national government should take into consideration when 

deciding if, what and how to decentralized the provision of education.  

The comparative analysis in Chapter 6 shows that decentralization happens 

differently in different contexts, and suggests that the type and nature of the tasks that are 

being decentralized might be relevant for the effectiveness of decentralization. The 

quantitative analysis of Colombia in itself does not allow to explore this idea any further. 

Although PISA data provides rich information about those tasks, a deeper knowledge about 

two or three education systems and their governance schemes might provide a better 

understanding of the advantages and disadvantages of decentralizing certain tasks and the 

ways to implement those.  

A particular struggle that I faced during the investigation was to be able to interview 

relevant stakeholders (e.g., representatives of the teachers union, who never answered my 

requests) and to get interviewees from more municipalities. Beyond this struggle, I did not 

attempt to explore extreme municipalities, that is, municipalities that stand out either for 

having outlying positive or negative education outcomes. Investigating those 

municipalities could provide a clearer understanding about if and how decentralization, 

capacity and political capture interact or not, to produce those outstanding results. 
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Consequently, I envision some avenues of future research to have a more 

comprehensive understanding of decentralization of education and its effects on education 

outcomes in Colombia and elsewhere. The first relates to a more in-depth and detailed 

exploration of subnational entities’ fiscal and technical capacities. The findings have 

pointed to a number of issues related to the technical and managerial qualities of secretaries 

of education and the education secretariat in general. The qualitative exploration presented 

in Chapter 5 provided some indications about the potential challenges in this respect, but a 

systematic exploration of the academic credentials, experience and skills of those officials, 

and its association with education management and outcomes, would help to provide more 

evidence about the actual local capacity of Colombian municipalities and their potential to 

improve education quality. This exploration is also relevant for other policy areas beyond 

education. 

Relatedly, an in-depth understanding of a small number of successful 

municipalities, as well as of a couple of municipalities that perform badly, could further 

illustrate or provide a more nuanced understanding about the operation of decentralization 

and its interaction with political and institutional factors, specifically, those discussed in 

this dissertation. A focus on smaller and larger municipalities to gain a comprehensive 

overview of the operation of decentralization of education in Colombia might complement 

the previous analysis. 

Another potential avenue for future research relates to a conceptual and empirical 

understanding in a comparative perspective about the distribution of functions with respect 

to education, between different levels of government. That is, a deeper analysis of what 

responsibilities should or should not be decentralized might inform the literature and 

policymaking on education decentralization. This necessarily entails a comparative 

perspective, using a number of country case studies, or information from global surveys 
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such as PISA. For instance, it might be interesting to make a deep dive into the cases of 

Chile (high decentralization and performance), Uruguay (high centralization and 

performance) and Colombia (middle decentralization and low performance) to explore how 

the distribution of specific tasks between levels of government operates, and how some of 

those tasks are or not conducive to better performance. This could entail a more fine-

grained exploration of the PISA data along with qualitative case studies within each 

country that explore legal and policy documents and interview relevant stakeholders.  

All those avenues of research and the structure and findings of this dissertation 

show that the investigation of complex issues, such as the operation of decentralization and 

its effects on education outcomes, require a combination of methods (qualitative and 

quantitative), sources of information (e.g., within and cross-country), and theoretical views 

to gain in-depth understanding of the intricacies of those topics, and to be able to  contribute 

to policymaking and theory building. 
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Appendix – List of Interviewees 

• Adolfo Sánchez, former director of upper-secondary education at the Ministry of 

Education, interview on June 5, 2019 

• Alejandra López, official at the Ministry of Education’s office of technology and 

innovation and formerly of the Directorship of Upper secondary education, 

interview on July 29, 2019. 

• Angel Pérez Martínez, former official at the Ministry of Education and current 

education consultant and columnist, interview on October 10, 2018. 

• Anibal Forero, official at Ministry of Education and former Secretary of Education 

of Fusagasugá, interview on October 8, 2018. 

• Edgar Jairo Márquez Carrillo, former mayor of Ubaté, interview on August 15, 

2018. 

• Jholman Javier Rodriguez Parales, former Sub Secretary of Education of 

Cundinamarca, interview on June 14, 2019. 

• José María Leyton, former Director of Territorial Strengthening at the Ministry of 

Education, interview on July 11, 2019. 

• Luis Moreno Pinzón, principal of Institución Educativa Municipal Carlos Lozano 

Lozano in Fusagasugá, interview on August 8, 2018. 

• Luis Piñeros, consultant for the Inter-American Development Bank and the 

Ministry of Education, interview on June 14, 2019.  

• Magdalena Sanabria Sierra, principal of Institución Educativa Municipal Manuel 

Humberto Cardenas Velez in Fusagasugá, interview on August 8, 2018. 
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• Marta Herrera, official at Bogotá’s Secretariat of Education, and former director of 

the School Meal Program at the Ministry of Education, interview on June 19, 2019. 

• Nelcy Cuellar Ibañez, former Secretary of Education of Fusagasugá and of the 

Department of Caquetá, interview on September 12, 2018. 

• Nelsy Cajamarca, former Sub-director of school retention of the Department of 

Cundinamarca, interview on June 6, 2019. 

• Nelly Yanett Rojas García, director of the Chamber of Commerce of Bogotá, 

Fusagasugá branch, interview on February 20, 2019. 

• Nohora Rojas Torres, Secretary of Health and Social Action of Ubaté, interview on 

August 15, 2018. 

• Sandra Tellez, principal of Institución Educativa Técnica José Joaquín Casas in 

Chía, interview on June 7, 2019 (She is the aunt of the dissertation’s author). 
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