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access to primary school and
satisfaction of basic learning needs:
these are the main educational objec-
tives which developing countries and

established for the 1990s. ,

Ever since the World Conference
on Education for All (Jomtien, Thai-

] tand, March 1990), the improvement

and expansion of basic education
| services have regainéd a prominent
place on the agendas of international
meetings, on the programmes of the
{ main intesnational brganizations and
bilateral cooperation agencies, and
1 in the action plans prepared by edu-
§ cational authonities in the miajority of
developing countries:
1 There is no doubt that, despite the
} economic difficulties -experienced in
| the 1980s, impressive advances have
been achicved in the last thirty years
in terms of expanding primary educa-
tion. The growth of enrollment has
been considerable; the number® of
schools has doubled and that of
teachers tripled.
Nevertheless, the results obtained
4 should not lead us to_overlook the
j three main obstacles which still pre-
vent us from afiaining the objectives
by

. established such

' agreement.,
_ Three obstatles- prﬁventlng
umversal access to basic

education

The first obstacle, and perhaps the
j one which has received most atten-
tion, anses from the large pumbers
| of boys and  girls who have no access
| to the educational sysiem, at present
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DUCATION for All, universal

the international organizations have ‘

; numbering over 130 million, more -

| than half of whom are concentrated
]in four countries only (Bangladesh
[ India, Nigeria and Pakistan).
sume cases, the future prospects are
fnot bright., In southern Asia, for
I sents a serious challenge in terms of
the additional resources required to
| continue expandiag educational ser-
} vices. In Africa, already in the 1980s
the school-age population was grow-
{ing faster than enrollment, so that
thé gross rate of schoo] attendance
fell from 79% in 1980 to 2% by
1988.
The second abstacle, refated to
conditions of poverty and' the low

Jincome levels of vast social sectors, is

the high proportion of school drop-
outs. Many students abandon the

educational system before they have

completed primary school, probably
without hawng acquired a satisfac-
tory standard of knowledge, abilities
and skills. In other words, their
{rights to education is more formal

than real, considering that they do
Inot manage to derive full benefit

from the bricl time they spend at
school, and in many cases will never
|again be given any opportunity to
iearn once they have quite the educa-
tional system.

Taking the Asia region as an- ex-
ample. although the pmblcm is ot
restricted to that region- only, 1985
data suggest that in India, Myanmar

{instance, population growth' repre--
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and Pakistan only half the children
enrolled in the first grade ever reach
the fifth; in Bangladesh and Laos,
little more than one third, while in
Nepal only 27% complete the first
years of the basic cycle and 40% drop
out in the first grade,

The third obstiacte, which is more-
related to-the quality of education
supplied, tésides in the significant
quantity of students who repeat
courses,” especially the first grade.
This means 1o say that a considerable
number of boys and girls who have
just entered the educational system
do not enjoy the experience, or feel
the pleasure and the satisfattion of
learning, but on the contrary only the
frustration of having to repeat their
prade, as if the time spent in the
classroom had produced no sort of
learning whatever. This i1s unlikely
and the remedy is somewhat unusual.
(i.c. starting the studies all over

. again), if one considers the progress

made by modern teaching methods
where child development is con-
cerned.

Repetiion in primary education,

and its problematic. relation with
learning and school failure, has been
the subject of much research in
recent decades, looking into both its
frequency and its causes, as well as
trying to assess ‘better ways of gra-
dually reducing the size of * the
problem,

With a view to making a new start

in the stydy and analysis of repéti-

tior:, UNICEF and the International
Bureau. for FEducation {IBE-
UNESCO) held # technical meeting
in Geneva from 15 to 18 February,
attended by experts from different.
disciplines and different geugraphlcal
ardas.
How many cases of repetlttun

- are there and how much do
they cost?

Exactly what 1s known at pre:serit
about the dimensions of repetition in
the developing countries ? A -quick '
look at the specialized literature and
cotaparisons made so far, taking the
last decades as a reference, appears
to highlight at least two critical
aspects of the phenomenon 1ts enor-
mops size and its persistence.-

' The figures for 1990 covering 84
ceuntriés siggest a total of 35.6
millioncases of repetition in-primary
education. Almost half of these are
concentrated in four countries (Chi-
na, India, Brazil and Mexico). This
figure, however, gives only an in-
complete and. partially *outdated
general view, considering that the
data refer bas:cally to 1990 and ‘do
not cover all the countries: There are
no reliable data concermung countries
with very large school-age popula-
tions. such. as Pakistan, nge',na
"Victnam and Myanmat. Ther¢ is no
Eiuuht moreover., that the many con-
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flicts.which broke out after 1990 in
Africa and:in sevéral Balkan coun-

.+res have had devastating effects on

the supply of education. Equally. in
Russian and several countries of

Eastern Europe, the serious soci-

economic ¢rists’ has certaihly had a
negative impact on the quality of
public social servijces, while little is
known about the educational situa-
tion in the new former Soviet Repub-
lics, especially those in Central Asia.

As a result, the official {igure of
some 33 million cases of repetition is
far below the real figure. Over and
above the cases in countries for

‘which data-are available, there are
still those not recorded in official
statistics which need to be added. -

, It is.really in Latin America that it

has been ubse.rved that' are often .

marked. discrepancies between data
given in official statistics and those
obtained either through surveys or
by applying computerized statistical

" simalation models. Enquiries made

in several countries. (Brazil, Col-
ombia, El Salvador, Guatemala,
Honduras, Nicaragua, the Domiai-
can Republic to mention but a few)
have indicated that the real repeti-
tion rate is almost double the average

.offtcial rate, ¢specially where first

grade repetition is .concerned.
Assuming these estimates arg¢ cor-

rect, and- nothing appears to indicate
that they are not, towards the end of
the 1980s in the countries of Laun
America the real percentage of re-
petifions in the first six grades of
primary” scheol would amount to
40.9%, compared with the figure of

15.3% ofiicially declared by the.
cuuntries_. while the real repetition .

rate ini‘the first grade would be as

high as 41.4% on average, msteadauf '

the official rate of 21.7%. In uverall
terms, the total number of repéti-
tions in the region would then be
close to 20.5 million, (more “than
“double that. indicated in official
‘data,) mostly concentrated in Brazil,
(11.4; million} and in three other
countries {Mexico, 2.7 million;
Argentina' and Colombia, around 1
million each).

According to available data and to

. studies carried out by UNESCO, the

underestimation of repetition 1n
Latin America would be due essen-
tighly to poor collection and proces-
sing of data. Many pupils who obtain
poor qualifications drop out before
the complete their school year, be-
cause they know they will have to
repeat their ' grade. These same
pupils then re-enroll the following
vear in. the same grade, but are
statistically . considered drop-outs
rather than repétitions. Moreover, in
rurz! and more remote arcas, where
teahers are less well trained and
treceive less supervision and advice
from the educational system, the task
‘of collating data to fill in sometimes

.presents problems in several coun-
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complicated registers and forms can

easily lead to mistakes or simpiifica- |
tions, so that data are often unreli- ,
able. |

Repetition rates in Africa, and in. »
particular in sub-Saharan Afnca, are
alrcady a matter of concern in them-
"selves, especially where the first

primary grade is concerned. If they

are underestimated, on the other
hand, the problem could take on

- truly alarming proportions.

In Asia, it would appear that the
collection and processing of statistics

tries. May it then be assumed that
repetition 15 underestimated there
too ? It is difficult to say with any

" certainty on “the basis of availablé

information, although there are plf:n

ty of anﬂlﬂgles with the situation in
Latin America. Assuming an under-
estimated proportion of repetition of; 1
the order of 50% in the regions of |
Latin America and Asia.alone there
would be over 50 million casés of§
repetition. This fact and the alarming
situation as regards many countries
in sub-Saharan Africa make repeti-
tion one of the main causes of inter-
nal mefficiency of educational sys--
tems and one of the main obstacles
preventing the spread of primary
education. What is more, it is not a
temporary phenomenon, but - one i

~which has existed for a long time and

one where no improvement has beén |
achieved despite all the efforts. :
Although amalyses of repetition
trends aré few and far between there |

.scem to be few educational systems |

which have managed gradually and

steadily to reduce the size of the

problem. Regional averages uhﬂnus- i
Iy do-not reflect the great divérsity nf 1
situations, but they can give a gener-_ “A
al idea of the trends. ﬂ

Taking official statistics of amund ¢
1990 as a starting point, compared
with 1980 in the Afncan countnes, .
for instance, there was a tendency for
both the total number of rcpet:tlﬂns
and thewr overall percentage to. in- i
crease, especially in countries of sub-
Saharan Africa. The pmblem takes
on alarming proportions ia French
and Portuguese-speaking countnes,
where in many cases overall percen--§{
tages close to or above 15% have ‘
been observed, distinctly higher |
compared to fipures from elsewhere
in the world. On the other. hand,
‘many of these countries have to cope !
with the twin problems of haﬂng a.
formal educational system with in- i
sufficient coverage and with poor !
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internal efficiency, which means that
the himited proportion of school-age

children attended by the system ex-

perience  considerable  difficulties. |
making regilar progress with their
studies. In the Arab States, with few
exceptions, the repetition trend
appears to indicate a fall in the j
overall percenteage and an increase ¥
m number of repetitions. The trends
in the region of Asia and Oceania are
less uniform and the data for the
perntod considered are incomplete, In -
any event, it is clear that there have
nat been any significant improve-

mcnts, o wco 2l {|
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