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PREFACE
The USAID LAC Reads Capacity Program (LRCP), implemented by the American
Institutes for Research (AIR), in partnership with Juárez and Associates and local
partners, works to increase the impact, scale, and sustainability of early-grade
reading interventions in the Latin America and Caribbean (LAC) region through the
development of state-of-the-art knowledge resources and the provision of technical
assistance to host country governments and other stakeholders, to enhance efforts
to improve early grade reading outcomes, particularly for disadvantaged children.
Working in collaboration with USAID’s bilateral missions, governments, and key
stakeholders, such as the Central American and Caribbean Early Literacy Network
(RedLEI), the program facilitates understanding and application of evidence-based,
context appropriate approaches to improving early grade reading. The LRCP’s priority
countries include the Dominican Republic, Guatemala, Haiti, Honduras, Jamaica, and
Nicaragua, as well as several Eastern Caribbean states.
As part of this effort, we present the following summary of highlights from the ERCE
2019 results with a focus on the Central America and the Dominican Republic as
an input to and stimulus for discussions of early grade reading in the region, and to
demonstrate the ever more urgent need to improve reading outcomes in the early
grades. The recent results across the region, particularly in the lower grades and in the
LRCP priority countries generally, paint a disheartening picture in which the majority
of children are not reaching satisfactory levels of achievement in this fundamental
skill which serves as the foundation of future learning.
The results underline the need for the prioritization of and commitment to
understanding and implementing effective strategies for early-grade reading to
ensure better opportunities and a brighter future for the region’s children.
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INTRODUCTION

What is the Fourth Regional Comparative
and Explanatory Study (ERCE 2019)?
In 2019, 16 countries in Latin America and the Caribbean participated in the
Fourth Regional Comparative and Explanatory Study (ERCE). This assessment
was administered by the Latin American Laboratory for Assessment of the
Quality of Education (LLECE) at the Regional Office for Latin American and the
Caribbean of the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization
(OREALC/UNESCO).
ERCE assessed what Latin American students in grades 3 and 6 know and are
able to do in reading, math, and science. About 160,000 students from 4,000
schools across all participating countries were assessed in both grades in
reading and math. Science was only assessed for grade 6 students.
ERCE is similar to three prior efforts, but is only comparable to one of them. The
First and Second Regional Comparative and Explanatory Studies (PERCE and
SERCE) were conducted in 1997 and 2006, respectively, but only the results of
the Third and Fourth Regional Comparative and Explanatory Studies (TERCE and
ERCE), conducted in 2013 and 2019, can be compared to understand trends in
performance over time. The results of the previous assessments were mapped
onto a different scale.
Students’ achievement on each subject of ERCE is expressed in “points,” with
700 points as the regional mean and 100 points as the standard deviation. These
benchmarks allows readers to compare each country’s mean performance
against the region and to express differences in scores as proportions to the
standard deviation.
ERCE’s scores in each subject are also expressed in four “performance levels.”
These benchmarks, from I (lowest) to IV (highest), allow readers to identify the
share of students who reach minimum standards (i.e., level II in grade 3 and level
III in grade 6).
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1.

HOW DID THE TYPICAL STUDENT
IN EACH COUNTRY PERFORM IN
READING?

8

How did the typical student
in each country perform in reading?

Latin America and the Caribbean
Grade 3 and 6 students in Brazil, Cuba, Peru, and Uruguay performed, on
average, better than their counterparts in the region in reading. These countries
had the highest average scores in reading in both grades.
Students in Colombia and Mexico outperformed the typical student in the
region. These countries had average scores that were above the average score
for Latin America and the Caribbean in both grades.
Students in Argentina and Ecuador performed on par with the region. They
performed slightly above the average score for the region in one of the grades
assessed and slightly below that score in the other grade.

Central America and the Dominican Republic
Grade 3 and 6 students in Costa Rica and El Salvador outperformed the Latin
America and the Caribbean average in reading. Those in Costa Rica ranked in
the top three in both grades, and those in El Salvador outperformed the typical
student in the region.
Students in Guatemala, Honduras, Nicaragua, and Panama consistently fared
below the region. They had average scores that were below the regional average
in both grades.
The typical student in the Dominican Republic underperformed his/her
counterpart in the rest of the region. The average score for this country was
the lowest in both grades assessed.
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Central America and the Dominican Republic underperformed
relative to the rest of Latin America in reading, except for
Costa Rica and El Salvador.

Figure 1.
Mean score in reading assessment, grades 3 and 6, 2019

Source: LLECE (2021), pp. 42-43.
Notes: (1) Not all differences between mean scores are statistically significant.
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Figure 1.1
Mean score in reading assessment, grades 3 and 6, 2019
(Central America and the Dominican Republic)

Source: LLECE (2021), pp. 42-43.
Notes: (1) Not all differences between mean scores are statistically significant.
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2.

HOW HAS STUDENT
PERFORMANCE CHANGED
OVER TIME?

12

How has student performance changed
over time?
Latin America and the Caribbean
Grade 3 and 6 students in Brazil, Paraguay, and Peru improved in reading more
than their counterparts elsewhere in the region. The changes in mean scores
from 2013 to 2019 were the highest for both grades.
Students in Ecuador also increased their reading performance in both grades
by a small amount. They had mean scores in 2019 that were below those in 2013
in both grades by a few points (i.e., less than 10 points or 10% of a standard
deviation).
Students in Argentina, Mexico, and Uruguay declined in their reading
performance in both grades, but by a relatively small margin. These countries
had mean scores in 2019 that were only a few points below their scores in 2013
(i.e., less than 10 points or 10% of a standard deviation).

Central America and the Dominican Republic
The Dominican Republic was among the most improved countries in reading.
Its 2019 scores were about 10 points (i.e., 10% of a standard deviation) above
its 2013 scores in both grades.
The reading performance of the typical student in Guatemala, Nicaragua, and
Panama decreased in both grades. These countries had mean scores in 2019
that were below their scores in 2013, the last installment of this assessment, in
both grades.
In Costa Rica and Honduras, reading performance remained relatively stable.
In these countries, the mean improved slightly in one grade and declined slightly
in the other, suggesting little change from 2013 to 2019.
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Central American countries maintained or lowered their
reading performance from 2013 to 2019;
the Dominican Republic improved it slightly.

Figure 2.
Change in mean score in reading, grades 3 and 6,
2013-2019

Source: LLECE (2021), pp. 42-43.
Notes: (1) Not all differences between changes in mean scores are statistically significant. (2) The change in
mean score for the LAC average between 2013 and 2019 has not yet been reported, so it is not included in this
figure. (3) Cuba and Ecuador did not participate in the assessment in 2013, so they are not included in this figure.
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3.

HOW MANY STUDENTS ARE
PERFORMING BELOW
EXPECTATIONS?

15

How many students are
performing below expectations?
Latin America and the Caribbean
In all Latin American and Caribbean countries, the share of students failing
to reach minimum learning standards in reading is higher in grade 6 than in
grade 3. Partly, this is explained by the fact that, in grade 3, this percentage
includes all students performing at Level I, and in grade 6, it includes all students
performing at Levels I and II. These thresholds were set by the developers of the
assessment.
Brazil, Cuba, Peru, and Uruguay had the lowest percentages of students below
minimum standards in reading. Across both grades, these countries had the
lowest percentages of students in Level I (grade 3) or Levels I and II (grade 6)
in the region. However, in grade 6, about half or more of students fall in this
category.

Central America and the Dominican Republic
The Dominican Republic, Guatemala, Honduras, Nicaragua, and Panama had
the highest percentages below minimum standards in reading. Across both
grades, these countries had the highest percentages of students in Level I
(grade 3) or Levels I and II (grade 6) in the region.
The share of under-performing students in reading varied widely across the
region. The percentage of students in Level I (grade 3) ranged from 25% in
Costa Rica to 73% in the Dominican Republic. The percentage of students in
Levels I and II (grade 6) ranged from 46% in Costa Rica to 87% in Nicaragua.
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A majority of students in Central America and the Dominican
Republic fail to meet minimum learning standards in
reading––especially, in grade 6.

Figure 3.
Percentage of students performing below expectations in reading,
grades 3 and 6, 2019

Source: LLECE (2021), pp. 13-14. In grade 3, the percentage includes students performing at Level I. In grade 6, the
percentage includes students performing at Levels I and II.
Notes: (1) Not all differences between percentages are statistically significant. (2) The percentage of students
performing at Level I (grade 3) and Levels I and II (grade 6) for the LAC average has not yet been reported, so it is
not included in this figure.
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Figure 3.1
Percentage of students performing below expectations in reading,
grades 3 and 6, 2019
(Central America and the Dominican Republic)

Source: LLECE (2021), pp. 13-14. In grade 3, the percentage includes students performing at Level I.
In grade 6, the percentage includes students performing at Levels I and II.
Notes: (1) Not all differences between percentages are statistically significant. (2) The percentage
of students performing at Level I (grade 3) and Levels I and II (grade 6) for the LAC average has not
yet been reported, so it is not included in this figure.
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4.

HOW HAS THE SHARE OF
STUDENTS BELOW EXPECTATIONS
CHANGED OVER TIME?

19

How has the share of students below
expectations changed over time?
Latin America and the Caribbean
Few Latin American and Caribbean countries reduced the share of students
performing below expectations. Brazil, Peru, and Colombia in grade 3 achieved
reductions in this percentage between 2013 and 2019.
Brazil and Peru increased their share of low performing grade 6 students. They
saw some of the largest increases in this indicator between 2013 and 2019.

Central America and the Dominican Republic
Panama and Guatemala reduced the share of students performing below
expectations. The share of grade 6 students below expectations in these two
countries decreased between 2013 and 2019.
Guatemala, Nicaragua, and Panama increased their share of low performing
grade 3 students, and the Dominican Republic increased its share of low
performing grade 6 students. These countries saw some of the largest increases
in these indicators between 2013 and 2019.
In most countries, changes in low performers were relatively small. Except for
the increases in low performers in Guatemala and Nicaragua in grade 3, in all
other cases, changes in the share of low performers in Central America and the
Dominican Republic were below 10 percentage points.
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Central America and the Dominican Republic did not reduce
the share of low performers; the few reductions that were
found were small and likely due to chance.

Figure 4.
Change in percentage of students performing below expectations
in reading, grades 3 and 6, 2013-2019

Source: LLECE (2021), pp. 42-43; LLECE (2016), pp. 34, 45.
Notes: (1) Not all differences between changes are statistically significant. (2) The percentage of students
performing at Level I (grade 3) and Levels I and II (grade 6) for the LAC average in 2019 has not yet been
reported, so it is not included in this figure. (3) Cuba and Ecuador did not participate in the assessment in 2013,
so they are not included in this figure.
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5.

HOW MANY STUDENTS ARE
PERFORMING WELL ABOVE
EXPECTATIONS?
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How many students are performing well
above expectations?

Latin America and the Caribbean
In all Latin American and Caribbean countries, the share of students excelling in
reading is remarkably similar across grades 3 and 6. The percentage of students
reaching Level IV (i.e., the highest performance level in the assessment) in each
country is very similar across grades, as is the ranking of countries on this
indicator.
Brazil, Costa Rica, Cuba, Peru, and Uruguay had the highest percentages
of students excelling. Across both grades, these countries had the highest
percentages of students in Level IV in the region. Argentina, Colombia, and
Mexico ranked closely below these countries in both grades.

Central America and the Dominican Republic
Costa Rica had the highest percentages of students excelling in reading in
Central America. Across both grades, this country had the highest percentages
of students in Level IV in the region.
The Dominican Republic, Guatemala, Honduras, Nicaragua, and Panama had
the lowest percentages of students excelling. Across both grades, these
countries had the lowest percentages of students in Level IV in the region.
The share of top-performing students varied widely across the region. In grade
3, the percentage of students in Level IV ranged from 31% in Costa Rica to 3%
in Nicaragua. In grade 6, this percentage ranged from 31% in Costa Rica to 4%
in Nicaragua.
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Central America and the Dominican Republic have relatively
few students surpassing expectations in reading, except for
Costa Rica and El Salvador.

Figure 5.
Percentage of students performing well above
expectations in reading, grades 3 and 6, 2019

Source: LLECE (2021), pp. 13-14. In both grades, the percentage includes students performing at Level IV.
Notes: (1) Not all differences between percentages are statistically significant. (2) The percentage of students
performing at Level IV for the LAC average has not yet been reported, so it is not included in this figure.
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Figure 5.1
Percentage of students performing well above
expectations in reading, grades 3 and 6, 2019
(Central America and the Dominican Republic)

Source: LLECE (2021), pp. 13-14. In both grades, the percentage includes students performing at Level IV.
Notes: (1) Not all differences between percentages are statistically significant. (2) The percentage of students
performing at Level IV for the LAC average has not yet been reported, so it is not included in this figure.
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6.

HOW HAS THE SHARE OF STUDENTS
WELL ABOVE EXPECTATIONS
CHANGED OVER TIME?
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How has the share of students well
above expectations changed over time?
Latin America and the Caribbean
Brazil and Peru increased their shares of high performing students in reading
by a large margin in both grades. Uruguay also increased their shares in both
grades, but by smaller margins. Others, such as Colombia, Ecuador, and Mexico
achieved smaller increases yet.

Central America and the Dominican Republic
Most of Central America and the Dominican Republic increased the share of
students performing above expectations in reading. Guatemala and Honduras
were the only two countries that saw very small reductions in this group in
grade 3, and Guatemala and Nicaragua were the only two that saw similarly
small reductions in grade 6.
In most countries, changes in the share high performers were relatively small.
Except for the increases in high performers in Costa Rica and the Dominican
Republic, in all other cases, changes in the share of high performers were below
5 percentage points.
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Most Central American and Caribbean countries did not
increase the share of high performers since 2013, except for
Costa Rica and the Dominican Republic.

Figure 6.
Change in percentage of students performing
well above expectations in reading, grades 3 and 6, 2013-2019

Source: LLECE (2021), pp. 42-43; LLECE (2016), pp. 34, 45.
Notes: (1) Not all differences between changes in mean scores are statistically significant. (2) The percentage of
students performing at Level IV for the LAC average in 2019 has not yet been reported, so it is not included in
this figure. (3) Cuba and Ecuador did not participate in the assessment in 2013, so they are not included in this
figure.
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Figure 6.1
Change in percentage of students performing
well above expectations in reading, grades 3 and 6, 2013-2019
(Central America and the Dominican Republic)

Source: LLECE (2021), pp. 42-43; LLECE (2016), pp. 34, 45.
Notes: (1) Not all differences between changes in mean scores are statistically significant. (2) The percentage
of students performing at Level IV for the LAC average in 2019 has not yet been reported, so it is not included
in this figure. (3) Cuba and Ecuador did not participate in the assessment in 2013, so they are not included in
this figure.
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7.

HOW DID STUDENT
PERFORMANCE VARY BY SEX?

How did student performance
vary by sex?
Latin America and the Caribbean
In nearly all Latin American and Caribbean countries, girls outperformed boys
in reading in both grades. The difference in the scores of the typical boy and girl
student, however, varied widely from 5 to 30 points (i.e., 5% to 30% of a standard
deviation, respectively).

Central America and the Dominican Republic
Honduras and Guatemala were the two Central American countries with
smallest differences in reading performance by sex. In grade 3, Honduras only
had a gap of 5 points (i.e., 5% of a standard deviation). In grade 6, Guatemala
saw a small difference favoring boys, but the difference was very small and it
is likely that it emerged simply by chance (i.e., if a different sample of students
had been taken, there would be no difference in performance due to students’
sex).
Differences between the performance of boys and girls were relatively large.
Except for Honduras in grade 3, and for Guatemala, Honduras, and Nicaragua in
grade 6, all differences in performance between boys and girls were moderate
to large (i.e., more than 10 points or 10% of a standard deviation).
The Dominican Republic had the largest gaps in performance by sex in reading
of all participating countries in both grades. These differences were quite large
(i.e., around 30 points or 30% of a standard deviation).

31
Early Grade Reading in Crisis: A Call to Action

In Central America and the Dominican Republic, much like
in the rest of Latin America, girls consistently outperformed
boys in reading.

Figure 7.
Differences between mean scores of boys and girls
in reading, grades 3 and 6, 2019

Source: LLECE (2021), pp. 21.
Notes: (1) Not all differences in mean scores between boys and girls are statistically significant.
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Figure 7.1
Differences between mean scores of boys and girls
in reading, grades 3 and 6, 2019
(Central America and the Dominican Republic)

Source: LLECE (2021), pp. 21.
Notes: (1) Not all differences in mean scores between boys and girls are statistically significant.
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY:

Central America and the Dominican Republic

Most of Central America and the Dominican Republic underperform the rest of
Latin America and the Caribbean in reading. Only Costa Rica performed at the
top of the regional rankings, and only El Salvador performed above the region.
Guatemala, Nicaragua, Panama, and the Dominican Republic performed at the
bottom of the rankings.
Central America and the Dominican Republic have made little progress in
improving the scores of their typical student. Only the Dominican Republic, which
had performed at the bottom of the rankings in 2013, had seen relatively small
improvements in the reading performance of its grade 3 and 6 students by 2019.
In most of Central America and the Dominican Republic, more than half of students
underperform. Only Costa Rica had less than 50% of students in Levels I in grade
3 and only Costa Rica and El Salvador had less than 50% of students Levels I and
II in grade 6.
The share of low performers has barely budged in Central America and the
Dominican Republic. The reductions in the Dominican Republic in grade 3 and
in Guatemala, Nicaragua, and Panama in grade 6 were small and likely due to
chance.
Only Costa Rica, and to a lesser extent, El Salvador, have a sizable share of
students performing above expectations. In the rest of Central America and the
Dominican Republic, less than 10% of students reached Level IV in either grade.
The share of top performers has only increased in Costa Rica and the Dominican
Republic. In both cases, however, increases were below 10 percentage points.
Girls continue to outperform boys in reading. Yet, the magnitudes of the
differences in performance vary widely. They are largest and most concerning in
the Dominican Republic.
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