
 

Education at a Glance: OECD Indicators is the authoritative source for information on the state of education around 
the world. It provides data on the structure, finances and performance of education systems in the 35 OECD countries 
and a number of partner countries. 

Ibero-American countries 
• Among the five Ibero-American countries with available data, new tertiary entrants are more likely to choose 

science, technology, engineering and mathematics (STEM) fields than the OECD average (27%) in Colombia 
(29%) and Mexico (32%), and are equally or slightly less likely to in Chile (27%), Portugal (25%) and Spain (26%). 

• Between 2005 and 2016, most Ibero-American countries have seen a large decline in the share of young adults 
(25-34 year-olds) without an upper secondary qualification, but they have not yet reached the OECD average of 
16%. 

• Among the Ibero-American countries, only Spain is around the OECD average tertiary attainment rates among 
young adults, with 41% holding a tertiary qualification compared to 43%. The share is particularly low in 
Argentina (19%) and Brazil (17%). 

• In most Ibero-American countries, except Colombia, a very large share of spending in educational institutions 
from primary to tertiary level goes on current expenditure; in Mexico and Portugal as much as 96% of 
educational spending is allocated to current expenditure. On average, the figure is 91% across OECD countries. 

• On average across OECD countries, 15% of 18-24 year-olds are neither employed nor in education or training 
(NEET). In the six Ibero-American countries with available data, young people are more likely to be NEET than 
the OECD average: 21% in Chile, 25% in Colombia and Costa Rica, 23% in Mexico, 18% in Portugal and 23% in 
Spain. 

Figure 1. Educational attainment of 25-34 year-olds (2016) 
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Box 1. Ibero-American countries covered in EAG 2017 

Ibero-America includes Brazil, Portugal, Spain and all Spanish-speaking countries in North, Central and South America. 
EAG 2017 has data for the following Ibero-American countries: 
- European OECD countries: Portugal and Spain  
- Latin American OECD countries: Chile and Mexico 
- Latin American OECD accession countries: Colombia and Costa Rica  
- Latin American OECD partner countries: Argentina and Brazil 

A low share of adults with an upper secondary or tertiary education 

• In the majority of OECD countries, education now begins for most children well before the age of 5 – 78% of 3-
year-olds are enrolled in early childhood education (either early childhood educational development programmes 
or pre-primary education) across OECD countries. Enrolment rates in Spain (95%) and Portugal (79% in pre-
primary only) are above this average, but the Latin American countries with available data are at least 
15 percentage points (and up to 72 percentage points) below it: 40% in Argentina, 60% in Brazil, 56% in Chile, 5% 
in Costa Rica and 46% in Mexico. 

• In general, in Ibero-American countries the pattern of educational attainment is quite different from the OECD 
average; in particular, they all have a larger share of young adults (25-34 year-olds) without an upper secondary 
degree and a smaller share with a tertiary degree (Figure 1). 

• On average across OECD countries, the share of young adults who did not complete upper secondary education 
fell from 21% in 2005 to 16% in 2016. In most Ibero-American countries, the share has fallen faster than across 
the OECD in recent years, although the shares were still higher than the OECD average in 2016. During the period 
2005-16, the percentage of young adults who did not complete upper secondary education fell from 66% to 53% 
in Mexico, from 57% to 31% in Portugal and from 62% to 50% in Costa Rica. The share also fell in Chile from 26% 
to 17% between 2010 and 2015, and in Argentina from 41% to 32% between 2005 and 2015. In Spain the share 
remained almost unchanged over the period 2005-16. 

• Women make up between 52% and 57% of upper secondary graduates in general programmes across Ibero-
American countries, about the same as the OECD average of 55%. Women are on average under-represented in 
upper secondary vocational programmes across OECD countries, at 46% of graduates, but this is not the case in 
most Ibero-American countries with available data: they make up 57% of graduates in Brazil, 49% in Chile, 52% in 
Costa Rica, 50% in Mexico and 52% in Spain. However, in Portugal, only 45% of upper secondary vocational 
graduates are women. 

• The average age of graduates from upper secondary general education is 18 in Ibero-American countries, the 
same as the OECD average, except for Brazil and Chile where the age is 19. The average age of graduates from 
upper secondary vocational education is 20 in Brazil, 18 in Chile, 19 in Costa Rica, 18 in Mexico and 21 in Portugal, 
all below the OECD average of 22, and at 26 years in Spain. 

• In 2016 (or the latest available year), 43% of young adults across OECD countries had a tertiary degree, but among 
the eight Ibero-American countries with data available, only Spain is around this average with a share of 41%. In 
Portugal the share is 35% and all other Ibero-American countries have a share of 30% or below. Tertiary 
attainment is particularly low in Argentina (19%) and Brazil (17%) (Figure 1). 

Gender bias in the choice of field of study is less than for the OECD as a whole  

• Entry rates estimate the proportion of people who are expected to enter a specific type of tertiary education 
programme during their lifetime. Based on current patterns, it is estimated that an average of 57% of young 
adults in OECD countries will enter a bachelor’s or equivalent programme over their lifetime. Among the seven 
Ibero-American countries with available data, only Chile has a similar expectation (57%), and Argentina a slightly 
lower one (53%). In the other countries the estimated entry rates are at least 9 percentage points below the 
OECD average: 44% in Costa Rica, 46% in Portugal and 48% in Spain and are more than 22 percentage points 
below the OECD average in Colombia (28%) and Mexico (35%).  

• Among the five Ibero-American countries with available data, new entrants to tertiary education in science, 
technology, engineering and mathematics (STEM) fields were comparable to the OECD average. In 2015, 27% of 
new entrants to tertiary education in OECD countries chose a STEM field of study on average, with the largest 
share selecting engineering, manufacturing and construction. In Colombia (29%) and Mexico (32%), the share was 
larger than the OECD average while Chile (27%), Portugal (25%) and Spain (26%) were at or slightly below it. 

• Women tend to be under-represented in STEM fields, but this is less marked in some Ibero-American countries. 
For instance, in 2015, the share of female new entrants to engineering, manufacturing and construction was at or 
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above the OECD average of 24% in Colombia (32%), Mexico (27%), Portugal (28%) and Spain (24%). In Chile, 
however, the share was even lower, at 17%.  

• Women are over-represented (i.e. making up more than 60% of new entrants) in the fields of education, and 
health and welfare in Ibero-American countries, as they are on average across OECD countries (78%). For arts and 
humanities, however, the share of women is below 61% in each of the five Ibero-American countries with 
available data, a better balance than on average for OECD countries (63%). 

Teachers face larger class sizes in most Ibero-American countries 

• The average class size across Ibero-American countries is above the OECD average of 21 students in primary 
education and 23 students in lower secondary education. Among the six Ibero-American school systems with 
available data, Chile has the largest classes (30 students in primary education and 31 students in lower secondary 
education) and Portugal the smallest classes (21 students in primary education and 23 students in lower 
secondary education), in both primary and lower secondary education.  

• In Brazil, Chile, Colombia and Mexico, student-teacher ratios in primary and secondary education are considerably 
larger than the OECD average of 15 students per teacher in primary education and 13 students per teacher in 
secondary education. The ratios are somewhat lower in Costa Rica (for primary education), Portugal and Spain.  

 
Figure 2. Teacher’s statutory salaries, based on minimum qualifications (2015) 

Annual teachers’ salaries, in public institutions, in equivalent USD converted using PPPs for private consumption 

 

• Across OECD countries, statutory starting salaries for teachers with minimum qualifications average USD 28 8001 
at pre-primary level, USD 30 100 at primary, USD 31 500 at lower secondary and USD 32 900 at upper secondary. 
The equivalent salaries in Spain are considerably higher than the OECD average across all educational levels; in 
Portugal they are similar or slightly above the OECD average; and in Brazil, Chile and Mexico they are below the 
OECD average (Figure 2). In lower secondary education, for instance, the statutory starting salaries of teachers 
with minimum qualifications were USD 42 000 in Spain, USD 32 600 in Portugal, USD 22 200 in Mexico, 
USD 18 300 in Chile and USD 13 000 in Brazil.  

• Unlike in most OECD countries, in Ibero-American countries teachers’ salaries do not increase with the level of 
education they teach, except in Mexico and Spain (Figure 2). The starting salaries of teachers with minimum 
qualifications increase from primary to lower-secondary education by 28% in Mexico and 12% in Spain. 

• On average across OECD countries, the share of female teachers decreases as the level of education increases: 
from 97% at the pre-primary level to 83% at the primary level, 69% at the lower secondary level and 59% at the 

                                                           
1 Values reported in equivalent US dollars (USD) have been converted using purchasing power parities (PPPs) for GDP. 
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upper secondary level. In Ibero-American countries the share of women teachers is lower. Colombia, Costa Rica, 
Mexico and Spain have the greatest gender balance, while Brazil, Chile and Portugal have the greatest gender 
imbalances.  

Although Ibero-American countries devote a large share of public expenditure 
on education, spending per student is low  

• Annual expenditure per student in Ibero-American countries is roughly half of the OECD average from primary to 
tertiary education including R&D activities (Figure 3). In 2014, OECD countries spent an average of USD 10 800 a 
year on educating each student from primary to tertiary education: USD 8 700 per primary student, USD 10 200 
per lower secondary student, USD 10 200 per upper secondary student and USD 16 100 per tertiary student. 
Overall, spending was about 20% lower in Portugal and Spain than the OECD average, about 50% lower in Brazil 
and Chile, and between 60% and 70% lower in Argentina, Colombia and Mexico.  
 

Figure 3. Annual expenditure per student by educational institutions for all services, by level of education (2014) 
Expenditure on core, ancillary services and R&D, in equivalent USD converted using PPPs, based on full-time equivalents 

 

• As in almost all countries, expenditure per student by educational institutions in Ibero-American countries 
increases along with educational level. In Brazil and Chile, however, expenditure per primary and secondary 
student is similar, and in Argentina the spending per tertiary student is only slightly above the spending per 
secondary student (Figure 3). 

• Spending per student is similar across OECD and Ibero-American countries as a share of per capita gross domestic 
product (GDP). On average OECD countries spend 27% of per capita GDP educating each student, while Brazil and 
Portugal spend at least 30%, and Argentina, Chile and Mexico spend less than 23%. In Colombia and Spain the 
annual expenditure per student per capita GDP are around the OECD average, 24% and 26%, respectively.  

• Ibero-American countries tend to devote a slightly higher share of their GDP to education than the average across 
OECD countries, ranging from 5.8% in Colombia and Portugal to 4.3% in Spain. In the case of Spain the birth rate is 
very low and therefore this indicator is not as relevant as the spending per student as a share of per capita GDP. 
In 2014, OECD countries spent on average 5.2% of their GDP on educational institutions (from primary to tertiary 
levels), ranging from 3.6% in Luxembourg to 6.6% in the United Kingdom. 

• Public institutions in OECD countries spend on average 4.4% of GDP on education (from primary to tertiary levels), 
while only 0.8% is funded by private institutions. In Ibero-American countries a larger share of spending comes 
from private sources, especially in Chile (1.8%) and Colombia (1.9%). 

• Across Ibero-American countries, public spending on primary to tertiary education makes up a larger share of all 
government expenditure than the OECD average of 11.3%. The share of public spending allocated to education is 
particularly large in Latin America, at 16% in Brazil and Chile, 19% in Costa Rica and 17% in Mexico. These high 
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percentages reflect as much the importance Latin American countries attach to education, as their low fiscal 
capacity.  

• In most Ibero-American countries, except Colombia (81%), a very large share of educational institutions’ spending 
from primary to tertiary level is devoted to current expenditure (goods and services consumed within the current 
year). For instance, in Mexico and Portugal as much as 96% of educational spending is allocated to current 
expenditure. The average for OECD countries is 91% current expenditure and 9% capital. 

• On average for OECD countries, 79% of current expenditure by public educational institutions in primary, 
secondary and post-secondary non-tertiary education goes on compensation for teachers and other staff, 
compared to 67% in tertiary education. Staff compensation makes up an even larger share of current expenditure 
on average across Ibero-American countries. For instance, in Argentina, Colombia, Mexico and Portugal at least 
90% of current expenditure by public institutions is allocated to staff compensation in primary, secondary and 
post-secondary non-tertiary education. 

A large share of NEETs 

• On average across OECD countries, about half (53%) of 18-24 year-olds are in education, 32% are not in education 
but are employed and 15% are neither employed nor in education or training (NEET). In the case of the six Ibero-
American countries with available data, the percentages of NEETs are between 3 and 9 percentage points higher 
than the OECD average: 21% in Chile, 25% in Colombia and Costa Rica, 23% in Mexico, 18% in Portugal and 23% in 
Spain. 

Figure 4. Percentage of 15-19 year-old NEETS (2016) and percentage of 15-year-old students with low literacy skills (2015) 

 

 
• In general, the higher a country’s percentage of low-performing students at the age of 15 in the Programme for 

International Student Assessment (PISA), the higher the percentage of NEETs. The share of NEETs is lowest in 
countries with only a small share of young adults with low literacy proficiency (below PISA Level 2) such as 
Estonia, Finland or Japan, while it is highest in countries with the largest share of low-skilled students, such as 
Colombia, Costa Rica, Mexico and Turkey. But for example in Spain there is a high share of NEETs although the 
share of low-skilled students is low (Figure 4). 
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Tertiary graduates enjoy good labour market outcomes 

• In all Ibero-American countries, employment rates for 25-34 year-olds improve with increased educational 
attainment. On average across OECD countries, employment rates are 24 percentage points higher for young 
adults with a tertiary degree than for those without an upper secondary qualification. In Chile the difference is 
similar, and in Argentina it is 23 percentage points. In Brazil, Costa Rica, Mexico and Spain the difference is 
between 14 and 18 percentage points, and in Colombia and Portugal the differences are 9 and 8 percentage 
points respectively. 

• When it comes to earnings, adults without an upper secondary education are penalised more by the labour 
market in Ibero-American countries than on average across OECD countries. In the seven Ibero-American 
countries with available data, 25-64 year-old workers without an upper secondary education have an earnings 
disadvantage of at least 25% compared with those with upper secondary education; the OECD average earnings 
disadvantage is 22% (Figure 5). 

• The relative earnings advantage of having a tertiary qualification compared with an upper secondary one is also 
much larger in some Ibero-American countries than on average across OECD countries. In Portugal the earnings 
advantage is 69% and in Spain it is 53%, around the OECD average of 56%, but in the Latin American countries, 
the earnings advantage is more than double: 149% in Brazil, 137% in Chile, 134% in Colombia, 115% in Costa Rica 
and 102% in Mexico. In these countries, between 47% and 60% of tertiary-educated workers earn more than 
twice the median earnings for all workers, while the average across OECD countries is 24%. 

 
Figure 5. Relative earnings of adults, by educational attainment (2015) 

25-64 year-olds with income from employment, upper secondary education =100 
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This work is published under the responsibility of the Secretary-General of the OECD. The opinions expressed and arguments 
employed herein do not necessarily reflect the official views of OECD member countries.  
This document, as well as any data and map included herein, are without prejudice to the status of or sovereignty over any 
territory, to the delimitation of international frontiers and boundaries and to the name of any territory, city or area. 
 
Note regarding data from Israel 
The statistical data for Israel are supplied by and under the responsibility of the relevant Israeli authorities. The use of such 
data by the OECD is without prejudice to the status of the Golan Heights, East Jerusalem and Israeli settlements in the West 
Bank under the terms of international law. 
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