
209Revista de Educación, 398. October-December 2022, pp. 209-236
Received: 19-02-2022    Accepted: 03-06-2022

Gender and regions in the vicious circle of school failure 1
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Abstract
This article analyses the regional and gender situation of compulsory 

education in Spain, in line with the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) 
and considering two important aspects: on the one hand, detecting basic 
deficiencies, coining the term educational poverty; on the other hand, measuring 
recent evolution, introducing the idea of progress. METHOD. As variables, we 
take school enrolment at two years of age, suitability rates at 12 and 15 years 
of age, school failure, and early school leaving, in 2008 and 2018, as well as 
the percentages of low performers in Mathematics and Science in PISA 2018. 
Given the targets for each variable, related to the 2020 Strategy, as well as 
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scarcity thresholds, we define both progress and poverty indexes, using data 
from the Ministry of Education and Vocational Training 2020 and the PISA 2018 
report. RESULTS: Females perform better than males in all variables except 
PISA Mathematics. The Canary Islands, Murcia, the Valencian Community, and 
Extremadura showed extreme educational poverty in 2018. The regions of the 
Cantabrian coast and Catalonia did not show poverty. The regions worst placed 
in poverty made the least progress over the period, although all regions did 
make progress. DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS: The concepts of poverty and 
educational progress provide a nuanced view of the situation and problems of 
compulsory education. Differences between Spanish regions are maintained over 
the period, with a very weak Beta convergence. The gender differences detected 
may respond to deeply rooted socio-economic roles. Early education appears 
as an important element to improve later outcomes. Productive specialization 
and economic status influence early drop-out. Reducing poverty figures requires 
measures involving the holistic development of the student.

Keywords: educational improvement, educational poverty, compulsory 
education, gender differences, regional differences

Resumen
En este artículo analizamos la situación regional y con perspectiva de género 

de la educación obligatoria en España, de acuerdo con los Objetivos de Desarrollo 
Sostenible (ODS), considerando dos aspectos importantes: por una parte, 
detectando las carencias básicas, acuñando el término pobreza educativa; por 
otra, midiendo la evolución reciente, introduciendo la idea de progreso. MÉTODO. 
Como variables, se toman la escolarización a los dos años, tasas de idoneidad 
a los 12 y 15 años, fracaso escolar, y abandono educativo temprano, en 2008 y 
2018, así como los porcentajes de bajo desempeño en PISA 2018 en Matemáticas 
y Ciencias. Fijados unos objetivos en cada variable, relacionados con la Estrategia 
2020, así como umbrales de escasez, definimos un índice de progreso y pobreza, 
utilizando los datos del Ministerio de Educación y Formación Profesional 2020 y 
del informe PISA 2018. RESULTADOS: Las mujeres presentan mejores resultados 
que los hombres en todas las variables, salvo en PISA Matemáticas. Canarias, 
Murcia, la Comunidad Valenciana y Extremadura presentan pobreza educativa 
extrema en 2018. Las regiones de la cornisa Cantábrica y Cataluña no presentan 
pobreza. Las regiones peor situadas en pobreza son las que han progresado 
menos en el periodo, aunque todas las regiones han progresado. DISCUSION 
Y CONCLUSIONES: Los conceptos de pobreza y progreso educativos permiten 
obtener una visión matizada de la situación y problemas de la educación 
obligatoria. Las diferencias entre las regiones españolas se mantienen en 
el periodo, con una Beta convergencia muy débil. Las diferencias de género 
detectadas pueden responder a roles socioeconómicos fuertemente arraigados. 
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La educación temprana aparece como un elemento importante para mejorar los 
resultados posteriores. La especialización productiva y la situación económica 
influyen en el abandono temprano. La reducción de las cifras de pobreza requiere 
medidas que impliquen el desarrollo integral del alumno. 

Palabras clave: progreso educativo, pobreza educativa, educación obligatoria, 
diferencias de género, diferencias regionales

Introduction

The United Nations Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) highlight 
the necessary transformations that societies face in social, economic, 
and environmental spheres. The achievement of these goals has turned 
human capital, in terms of acquired knowledge, into the most crucial 
asset in neighbouring countries (Ortega & Cortés, 2017). At the same time, 
profound changes are appearing in the learning and teaching processes, 
as well as new forms of knowledge and skills linked to technological 
changes and new forms of social interaction (Crittenden et al., 2019).

Education is the instrument that most powerfully contributes to 
a country’s progress, social mobility, and equity. Only a society with 
sufficiently knowledgeable citizens can harness the dissemination 
and use of new technologies (Hanushek & Woessmann, 2011). The 
relationships between knowledge, education, and job opportunities, both 
at the individual and societal level, and their contribution to the growth 
and progress of countries are well documented and studied (Karasiotou, 
2012). 

However, for education to play a relevant role in individual and 
social progress, it needs to promote equal opportunities (González & 
Marcenaro, 2018). Education in the early stages of life is one of the 
elements currently in the spotlight, as achieving an adequate education 
in adulthood largely depends on the quality of the initial training 
received. This stage is when the neurophysiological bases that determine 
later psychological processes are structured (Gutiérrez & Ruiz, 2018), an 
aspect that has crucial influences on later academic results, health, and 
well-being (Sims, 2020).
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Among the SDGs for 2030, Targets 4.1 and 4.2 include, first, ensuring 
that every girl and boy has access to quality early childhood care and 
development services and preschool education. Second, ensuring that 
they complete primary and secondary education levels within free, 
equitable and good quality standards. And, third, producing effective 
learning outcomes. In turn, SDG5 stresses the need to achieve gender 
equality and women’s empowerment. In particular, in education, positive 
differences in favour of women are identified, which, however, do not 
translate into the labour market (Dancausa et al., 2021).

Compulsory education in Spain is problematic in several respects. 
Education policies depend on autonomous communities, and among 
them, economic heterogeneity leads to differences in resources to finance 
public education (López et al., 2016; González & Marcenaro, 2018). 
Moreover, the contrast in production structures and the labour market 
between regions influence dropout rates and the quality of education 
(Oliver & Roselló, 2019). On the other hand, the Spanish educational 
system, unlike its neighbours, suffers in some significant aspects, such 
as the high repetition rate, the high dropout rates, and the improvable 
results in the PISA tests (Choi & Calero, 2013). Nevertheless, recognizing 
that PISA is a benchmark of great international weight, its validity and 
reliability should be interpreted with caution (Fernández-Cano, 2016).

The importance of early schooling on cognitive development, social 
behaviour, and emotional maturity are well known (Bakken et al., 2017). 
In particular, this factor is essential for children from disadvantaged 
backgrounds (Ansari et al., 2019) as well as for later academic success 
(Shala, 2013), especially in the case of immigrant children (Corazzini et 
al., 2021). The relevance of acquiring particular skills for later numerical 
development is also highlighted (Cahoon et al., 2021). 

Several studies support the importance of learning and success 
in school at the 12-15 years stage for developing future skills, career 
aspirations, and success in accessing the labour market (Basler & 
Kriesi, 2019; Manić & Trajković, 2019). Delay and grade repetition have 
significant effects on students’ motivation (Cabrera et al., 2019) and lead 
to and accentuate social inequalities (González & Marcenaro, 2018), 
especially among immigrants (Bayona-i-Carrasco & Domingo, 2021), 
and therefore represent a critical barrier to equity. Spain has the highest 
grade repetition rates in the Organisation for Economic Cooperation and 
Development (OECD) countries (Cabrera et al., 2019). 
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A worrying element of the Spanish situation is the so-called 
administrative school failure, i.e. people who finish compulsory schooling 
without obtaining the ESO [Compulsory Secondary Education] diploma. 
This leads to high levels of social and labour market exclusion (Antelm 
et al., 2018). 

School failure is closely related to the high number of young people 
who leave education early, with fatal consequences for future employment 
and personal development, as well as for the productive system and 
human capital of society (Calero & Fernández 2012; Fernández & Calero, 
2014). Therefore, reducing early school dropouts poses a challenge 
for educational policies. Not in vain, it fundamentally affects the most 
vulnerable groups with labour market insertion among their greatest 
problems, and is the main factor of exclusion in the Spanish education 
system. 

This paper analyses the situation of compulsory education in Spain in 
its most essential aspects. Looking at the basic indicators (participation 
rates; suitability; attainment of the Compulsory Secondary Education 
[ESO] certificate; PISA test results; early drop-out), two questions arise: 

 ■ How different is the situation between autonomous communities? 
Is there a sufficient basic level of education? And are there 
communities whose results are clearly below expectations?

 ■ What has been the situation’s evolution within the communities 
in recent years? Can it be said that all regions have made positive 
progress in their basic educational outcomes? Which regions have 
progressed the most?

At the same time, this article aims to provide a gender perspective on 
the compulsory education situation, analysing the differential situation 
of both sexes.

To answer these questions, two novel concepts – educational poverty 
and educational progress –are introduced. It is important to note that 
these concepts refer to societies, not individuals, unlike those related to 
material poverty.

We start by considering that poverty is partly associated with what 
the OECD calls the “vicious circle of school failure”, understood as a 
cumulative process of disengagement from the education system, 
comprising different ages, and various manifestations. 
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This paper focuses on Spain’s early compulsory schooling and 
its situation in the different autonomous communities. In this sense, 
basic education understood as a dynamic process leads to several 
critical milestones being closely considered: Early education (before 
the compulsory stage), the end of primary education, and the end of 
secondary education (ESO)

Method

Variables

Generally speaking, educational deprivation (or poverty) in a society 
with universal access to compulsory education is often associated with 
functional illiteracy, school failure, and early drop-out from education 
and training. However, in this cumulative process, we will also consider 
the extension of early schooling (2 years), adequate progress in primary 
and secondary education, and the acquisition of sufficient levels of 
competencies in reading comprehension, mathematics, and science.

The Ministry of Education and Vocational Training provides annual 
statistics on variables that approximate the above-mentioned: education 
rates at age 2, suitability rates at ages 12 and 15, school failure, 
and early dropout (Ministry of Education and Vocational Training, 
2020). These variables, corresponding to 2008 and 2018, are used to 
calculate educational progress. Each variable depends on two bounding 
parameters. The first, the target is determined by the 2020 Strategy. The 
second, the poverty threshold ranges between 10 and 20% below the 
target depending on the data. 

We use PISA data as the most appropriate source to approximate 
the sufficient acquisition of reading literacy, mathematics, and science 
for Spanish regions in a comparable way. The PISA 2018 results in 
mathematics and science are used, together with data on the above 
variables in 2018, to analyse poverty. The selected poverty thresholds 
link to the OECD average proportion of low-performing students in the 
PISA variables.



Fernández-Herrero, J., Herrero, C., Soler, Á.,  Gender and reGions in the vicious circle of school failure

215Revista de Educación, 398. October-December 2022, pp. 209-236
Received: 19-02-2022    Accepted: 03-06-2022

Measuring educational poverty

The concept of material poverty is linked to the lack of essential goods 
(or the ability to acquire them) by particular individuals in a population. 
When considering poverty income, a certain threshold is defined, below 
which the population is considered “poor”. This threshold starts at 60% 
of the country’s average income within developed countries. Recently, 
multidimensional indicators of material poverty have been developed, 
such as the AROPE (At Risk of Poverty and Social Exclusion) defined 
by the European Union in the Europe 2020 Strategy based on data 
provided by the EU-SILC (European Union Survey on Income and Living 
Conditions). The United Nations considers a multidimensional concept 
of poverty in which unmet basic needs are specified, including elements 
of health and education, as households with out-of-school children or 
insufficient schooling years (United Nations Development Programme 
[UNDP], & Oxford Poverty and Human Development Initiative [OPHI], 
2021). Both indicators consider the accumulation or existence of any 
deprivation at the individual or household level and count the number of 
individuals or households living in poverty.

This paper applies a similar methodology to assess the situation of 
compulsory education at a societal level (Spain and its autonomous 
communities). To do so, and for each of the variables that “monitor” the 
evolution of educational deprivation, we define a threshold delimiting the 
figures that society should not exceed. Poverty, in this case, is measured 
in a given year, 2018. Any community under review qualifies as poor in 
a given variable when it does not reach a predetermined level which we 
will call the poverty threshold for that particular variable. 

A society must show significant deprivation in at least three of the 
seven selected indicators to be considered poor in education. A society 
presents extreme poor conditions with deprivation in 6 or 7 of the 
selected indicators, medium poor if it is in 3-4-5 of them, and weakly 
poor if it is in 2 or fewer indicators. 

Measuring educational progress 

We measure progress by looking at relative differences in the variables 
considered over the last ten years. Progress is present if advancements 
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are in the right direction. We understand it to be fulfilled (index 1) if it 
achieves the target proposed in the 2020 Strategy. Specifically, we consider 
the values of the corresponding variables at two points in time, in our 
case, t_1=2008; t_2=2018, as well as the target value of the indicator. We 
use these data to build a progress index as follows: 

If the indicator (variable) is such that it is good to increase its values 
over time,

 𝐼𝐼 = min{1, 𝑣𝑣(𝑡𝑡2)−𝑣𝑣(𝑡𝑡1)𝑂𝑂𝑂𝑂−𝑣𝑣(𝑡𝑡1)
}   

If the indicator is such that it is good to decrease its values over time,

𝐼𝐼 = min{1, 𝑣𝑣(𝑡𝑡1) − 𝑂𝑂𝑂𝑂
𝑣𝑣(𝑡𝑡1) − 𝑣𝑣(𝑡𝑡2)

} 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

Note that the index is always between 0 and 1. It reaches a value of 
1 when the target has been reached (or exceeded). On the other hand, 
we can speak of beta convergence when regions that start low at one 
particular variable progress more than those whose initial data are better 
(Sala-i-Martín, 2000).

Table I specifies the variables considered and the targets for measuring 
progress and poverty lines.

TABLE I. Variables, progress targets, and poverty thresholds

Target
Poverty 

threshold

Enrolment rates at age 2 90.0% 60.0%

Suitability rate at age 12 95.0% 85.0%

Suitability rate at age 15 90.0% 75.0%

Students lagging behind in mathematics 22.0%

Students lagging behind in science 21.0%

Gross rate of population completing secondary education * 85.3% 75.0%

Early school leaving rate 10.0% 20.0%

* Complementary to the school failure rate
Source: Own elaboration.
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Data sources 

Territorial and gender disaggregation is available for the rest of the 
variables considered, except for enrolment rates in early childhood 
education, with no gender-differentiated data. Considering the data for 
2008 and 2018, progress in every variable and territory can be established, 
both in aggregate and for men and women separately. On the other 
hand, we can determine the scarcity levels in all the variables for 2018, 
obtaining a picture of educational poverty in that year.

The information used comes from official administrative records 
published in “Las cifras de la Educación en España” (Ministry of Education 
and Vocational Training, 2020), except for data assessing Mathematics 
and Science competencies in 2018, which come from PISA results (OECD, 
2020). 

Results

Early schooling

While there is some debate about when schooling should start (Becker & 
Schober, 2017), universal access to quality pre-primary education stands 
out among the SDGs. This paper considers enrolment rates at age two as 
a proxy for early education.

 In Spain, the enrolment rate at the age of 2 was 35% in 2008 and only 
the Basque Country had a rate of 90%. The situation was particularly 
worrying in the Canary Islands, Castilla-La Mancha, and Extremadura 
(below 5%). A comparison of the 2008 and 2018 data shows that, in 2018, 
the school enrolment rate in the country was 60%, a significant advance 
but still falling far short of the 90% target. The only region that continued 
to meet the target was the Basque Country, but all except Navarra have 
made progress in this period. 

On the other hand, most of the communities in 2018 are below this 
threshold (Figure 1) in this variable, where the poverty threshold is at 
60%, except for Andalusia, Cantabria, Catalonia, Galicia, Madrid, and the 
Basque Country. 
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FIGURE I. Progress and poverty index. School enrolment rate of the 2-year-old population. 
Autonomous Communities. Academic years 2007/08 and 2017/18

A) Progress rate. 2008-2018   B) Poverty. 2018 
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Source: Ministry of Education and Vocational Training (2020) and own elaboration.

Suitability rates at 12 and 15 years of age 

Suitability rates at each age show the percentage of pupils making 
adequate progress during compulsory schooling and completing the 
corresponding grade at the target age. A systemic problem in Spain has 
been grade repetition, which stands at over 30% (Choi et al., 2018). Thus, 
the suitability rates in Spain have consistently been the worst among 
OECD countries (Cabrera et al., 2019). This section considers suitability 
rates at the end of primary school (age 12) and in the last year of ESO 
(age 15). 

Given the target is 95% at the age of 12 and 90% at the age of 15, 
Spain deeply undermeets these targets. At the age of 12, Spain has gone 
from 83.6% to 86.5%, and at the age of 15, from 57.7% to 69.4%. No 
region has reached the target, but practically all of them have made 
progress in the period analysed (Figures II and III), although it is relevant 
to note the increase in the flexibility of education policies in terms of 
grade repetition (LOE, 2006; LOMCE, 2013 and LOMLOE, 2020).Only 
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Andalusia, the Balearic Islands, Asturias, and the Canary Islands out of 
the Autonomous Communities with the worst data in 2008 progressed 
above the national average. 

In terms of progress in suitability rates at the age of 15, only Asturias 
and Castilla y León, starting from worse data than the national average in 
2008, have progressed above average.

At the age of 12, a recurrent phenomenon begins to be detected: 
when disaggregating the data by gender, girls have, from the outset, 
performed better than their male peers. At 12 years of age in 2008, girls 
were 5 points on average ahead of boys, with an advantage of more 
than 8 points in the Canary Islands, Murcia, and the Balearic Islands. In 
2018, girls’ advantage was 4.1 points on average, with Galicia, the Canary 
Islands, Murcia, and Castilla-La Mancha above 5.3. 

As regards suitability rates at 15, the girls’ advantage on average was 
11 points in 2008, with Galicia, Extremadura, the Canary Islands, the 
Balearic Islands, and Castilla-La Mancha above 12.3 points. In 2018, the 
difference in favour of girls was 8.8 points, with girls in the Balearic 
Islands, Cantabria, the Canary Islands, and the Valencian Community 
more than 10 points ahead of boys.

Women has also progressed more than men, except in Murcia and 
Extremadura at age 12, and in Galicia, La Rioja and Castilla-La Mancha 
at age 15.

In terms of poverty, while only Aragon and Murcia show poverty at 
age 12 for females, the situation is much worse for males at both ages, 
and both sexes at age 15, with only Catalonia and the Basque Country 
showing no poverty in these variables.
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FIGURE II. Progress and poverty index. Suitability rate at age 12. Autonomous Communities. 
Academic years 2007/08 and 2017/18 

A) Progress rate. 2008-2018   B) Poverty. 2018
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FIGURE III. Progress and poverty index. Suitability rates at age 15. Autonomous Communities. 
The academic year 2007/08 and 2017/18 

A) Progress rate. 2008-2018  B) Poverty. 2018
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Source: Ministry of Education and Vocational Training (2020) and own elaboration.

The PISA 2018 reports 

At this point, it is important to determine whether the suitability rates 
adequately reflect the quality of education received by students, so we 
complete the picture of the shortfall situation in 2018 with the results of 
the PISA tests in the 2018 wave in both Mathematics and Science. 

The PISA programme considers low performers to be students whose 
scores are below level 2 of the 7 levels into which PISA classifies student 
performance. In this regard, it is interesting to note that some authors 
identify this situation with school failure (Choi & Calero, 2013).

In Mathematics (Figure IV), the situation in Spain in 2018 is worrying, 
with 24.7% of students scoring low. The Canary Islands, Andalusia, 
Murcia, and Extremadura stand out for having the highest percentages, 
both in males and females. However, unlike the rest of the variables 
analysed, men obtain better results here than women, with an average 
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difference of 0.3 percentage points in favour of men, as is the case in 
general (Ó Siochrú, 2018).

In Science, the situation is similar, although less accentuated, as 21.3% 
of students in Spain are in the low-performance levels. Nevertheless, 
on average, the advantage is in favour of females by one percentage 
point. However, not all regions show a smaller percentage of low women 
achievers: in the Balearic Islands, the Canary Islands, Cantabria, Castilla-
La Mancha, La Rioja, and Madrid, the results of men are better than those 
of women. The communities with the worst outcomes are the same as 
those in Mathematics. 

While these results are partly in line with the 15-year-old proficiency 
rates, the picture they present has relevant differences. Aragon poses a 
significant case, with the worst results in proficiency rates at age 15, but 
good PISA results in both subjects. 

To set the poverty thresholds from the PISA data, we considered 
the percentage average of low-performing students in the European 
Union to correspond to 22% in Mathematics and 21% in Science. Under 
this criterion, nine regions stand out for not showing poverty either in 
Mathematics or Science: Catalonia, Aragon, La Rioja, the Basque Country, 
Navarra, Cantabria, Asturias, Castilla y Leon, and Galicia. On the other 
hand, in Science, Madrid, Castilla-La Mancha, and the Balearic Islands 
would not be below the poverty line either. In contrast, Andalusia, the 
Canary Islands, Extremadura, the Valencian Community, and Murcia are 
below the poverty line in PISA in both subjects, as well as in proficiency 
rates at age 15. 

In the analysis of the results differentiated by gender, the Canary 
Islands, Andalusia, Extremadura, Murcia, Castilla-La Mancha, and the 
Valencian Community show poverty among males and females in both 
subjects. On the other hand, Catalonia presents male poverty in both areas 
whereas the Balearic Islands show female poverty in both disciplines. In 
addition, the Basque Country shows poverty for males in Mathematics. 
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FIGURE IV. Poverty. Low performance in PISA. Autonomous Communities 2018. 

A) Mathematics    B) Science 
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School failure 

As mentioned above, there are several options for analysing school failure 
(García, 2017). In this section, we opt for a standard version of the term 
school failure, the so-called administrative school failure, understood as a 
situation in which the student attempts to achieve the minimum objectives 
set by the institution - those of compulsory secondary education - and 
withdraws without having achieved them.

School failure in Spain is at very high levels, although it is true that 
it has fallen in the last 10 years, from 30.6% in 2008 to 22.2% in 2018. 
The differences between men and women are more than 10 percentage 
points, with men showing a clear disadvantage. 

The Ministry of Education and Vocational Training provides data on 
the gross rate of the population completing ESO, which measures the 
population completing compulsory education. We here consider this 
variable complementary as a proxy for school failure. The threshold to 
be reached in 2020 was set at 85.3%, in line with the 2020 Strategy 
objectives, to calculate this indicator’s progress rate. Although all the 
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Communities, except Asturias, are making progress in this variable 
(Figure V), it is worth noting that, only the Valencian Community and 
Extremadura out of the Communities that started with the worst values 
in 2008 are making above-average progress in this variable, and beta 
convergence is therefore very weak. 

One of the messages standing out again is the difference between men 
and women. Women show better values in this indicator than men in all 
regions. Furthermore, women reached the target value in five regions, 
four of which belong to the Cantabrian coast, unlike men in any other 
Spanish community in 2018.

In terms of poverty, with a threshold of 75% of pupils completing 
ESO, the Balearic Islands, Castilla-La Mancha, and La Rioja are below the 
threshold for the general population. While no region has female poverty 
in this variable, in the case of males, only Asturias, Cantabria, Castilla y 
Leon, Catalonia, Galicia, the Basque Country, and Navarra are free of 
poverty in this variable. 

FIGURE V. Progress and poverty index. Gross rate of the population completing ESO by sex. 
Autonomous Communities. Academic year 2007/08 and 2017/18

A) Progress rate. 2008-2018  B) Poverty. 2018   
 

 
 

0

10

20

30

40

50

60

70

80

90

100

Ba
sq

ue
 C

ou
nt

ry
N

av
ar

ra
Ca

ta
lo

ni
a

A
st

ur
ia

s
Ca

nt
ab

ria
G

al
ic

ia
Ca

st
ill

a 
y 

Le
ón

M
ad

rid
Ex

tre
m

ad
ur

a
Sp

ai
n

Ca
na

ry
 Is

la
nd

s
A

nd
al

us
ia

M
ur

ci
a

A
ra

gó
n

V
al

en
ci

a
La

 R
io

ja
C.

-L
a 

M
an

ch
a

Ba
le

ar
ic

 Is
la

nd
s

-0,4

-0,2

0,0

0,2

0,4

0,6

0,8

1,0

1,2

Ba
sq

ue
 C

ou
nt

ry
Ca

ta
lo

ni
a

N
av

ar
ra

Ex
tre

m
ad

ur
a

V
al

en
ci

a
G

al
ic

ia
Sp

ai
n

A
nd

al
us

ia
M

ur
ci

a
Ca

st
ill

a 
y 

Le
ón

Ca
nt

ab
ria

La
 R

io
ja

Ca
na

ry
 Is

la
nd

s
M

ad
rid

C.
-L

a 
M

an
ch

a
Ba

le
ar

ic
 Is

la
nd

s
A

ra
gó

n
A

st
ur

ia
s

Total Men Women

Source: Ministry of Education and Vocational Training (2020) and own elaboration.



Fernández-Herrero, J., Herrero, C., Soler, Á.,  Gender and reGions in the vicious circle of school failure

225Revista de Educación, 398. October-December 2022, pp. 209-236
Received: 19-02-2022    Accepted: 03-06-2022

Early school dropout

The early school leaving rate (ESL) summarizes the consequences of the 
educational problems discussed above, since enrolment rates at age 2, 
suitability rates at ages 12 and 15, and school failure directly affect the ESL. 

To calculate the ESL progress rate, we consider the 10% established by 
the European Union as the ET2020 as the threshold target to reach. It is 
noteworthy that all Spanish regions have experienced progress. And some, 
such as the Basque Country and Cantabria, managed to fulfil the target. 

Once again, women showed a comparative advantage over men (Figure 
VI), with a higher rate of progress except in Cantabria, La Rioja, and 
the Canary Islands. Men only progressed above the national average in 
Catalonia and Extremadura, among the worst-placed regions in 2008. On 
the other hand, the regions with the highest rate of progress for the general 
population are the Basque Country, Cantabria, Navarra, Castilla y Leon, 
Asturias, and Madrid, which have the lowest ESL rates. This shows the 
absence of beta convergence between the Spanish regions for this variable. 

FIGURE VI. Progress and poverty index. Early school leavers. Autonomous Communities. 2008-2018

A) Progress rate. 2008-2018  B) Poverty. 2018  
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The poverty results for this variable partly coincide with poverty in 
school failure but are more intense. All regions showing poverty in school 
failure also show dropout poverty, both in the general case and by gender, 
although females, except in the Balearic Islands, do not show poverty. In 
the case of males, poverty dropout figures are more widespread across 
regions and show a strong correlation with school failure.

Summary results

Figures VII and VIII show a summary of the geographical situation of 
educational poverty in 2018 and educational progress between 2008 and 
2018, distinguishing between communities with extreme educational 
poverty (6-7 variables in which the community is poor), medium poverty 
(3-4-5 variables in which poverty appears), or without educational 
poverty (0-1-2 variables in which poverty appears). When representing 
progress, we differentiate communities between strong progress (4-5 
variables where the community progresses above the national average), 
moderate progress (2- 3 variables of progress above average), and weak 
progress (0-1 variables of progress above average).

FIGURE VII. Educational poverty index. Autonomous regions. 2018

Source: Ministry of Education and Vocational Training (2020), INE, OECD (2020) and own elaboration.
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FIGURE VIII. Educational progress index. Autonomous regions. 2008-2018

Source: Ministry of Education and Vocational Training (2020), INE, OECD (2020) and own elaboration 

We can observe a very well-defined territorial distribution. Catalonia 
and the communities of the Cantabrian coast show little poverty and 
strong progress; in contrast, the Canary Islands, Murcia, and the Valencian 
Community show extreme poverty and weak progress. Extremadura 
starts from extreme poverty but shows medium progress. The situation 
of men is worse than that of women in terms of poverty, but men make 
more progress in almost all regions.

Discussion

This paper has presented a territorial overview of the situation 
of compulsory education in Spain and incorporated two novel 
methodological aspects. On the one hand, the concept of educational 
progress was included and analyses the trajectories of the different 
communities between 2008 and 2018. On the other hand, the notion 
of educational poverty was introduced and highlights the regions that 
suffer significant shortcomings in compulsory education. The substantial 
differences between women and men have highlighted the desirability of 
considering the gender perspective. 

In terms of educational progress, it is noticeable that all the regions 
have made progress in the period but the signs of beta convergence are 
weak. This implies that the progress speed of the worst-placed regions 
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is not enough to achieve a certain uniformity in the long run, which 
is consistent with other studies (De la Fuente & Domenech, 2021). Of 
particular concern is the situation in Murcia, the Valencian Community, 
Castilla-La Mancha, Aragón, the Canary Islands, and the Balearic Islands, 
which, relative to the general population, show weak progress. These 
same regions (except Castilla-La Mancha, Aragon, and the Balearic 
Islands) plus Extremadura (with medium progress) show extreme 
poverty in 2018. 

In 2008, the data for Andalusia, Extremadura, the Balearic Islands, 
Castilla-La Mancha, and Murcia was worse than the national average in all 
the variables considered. The Canary Islands, the Valencian Community, 
and La Rioja performed under the Spanish average in four variables. 
Cantabria, Aragon, and Asturias qualified poorly in two of the variables. 
In 2018, the situation in La Rioja, Cantabria, Aragon, and Asturias was 
good, while the outcome of the rest continued to be precarious. This 
indicates that not only the economic conditions of the communities can 
explain educational outcomes (García & Valls, 2018). In many cases, the 
territories’ productive conditions may have a negative influence on their 
educational outcomes, as in the Canary Islands and the Mediterranean 
regions (Oliver & Roselló, 2019).

The apparent inconsistencies between the PISA results and the 
proficiency rates may be due to the lack of regional representativeness 
of PISA. Or otherwise, to methodological or implementation problems 
that, for example, have made it unfeasible to use the reading data in the 
Spanish case. It is noteworthy that, as in other waves, the proficiency 
rates at age 15 are, for all regions, worse than the percentages of students 
not classified as low achievers according to PISA (García, 2017). This 
indicates that school failure in Spain may not respond to a lack of 
knowledge, or a consequence of the numerous methodological problems 
presented by the PISA programme (Fernández-Cano, 2016). 

In terms of gender, consistent with other studies, females perform 
better than males in all variables except PISA Mathematics (Fuentes & 
Renobell, 2020). In particular, early school leaving is shown to be a male 
phenomenon (Fernández & Calero 2014; Serrano et al., 2014; Soler et al., 
2021), extensible to the foreign population. Although the divergences 
described above may be due to multiple and complex factors, overcoming 
the still socially prevalent gender role differences acts as an incentive for 
women’s educational efforts (Martínez García, 2021).
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In addition, the educational level of parents, especially the mother, 
and the economic capacity of families have a direct impact on this 
phenomenon (Bayón et al., 2017). The likelihood of early dropout falls 
the better educated the parents are.

The above results indicate a high correlation between the different 
variables chosen to analyse educational progress and poverty, as has 
already been seen in other studies (García, 2017). The factors that 
explain these failures can be classified into those relating to students’ 
socioeconomic and family situation, personal characteristics, regional 
characteristics, or educational trajectory. 

The previous analysis allows us to suggest some educational policy 
measures already discussed in other studies that may help improve the 
situation. Women have better academic results than men (except in 
Mathematics) but greater labour market insertion problems (Dancausa et 
al., 2021). Lawmakers therefore should implement intervention policies 
from a gender perspective to minimize stereotype effects (Garrido et al., 
2020).

An important issue relates to the particular difficulties of every region, 
which should include specific plans to avoid the risk of educational 
failure (taken in its broad sense). For example, to tackle inequality 
and discrimination, incorporating early education in the public or 
subsidized systems, or allocating special resources for students from 
more disadvantaged backgrounds (Rosado & Cáceres, 2018; García & 
Jiménez, 2019).

Some measures to prevent early failure can be effective, such as 
encouraging reading at an early age or supporting children born in the 
third quarter of the year (Cabrera, 2019).

Grade repetition stands out as a negative factor: not only does it fail 
to improve the quality of the student’s education, but it also increments 
school failure and has a stigmatizing effect that demotivates students 
(Cabrera, 2019; Cabrera et al., 2019; García & Jiménez, 2019). 

The family environment is of the utmost importance for educational 
success. It is not enough to implement specific policies for the most 
disadvantaged families. Schools still need to be involved in this aspect, 
by providing material, reconciliation policies, and, above all, raising 
awareness among families so that they feel included in the educational 
process (Garrido et al., 2020).
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Conclusions

This work has allowed a synthetic image of the situation of compulsory 
education in the Spanish Autonomous Communities, including a gender 
perspective, to be projected.

The concepts of educational progress and poverty provide a holistic 
view of the situation and evolution of the problems of compulsory 
education in Spain and its regions. All regions have shown progress in the 
variables considered over the period 2008-2018. However, convergence 
is weak, which indicates homogenization problems in the long term.

Regional differences in educational attainment show a map of 
educational poverty highly concentrated along the Mediterranean arc, 
except for Catalonia, as well as in the Canary Islands, Extremadura, and 
Castilla-La Mancha, where male predominance is high.

The temporal analysis shows that the economic situation is a 
determining factor in educational progress and poverty, although part 
of this situation of poverty can be explained by the concentration of 
production in the tourism sector in some regions. That mainly directs 
the underqualified male young population to a dynamic labour market, 
although exposed to fluctuations, as shown by the crisis caused by 
COVID-19. 

Educational performance strongly relates to gender, possibly due 
to sociocultural aspects not yet overcome. In general (except for PISA 
results in mathematics proficiency), females perform better than males.

The families’ socio-economic context is a relevant factor in the 
educational performance of the school-age population. To improve it, 
vulnerable families, along with the immigrant population, need special 
attention.

The design and implementation of education policies, aimed at 
achieving the highest degree of equality of opportunities, should focus on 
education at an early age, which is fundamental in improving educational 
outcomes later in life, especially for students from disadvantaged 
backgrounds.

Finally, although the presence of educational poverty does not 
exclusively depend on education investment and expenditure, it is worth 
noting that regions with higher levels of public expenditure per student 
and educational effort (relative to GDP per capita) also show better results. 
The Cantabrian coast regions, and Castilla y León, have a per capita 
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income public expenditure per student, which is over twenty percent 
higher than the national average in 2018, revealing the importance they 
devote to education. This extra-economic effort rewards higher quality 
educational results.

This study, however, has some limitations. In the 2018 PISA wave, 
reading literacy data are unavailable for Spain and its regions. Moreover, 
regionally disaggregated data is not available for all communities for the 
pre-2105 waves. In any case, the procedure used yields valid and relevant 
results.

In future work, we envisage the possibility of replicating the study 
in other countries, along with extending the concepts of poverty and 
educational progress to further education levels in Spain. 
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