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MISSION
At the end of  the 1990’s, the Partnership for Educational 
Revitalization of  the Americas (PREAL) convened two 
international Task Forces—one for Latin America and one for 
Central America—to discuss grave deficiencies in the 
education being offered to children throughout Latin 
American and the Caribbean. The commission’s 
reports—The Future at Stake and Tomorrow is Too 
Late—outlined the principal challenges and proposed four 
steps to make schools better:

1) Set standards for education systems and                          
 measure progress toward meeting them;
2) Give schools and local communities more control  
 over—and responsibility for—education;
3) Strengthen the teaching profession by raising        
 salaries, reforming training, and making   
 teachers more accountable to the communities  
 they serve; and
4) Invest more money per student in preschool,  
 primary and secondary education.

As a follow-up to these recommendations, PREAL publishes 
periodic reports on educational progress— “education 
report cards”—so that leaders both inside and outside the 
education sector have independent, reliable information on 
how their schools are doing compared to other regions or 
countries. To date, PREAL’s report card program has 
produced over 30 reports on education progress at the 
regional, Central American, national, and departmental level 
(published report cards are available online at 
www.preal.org). 

Inspired by the report cards students receive in school, 
education report cards on education have become important 
accountability tools. They track changes in student learning 
(usually through standardized test scores) along with 
changes in education inputs (e.g. finance, teacher 
qualifications, enrollments) in order to understand how 
system structures help or hinder better education. They 
show at a glance how a particular school, district, state, 
country, or group of  countries is performing with regards to 
similar entities, global/national/state/ district/ school 
averages, and against its own previous performance. By 
grading, or ranking, that performance using a “school-style” 
grading system, report cards allow parents and other 
members of  civil society to recognize quickly both exemplary 
performance and areas thatneed improvement. Armed with 
this information they can lobby for appropriate change.

PREAL’s report cards offer the best information available 
about key aspects of  education—access, quality and 
equity—that are essential for improving learning. They also 
promote accountability by documenting current conditions 
and evaluating the progress of  reforms underway. They are 
based on the belief  that regular and sustained monitoring of  
key education outcomes is crucial to improving education 
quality and that parents, students, and employers have a 
right to know how schools are organized, how much they 
cost, what they produce, and who is responsible for the 
outcomes. PREAL’s national report cards are designed to 
feed into its regional reports while at the same time taking 
into account country contexts and supporting national 



The 2012 education report card is the result of  a 
comprehensive study of  the current status of  education in 
Jamaica. It was carried out by the Caribbean Policy Research 
Institution (CaPRI), in cooperation with the Partnership for 
Educational Revitalization in the Americas (PREAL), a joint 
project of  the Inter- American Dialogue, in Washington D.C., 
and the Corporation for Development Research (CINDE), in 
Santiago, Chile. PREAL's activities are made possible by the 
generous support of  the American people through the 
United States Agency for International Development 
(USAID), by the Inter- American Development Bank (IDB), 
the GE Foundation, the International Association for the 
Evaluation of  Educational Achievement (IEA), and the World 
Bank, among others. However, the contents of  this report 
are the sole responsibility of  PREAL and its partner 
organizations and do not necessarily reflect the views of  
any of  its donors.
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY: 
A REPORT CARD ON EDUCATION IN JAMAICA, 2012 

Jamaicans have long been concerned about 
investment in and the equity of the education 
sector.  Yet, contrary to popular belief, the problem 
is not solely about money.  Between 2005 and 
2010, public investment in education as a percent 
of GDP increased from 5.3 to 6.1 percent, more 
than the average for developed countries (5.2%). 
Most of Jamaica’s children attend school at least 
through lower secondary, and the country has a 
robust assessment system, which incorporates 
both national and school-based assessment. 

However, low test scores at all levels of the 
Jamaican education system suggest that there are 
gaps in the system that negatively impact the 
learning outcomes of many students.  Poor 
children are particularly ill-served. Children in prep 
schools—privately run primary level institutions 
usually attended by children from upper 
socio-economic groups—outperform their 
counterparts in the public school system in all five 
Grade Six Achievement Test (GSAT) subjects, 
sometimes by as much as 30 percentage points. 
Approximately 90% of the poorest persons have 
no secondary or post-secondary certification 
compared with only 56% of the wealthiest.  

Varying resources among schools remains a 
challenge. It is not uncommon to find better 
performing schools with more than one computer 
lab, wi-fi, and furnished school libraries co-existing 
with schools with a bare minimum number of 
computers, no library and severe overcrowding. 

High levels of per pupil spending on tertiary 
primarily benefit students from wealthier 
households since few students from poorer 
households reach this level.New systems for 
assessing school performance currently being 
implemented should help identify pressing needs 
and target resources to where they are most 
needed while ensuring accountability. 
Mechanisms for annual monitoring at the school 
level, including a more structured use of data from 
national tests and curriculum guidelines, will be 
critical to this process. However, it remains to be 
seen how well these systems will work in practice. 
Teachers’ education levels have improved, but 
making sure skills learned in training are applied in 
the classroom also remains a challenge.
 
The following table offers a summary of nine 
critical dimensions of education in Jamaica. For 
each of these topics, the table presents the 
current status (grade) and the prospects for 
progress (trend arrow). The evaluation, although 
necessarily subjective, is based on the best data 
available and is intended as a starting point for a 
shared conversation on needed improvements. All 
players, including the Ministry, parents, students, 
administrators, teachers, employers and 
community leaders have a part to play in ensuring 
students learn. Setting and enforcing standards 
that clearly lay out the resources and mechanisms 
needed to guarantee learning would go a long way 
toward providing Jamaican children with the 
education they need and deserve. 
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The Jamaican educational system is divided into 
four levels: (i) Early Childhood (3-5 year-olds); (ii) 
Primary (6-11 year-olds); (iii) Lower and Upper 
Secondary (12-16 year-olds), with provisions for 
“postsecondary” education (17-18 year-olds) 
offered in sixth form (grades 12-13) or 
pre-university programmes; and (iv) Tertiary (19 
-24 year-olds).  Officially, Jamaican students are 
required to attend school from ages 6-16, about 
the same number of years of mandatory schooling 
as in other Latin American and other Caribbean 
countries (GED 2011), However since 1998, 
Jamaica has placed a renewed emphasis on 
ensuring that children 3- 5 years old have access to 
pre-school, and for this reason the report card will 
focus primarily on the 3-18 age range. 

Jamaican enrollment data vary widely among 
sources

National and international data disagree on the 
percentage of Jamaican young people enrolled in 
school at any given level.  This chapter is based 
primarily on national sources, which generally 
provide more recent data than nternational 
sources. Where there are differences in national 
sources, we have favored household survey data 
from the Jamaica Survey of Living Conditions 

(JSLC), which includes information on children 
enrolled in both public and private education, over 
that from the Ministry of Education, which 
includes only public education. However, we have 
tried to make a note of where large discrepancies 
exist and how they might  affect the analysis. 

Moving forward, Jamaica should work to 
triangulate the official sources of data on 
education to reduce discrepancies and improve 
accuracy in the reporting and monitoring of basic 
education indicators. 
 
Most Jamaicans 3-16 years old are enrolled in an 
educational institution 

According to the 2009 Jamaica Survey of Living 
Conditions (JSLC), approximately 98% of children 
3-16 years old were enrolled in an educational 
institution. This is an improvement over the 
already high 90% enrollment rate in 1990, with 
participation at the pre-primary (3-5 years) and 
secondary level (12-16 years) increasing most 
dramatically over the last decade (Graph 1). To the 
country’s credit there has been universal 
enrolment among this age group for more than a 
decade. 

ENROLLMENT
Most young people attend school until they are 16, but enrollment drops sharply beyond that (Grade, arrow)

Tertiary defined as ages 17-24 years old since 2011. 
UNESCO defines universal enrolment as being over 90% (UNESCO- Education for All- Global Monitoring Report- 2010- 
Reaching the Marginalized). 
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Early childhood enrollment compares favorably with other 
Caribbean, and even some developed countries

Although early childhood education is not mandatory, 
Jamaica has exceptionally high levels of  enrollment among 
3-5 year-olds. Household survey data show that 99% of  
children in this age range were enrolled in 2009 (Graph 1). 
International data show much lower rates: 80% 

and 74% for 1999 and 2009 respectively according to 
UNESCO’s 2011 Global Education Digest. However, even 
using the lower international rates of  80% and 74%, Jamaica 
has higher enrollment rates than even some developed 
countries, including the United States and Finland (Graph 2). 
This is not surprising given extensive interventions and 
expansion in the EC sector, which has raised awareness 
among parents and stakeholders alike. 

Early Childhood Net Enrollment Rates, 
Selected Countries, 1999 and 2009

EARLY CHILDHOOD NET ENROLL-
MENT RATES, SELECTED COUNTRIES, 

1999 AND 2009
Note: Graph includes as many Caribbean 
countries as had data given their similar 
history, economies, and education 
systems. The United States, UK and 
Canada are included as Jamaica’s main 
trading partners, while Finland is included 
as a benchmark of a top-performing 
education system. Some Latin American 
countries are also included for reference. 
This selection criteria applies to all 
international comparisons in the 
document, unless otherwise notes and 
subject to data availability.
Source: UNESCO-Global Education 
Digest- 2011 (Table 1). Jamaica Local 
from Jamaica Survey of Living Conditions 
Report, 2009 

Most children attend primary school

At the primary level disparities between local and 
international statistics tell different stories. The good news is 
that all sources show that more than eight in every ten 
children at the primary level are enrolled. According to 
national household survey data (JSLC, 2009), net enrollment 
at the primary level is at 98%, putting Jamaica squarely 
alongside developed and developing countries that have 
achieved near-universal coverage at this level. However, 
UNESCO’s 2011 Global Education Digest reports primary net 
enrollment rates in Jamaica have declined from around 90% 
in 1999 to 81% in 2009, giving it one of  the lowest rates in 
the region. Data from the Ministry of  Education, which only 
reports on students in the public sector, puts primary 
enrollment at 86% in 2009, down from 92.5% in 1999.  The 
reasons behind these data differences are unclear, although 
at

 least part of  the decline reported by the Ministry may be 
from parents moving their children into private prep schools. 
Moving forward, Jamaican authorities will want to monitor this 
issue more closely so as to ensure congruity between data 
sources, since most international data are generated locally. 

Enrollment in upper secondary school is increasing

While net enrolment at the lower secondary level (12-14 
years) has always been high; in 1990 the rate was 94% and 
99% in 2009 according to data from national household 
survey, this is not the case at the upper secondary level.  Net 
enrollment at the upper secondary level (15-16 year-olds) in 
1990 was just under 80%, leaving one in five young people 
in this age range out of  school. By 2009, the rate was over 
90% (Graph 1).  This may be the result of  several 
interventions, 

Graph 2: 



including the creation of  a significant number of  secondary 
places in new and upgraded high schools in conjunction with 
the policy that all children should be given a place in the 
secondary school system.  As at the primary level enrolment 
data from international sources and the Ministry of  Education 
differ from those from household surveys. However, the trend 
is still one of  rapidly increasing enrollment at the upper 
secondary level, from 69% in 1999 to 77% in 2009 
according to Ministry of  Education data.

Enrollment among 17-18 year olds more than tripled since 
1990

There has also been marked improvement in enrolment 
among 17-18 year-olds.  In 1990, the JSLC reported a mere 
13% of  youth this age enrolled, but by 2000 and 2009 this 
had risen to 48% (Graph 1). However, despite 
improvements, more than half  of  young people this age 
remain outside the system and numbers have leveled off  
since 2000. Post-secondary education in Jamaica 
corresponds to the last year of  high school in many countries 
and is a key transition point for entry into tertiary studies. 
That so few are enrolled at this age raises serious concerns 
about Jamaica’s ability to prepare young people for the 
ever-increasing knowledge demands of  modern society.

Jamaica needs to continue to expand opportunities for older 
students

While enrollment among 15-18 year-olds is improving, 
international data shows that Jamaica still trails the United  

States, the UK and most of  other Caribbean countries in net 
secondary enrollment (GraphA1 in Appendix). Improving 
enrolment of  17-18 year-old students will require moral 
suasion and engagement of  the youths, since the 
compulsory secondary school system ends at 16 years old 
and many students, particularly those from poorer 
households tend to exit the school system at this level. 
Aware of  the challenges to making access to secondary 
(including post-secondary grades 12-13) universal, the 
government has initiated a number of  programs to help 
expand opportunities at this level (Box 1). With the 
proposed change in age limit for secondary education from 
16 to 18, Jamaica will have the highest required schooling 
age in the Caribbean, and if  the trend observed in the OECD 
countries that have also increased mandatory school ages 
in recent years holds true in Jamaica, this measure should 
help bring up enrollments among 17-18 year-olds (OECD, 
Education at a Glance 2009, p.298).

Jamaica is on target to achieve 2015 target for tertiary 
gross enrolment. 

Gross tertiary enrolment is an important indicator for the 
country, it is has implications for the quality of  the workforce 
and the competitiveness of  the country.  The country’s 
target is to have at least 35% of  its population enrolled in 
tertiary institutions by 2015 (Vision, 2030).  In 2009 gross 
tertiary enrolment was 32.8%, a minimal increase over the 
31.5% in 2007 (ESSJ, 2009) nevertheless, if  the country 
maintains this pace it will reach the 2015 target. 
 

Box 1. Recent Programs to Expand Secondary Enrollment

The Jamaican government has implemented several initiatives over the last several years designed to improve 
access to secondary schooling. These include:

The Reform of  Secondary Education (Phase II-2001-2008). The project improved school infrastructure, initiated 
home visits to deal with absenteeism and dropouts, and facilitated enrolment of  public sector students at private 
secondary schools when public spaces were not available.

The Secondary School Enhancement Programme was introduced in 2001 to redress the issues of  equity and 
access at the secondary level. It provides funds for infrastructure improvement for new schools and for reclassified 
and upgraded high schools (schools that were not originally built as high schools, but were later given this status). 

Improving access for persons with disability is also a key strategy for improving overall enrolment. Starting at the 
primary level, the Government, through the Jamaica Social Investment Fund (JSIF) and in collaboration with the 
Centre for Disability Studies – MICO Care Centre, has partnered to retrofit one primary school in each parish to 
provide full physical access.

The Government also plans to increase the mandatory school age limit from 16 to 18 years old.  To facilitate this, 
two additional grades, grades 12-13, will be added at all high schools.  

CAP Programme. In keeping with the Compulsory Education Policy,  the Career Advancement Programme (CAP) 
was introduced in 2009 to provide increased opportunities for students (ages 16-18) to free education and 
training and to prepare them for post-secondary studies or the world of  work.  CAP students benefit from a mix of: 
i) academic and vocational skills; ii) career counseling and mentorship; iii) training in life skills, entrepreneurship 
and personal development. The programme is currently under-going interim evaluation.
 
Source: ESSJ 2010, Pg. 22.17

The Compulsory Education Policy will ensure that all children ages 3-18 are assigned to, and attending, structured education and 
training programmes appropriate to their age and development (CAP Brochure).



In Jamaica, certification requires passing at least one subject 
in an exit examination at the secondary or higher levels, such 
as Caribbean Secondary Examination Certificate (CSEC). In 
addition persons may be certified by earning a diploma, 
certificate or a degree at the post-secondary or tertiary 
level.  In 2008, almost three quarters of  persons ages 
25-59  had no certification almost the same as in 2000 
(Graph 3).  Of  those, nearly 40% (37%) never completed 
secondary school and only one in four of  those who did 
complete high school achieved some form of  certification 
(Graph A2 in Appendix).  

On the positive side, the percentage of  those receiving 
certification at the tertiary level nearly doubled between 

2000 and 2008, although this seems to largely reflect shifts 
from other forms of  certification (Graph 3). It is also a good 
sign that the 19-24 year olds are showing much higher levels 
of  education (Graph A3 in Appendix) 

These levels of  certification are far too low to sustain a 
knowledge-based society.  The country has and continues to 
take steps to extend opportunities for students to earn some 
form of  certification, as a means of  improving the quality of  
future workforce (Box 1).  However, education planners, 
policy makers and practitioners must focus their attention on 
addressing issues of  both access and quality that continue to 
negatively impact on student outcomes.  

Source: PIOJ- Jamaica Survey of  Living 
Conditions, 2000-2008

This differs from the labour force which refers to the population 15-64 years old. One of  the advantages of  25-59 age definition is that 
it does not overlap with the school age population, which ends at age 24, nor with the official age limit for the elderly, which is 60 years.

Approximately 1 in 10 secondary level students drop out of  
secondary school

Although dropout rates are substantially lower than in the 
late 1990’s, data from 2000-2010 reveal that among those 
who enroll in secondary school, the proportion who leave 

before completing their studies has changed little (Graph 4).  
In addition, students who complete All-Age and Junior High 
schools that end at grade 9, often do not to continue their 
education.  The planned phasing out of  “All-Age” and “Junior 
High” schools is expected to reduce the probability of  
students exiting the secondary system prematurely.  

STAYING IN SCHOOL:
Most students complete at least some secondary schooling, but a significant number of Jamaicans have no certification (Grade, arrow)

CERTIFICATION LEVEL OF 
POPULATION 25-59 YEARS, 

SELECTED YEARS, 2000-2008

Graph 3



Source: The Statistical Unit of  the Ministry of  Education (MOE), Jamaica

The proportion of  out of  school population doubled between 
2008 and 2009

The Planning Institute currently defines the “out of  school 
population” as the proportion of  15-16 year-olds not 
enrolled in school. (From 2000-2007 the age range was 
12-16 years so it is not possible to compare rates before 
2008.) In 2009, only 7% of  15-16 year-olds were not 
enrolled in an educational institution. Although this is a 
relatively small percentage, it is important to note that the 
rate more than doubled (from 3.1%) when compared to 
2008.  In spite of  this data from the Ministry of  Education 
show that between 2005and 2009 completion rate at the 
primary and secondary levels were 97% and 87% respec-
tively .  This puts Jamaica in the category of  having met 
international goals of  universal primary education and at 
least 75% completion rate at the secondary level . 
The large proportion of  “out of  school” youth who indicated 
that they are not in school because they are “not interested” 
(30% according to JSLC-2009) is also worrisome and may 
indicate a need for increasing relevance of  what is being 
taught as well as re-positioning education as a personal goal. 
CAP (Box 1) should also help reduce the number of  out of  
school youths. 

The country also needs to watch carefully the high proportion 
(33%) of  out of  school youths who exited at the primary level 
as this raises grave concern for basic literacy and numeracy. 

Children at the primary level attend on average 85% of  
school days during the year; secondary students attend less

Although the length of  the school year in Jamaica is compara-
ble that in other countries (Graph A4 in the Appendix), 
students who are enrolled in school don’t always attend. This 
can have a negative effect on learning. The Ministry’s target 
is for students to attend at least 161 days of  the 190-day 
school year (85%). Towards this end, the government has 
implemented a number of  strategies. One strategy is to 
require school-age children be in attendance for at least 
85% of  the school year in order for families to receive school 
lunches and cash assistance under the Programme for 
Advancement through Education and Health (PATH).   As 
shown in Graph 5, the country has reached its target at the 
primary level. However, since 2004, rates at the secondary 
level have hovered around 82-83%.   The 85% benchmark 
may also warrant review, since a child that misses six weeks 
of  instruction during the school year may face a strong 
disadvantage in terms of  learning outcomes.

 These data are for public schools. 
  2000 Millennium Development Goals (Dakar)and Inferred from the 2nd Summit of  the Americas which proposed access to secondary 
education for at least 75% of  relevant school age children



At the end of  the 1990’s, the Partnership for Educational 
Revitalization of  the Americas (PREAL) convened two 
international Task Forces—one for Latin America and one for 
Central America—to discuss grave deficiencies in the 
education being offered to children throughout Latin 
American and the Caribbean. The commission’s 
reports—The Future at Stake and Tomorrow is Too 
Late—outlined the principal challenges and proposed four 
steps to make schools better:

1) Set standards for education systems and                          
 measure progress toward meeting them;
2) Give schools and local communities more control  
 over—and responsibility for—education;
3) Strengthen the teaching profession by raising        
 salaries, reforming training, and making   
 teachers more accountable to the communities  
 they serve; and
4) Invest more money per student in preschool,  
 primary and secondary education.

As a follow-up to these recommendations, PREAL publishes 
periodic reports on educational progress— “education 
report cards”—so that leaders both inside and outside the 
education sector have independent, reliable information on 
how their schools are doing compared to other regions or 
countries. To date, PREAL’s report card program has 
produced over 30 reports on education progress at the 
regional, Central American, national, and departmental level 
(published report cards are available online at 
www.preal.org). 

Source: The Statistical Unit of  the Ministry of  Education (MOE), Jamaica- (Data only for public schools)

The Jamaica Survey of  Living Conditions (JSLC) shows money 
problems and illnesses are the two main reasons given for 
students missing school. In 2009, nearly half  of  all students 
missing school were absent due to financial difficulties; while 
nearly a quarter of  those who were also absent were ill 
(Table A1 in the Appendix).  As might be expected, children  

  PATH was established in 2002. It currently provides for 119,000 beneficiaries at a cost of  938 million dollars. Over the years, there has 
been a significant increase in the per capita payments from $3,868.17 to $7,888.00.

from poorer households were primarily absent from school 
due to money problems (69%), compared with 12% from 
those in other households.  Clearly, ensuring that children 
regularly attend school once they are enrolled will require 
programs that address families’ socio-economic and health 
constraints.

  These may include the US-based SAT, the Caribbean Advanced Proficiency Examinations (CAPE)  the Caribbean Certification in Secondary 
Level Competence (CCSLC) for students deemed unready to sit the CSEC examination, and the Cambridge International General certificate 
of  Secondary Education (GSCE) 
  A significant number of  entries each year are from students who enter as “private” candidates; the majority of  these persons are of  
post-secondary school age and some are even mature adults.  The pass rate among this larger group is usually lower than among students 
in the secondary school system alone.
  CSEC considers a grade of  1, 2, 3 or 4 to be indicative of  readiness for entry level employment (http://cxc.org/examinations/exam-
s/csec/grading-scheme-csec).
  Data missing for 2006

Graph 5. Attendance Rates at Primary and Secondary Levels, 2004-2010



It is generally accepted that a good education (learning) 
contributes strongly to individuals’ and societies’ well-being. 
While test scores certainly do not capture all the elements of  
learning, they are one objective measure of  what students 
know and can do and of  their readiness for higher learning 
and/or the work force.  Unfortunately, in Jamaica, low test 
scores suggest students are not adequately equipped to take 
advantage of  the opportunities and challenges that will face 
them as adults.Since 1979, Jamaica has participated in the 
Caribbean Secondary School Examination (CSEC), an exit 
examination administered by the Caribbean Examination 
Council (CXC) to final year secondary students. Although 
Jamaican students may also take other end-of-secondary 
exams,  the CSEC has the greatest currency and is often used 
to assess and measure overall student learning in the 
Jamaican education system. Note that, with the exception of  
cross-country comparisons, most analyses focus on students 
in the public secondary school system.

Overall pass rates and the quality of  passes in CSEC have 
improved

The data reveals that 72% of  exams sat in 2010 received 
grades 1, 2 or 3—the grades CSEC considers sufficient for 
admission to tertiary programmes.   In 2005, only 64% 
received such grades. The data also show improvement in 
the quality of  the passes. In 2010, 14.4% percentage of  
successful exams received a grade of  1 (the highest) almost 
5% more than those receiving the same grade in 2005 
(Graph 5 in Appendix).   Performance in core subjects is also 
improving, with over 70% of  secondary school candidates 
who sat the English and Information Technology exams in 
2010 receiving a passing grade. However, half  of  those who 
sat the CSEC math exam still didn’t pass, and these figures do

not take into account the large numbers of  students who still 
do not sit the exams (Graph A6 in Appendix).  Overall, more 
than a quarter of  all entries still do not receive a passing 
grade.    

Few 11th graders meet the basic requirement for tertiary 
admission   

Most universities in Jamaica require students to pass at least 
five CSEC subjects, including Mathematics and English 
Language, in order to matriculate, although some colleges 
will accept four passes.  Data for 2005-2010, however, reveal 
that on average only 53% of  11th graders sat 4 or more 
CSEC subjects, much less passed them.  And, roughly one in 
every five students left secondary school without having sat 
even one CSEC exam in 2010 (Graph A7 in Appendix).
  
The proportion of  11th graders that sit the core subjects of  
Mathematics and English Language remains woefully 
inadequate. Even though Mathematics and English Language 
are compulsory for all students, and though the Ministry pays 
for all students to take these exams, the data show that for 
2010, only approximately 59% of  11th graders sat English 
Language, and 51% sat Mathematics (ESSJ, 2010). 

When we look beyond those who sit, to how many pass, the 
picture is more concerning. In 2010, just about 38% of  11th 
grade students passed 4 or more subjects, and about a third 
passed five or more (Graph 6). These figures are about 11 
percentage points higher than in 2005 and suggest that 
things are getting better. However, that more than half  of  all 
11th grade students fail to meet the basic tertiary entry 
requirements suggests substantial gaps in students’ learning 
and achievement.  

 . Given that some of  the students sitting the exam are from Grades 10 and 12, the % of  the Grade 11 cohort not sitting at least one 
subject may actually be higher.  Note that not all students are selected by teachers to sit the CSEC. 
  Students are selected by teachers to sit the examinations based on their performance in classwork and a mock examination given in 
Grade 10.  The student can choose to enter privately, but that entry would not be considered in the aggregate analysis of  secondary 
school candidates.
  Students that have not passed at least four CSEC at the end of  secondary school may choose to re-sit the exams, work, gain skills 
training or pursue other options.

TEST SCORES:
JAMAICAN STUDENTS ARE NOT LEARNING WHAT THEY NEED TO SUCCEED (GRADE, ARROW)

Percent of  Grade 11 Students Passing 4 
and 5 or More CSEC Subjects, 

2005-2010

Graph 6

Source: Ministry of  Education- Policy 
Analysis and Research Unit, 2010



If  current trends continue, the country will have to wait until 2036 
before every 11th Grader has at least enough passes to matriculate 
in the least competitive tertiary programs (those requiring four 
CSEC); and until 2042 for every student to be able to enroll in more 
competitive tertiary programmes (passing at least 5 subjects). 

Jamaican students are not yet on par with  peers  from other 
Caribbean countries in CSEC

When comparing the performance of  all candidates, including those 
outside the secondary school system, Jamaica’s overall 
performance in the CSEC has improved over time (Graph A8 in 
Appendix). 

However, the country continues to trail its main Caribbean 
counterparts in the percentage of  students who pass the 
Mathematics and English Language exams. When compared with 
Barbados, Trinidad and Tobago, St. Lucia and Guyana, the country 
ranks fourth in both subjects, surpassing only Guyana (Graph 7).  In 
Math, Jamaica, at a 36% pass rate in 2009, trails Barbados by 15 
percentage points, Trinidad & Tobago by 10 and St Lucia by 5.  The 
gap between Barbados and Jamaica has narrowed slightly, down 
from the 17 percentage points reported in 2005; but Jamaica’s 
overall low pass rates suggest that the output from the education 
system is not competitive regionally. Performance in English 
Language shows a similar trend.

Graph 7

Average Pass Rate for All Candidates in 
CSEC Mathematic, Selected Country, 

2005-2009

Note: Data includes school and other 
private candidates. The pass rates for 
just school candidates are higher, but 
for cross country comparison the all 
candidates pass rates are used. 
Source: CXC Statistical Bulletin, 
2005-2009. CSEC Statistical Bulletin for 
2010 not available.

Low performance in literacy and numeracy, a concern at the primary 
level.

Deficits in learning are not limited to the high school level. The 
Jamaican education system, through the National Assessment 
Programme, monitors the developing competencies of  primary 
students. While the results of  Grades 1 and 3 diagnostic 
assessments are not available to the public on a regular basis, the 

results of  other assessments suggest that learning at the primary 
level is less than satisfactory.  For example, results from the Grade 
6 Assessment show that, in 2011, students on average scored only 
a 60%  on mathematics, language arts, social studies and science 
tests (Graph 8 and Table A2 in Appendix). On the bright side, 
average scores in all subjects, were higher in 2011 when compared 
to 2005 (Table A2 in Appendix).  



Graph 8

 Performance in GSAT Mathematics and 
Language Arts Exams, 2004-2011

Source: The Statistical Unit of  the 
Ministry of  Education (MOE), Jamaica- 

(Data only for public schools)

More than a quarter of  students do not  acquire  adequate 
literacy skills by Grade 4.  Since 1999, Jamaica has given all 
4th grade students a literacy assessment which tests skills in 
word recognition, reading comprehension, and writing. In 
2011, only 71% of  students showed mastery of  the tested 
skills (Table A3 in Appendix). This is an improvement over the 
64% reported in 2005. However, under current trends, it will 
take until about 2036 for 100% of  students to demonstrate 
mastery on this assessment (Graph A9 in Appendix).  
Evidence suggests that skills in math are even weaker. In 
2009, Jamaica conducted its first national numeracy 
assessment of  fourth graders.  Data show that less than half  
(45%) of  the students mastered the skills set, which includes 
“number representation and number operations; decimals 
and fractions; measurement; geometry; algebra; statsitics 
and probability.” Performance improved slightly in 2011, 
moving to 49% (Table A3 in Appendix), but is still far from  

satisfactory. Performance improved slightly in 2011, moving 
to 49% (Table A3 in Appendix), but is still far from 
satisfactory.  

Some educators argue that the deficiency in the education 
sytem starts at the early childhood level. This is 
substantiated by the data which show that less than 50% 
(47%) of  children entering primary school were ready (ESSJ, 
2007).  Moving forward, the challenge will be to address 
learning deficiencies at the first point of  the formal education 
system, while addressing the issues that already exist at the 
other levels.  The Government of  Jamaica with the assistance 
of  USAID has been taking several steps to improve early 
literacy and numeracy in schools (Box 2). By strengthening 
basic skills in the early grades, they hope to set a stronger 
foundation for learning as children move through school and 
through life. 

  Assumes the average improvement of  1.2 percentage points per year continues, starting from a base of  65% of  students showing 
mastery in 2005.



Box 2: Selected Strategies to Improve Literacy and Numeracy, 2010

In 2010, the Jamaican government’s Basic Education Project provided training and leadership strategies for numeracy and literacy 
for 600 participants from all six regions of  the country. This included teachers, ministry staff, and administrative personnel. The 
program established literacy and mathematics advisory boards, created reading and literacy standards for Grades 1-3, and 
conducted workshops for teacher trainers in reading standards and mathematics. In addition, the project provided training for 366 
teachers. It also developed two new instruments, namely the Early Reading Assessment Instrument (ERAI) and the Early 
Mathematics Assessment Instrument (EMAI) with supporting training materials.  The instruments were piloted in 25 schools at 
Grades 1 and 2. The data from this pilot was used to provide baseline data on student performance levels and to identify areas of  
weakness in instruction.  This will allow the Ministry of  Education to better gauge its programmes in teacher development to better 
facilitate the learning of  mathematics. 

= geared at improving literacy and numeracy at the primary level was introduced in 71 schools. The project planned and executed 
teacher workshops, provided resource materials, and introduced the GAIN (General Achievement in Numeracy) diagnostic tool used 
to plan teaching.  The project also conducted activities designed to improve the performance of  boys in mathematics and language 
arts.

Source: Economic and Social Survey Jamaica, 2010, p 22.11

It is hard to judge how Jamaican students’ learning outcomes 
compare outside the Caribbean

Jamaica does not participate in any global assessment of  
student learning, such as the Programme for International 
Student Assessment (PISA) or the Trends in International 
Mathematics and Science Study (TIMSS) which test students, 

at specific grades, in skills in key areas such as reading, 
math, and science.  Consequently, we do not know how well 
Jamaican students do compared to their peers in countries 
outside the Caribbean, making it difficult to gauge the future 
competitiveness of  the labour force in an increasingly global 
context.



EQUITY:
YOUNG MEN AND THE POOR ARE UNDERSERVED BY THE JAMAICAN EDUCATION SYSTEM (GRADE, ARROW)

Jamaica is one of 22 Latin American and Caribbean (LAC) 
countries to have achieved gender parity in enrollment at 
the primary level (GED, 2010, Table 1 Pg. 22).  It is close to 
gender parity at the secondary level and is doing better 
than the Latin American average.  At the tertiary level, 
however, female participation more than doubles that of 
males.  Between 2000 and 2008 gender inequity has been 
increasing at the tertiary level, and the country’s 

performance is worse than the average for countries in LAC 
(Graph 9).  Part of the reason may be that fewer boys meet 
the basic requirements for matriculating at the tertiary 
level.  Data from 2009 showed that girls accounted for 
approximately 63% of those students meeting basic 
tertiary entry requirements (National Council on 
Education- Performance in CSEC-2009). 

Graph 9

Gender Parity for Enrollment at 
Tertiary Level, Selected Areas, 

2000 and 2008

Note: Gender parity is reached 
when the index is between 0.97 

and 1.03
Source: UNESCO- Institute for 

Statistics- Global Education 
Digest

Girls outperform boys at all levels of  the education system 

While girls and boys attend school at close to the same rate 
in primary and secondary schools, differences in 
performance appear to be systemic, manifesting as early as 
the start of  formal schooling.  The Grade One Individual 
Learning Profile, which is administered at the beginning of    

  UNESCO projection was done for the 20 countries that had sufficient data.

first grade to assess children’s readiness to learn, showed 
that on average 51% of  girls, compared to 38% of  boys, 
mastered all four cognitive skills in 2006/07.  In fourth 
grade, 77% of  girls showed mastery of  all three areas on the 
Grade Four Literacy Test in 2009 while only 56% of  boys did 
so. Girls also outperformed boys on the Grade Four 
Numeracy Test for the same academic year (Graph 10).



Graph 10

Percentage of Children Showing 
Mastery in Selected National 

Assessments, by Gender, Most 
Recent Year, 2007-2010

Note: GRI- refers to the Grade 1 Individual 
Learning Profile (2007/2008 Data). GFNT 

refers to the Grade 4 Numeracy Assessment, 
and GFLT refers to the Grade 4 Literacy 

Assessment for 2009/2010.
Source: ESSJ 2007 (Pg 22.10) & ESSJ 2010 

(pg. 22.7)

  Some institutions will accept students w/out mathematics if  they take an equivalent mathematics course, but in general the standard is 
that students should have passed at least four subjects including these two core ones. 

The Grade Six Achievement Test (GSAT) that determines 
student placement at the secondary level also shows similar 
a pattern.  In 2009/2010, girls outperformed boys in all five 
subjects. Unfortunately the gender achievement gap is slowly 
widening; when 2003/2004 school year is compared with 
2009/2010 the gap between performance for females and 
males in GSAT Mathematics moved from 6 to 8 percentage 
points, and Language Arts moved from 8 and 10 percentage 
points (Table A4 in Appendix).

The disparity between the performance of  boys and girls is 
also evident in the results of  the end of  secondary exams, 
the CSEC. Data for 2008 show that a higher proportion of  
girls actually sat the CSEC examinations in both English and 
math, and of  those sitting the exam, girls had higher pass 
rates in English (Graph 11). (Boys had a slightly higher pass 
rate in mathematics among those who sat.) Girls are also 
more likely to meet the minimum requirements for  

tertiary matriculation that is passing four CSEC subjects, 
including Mathematics and English language (Graph A10 in 
Appendix).   

In 2010, only 37% of  the students that met this basic 
requirement were males, even though male and female 
enrolment in secondary school is roughly comparable. It is 
therefore not surprising that students enrolled at the 
tertiary level were distributed in favour of  females. This has 
been the trend over the last decade (Graph A11).

While individual schools and projects are attempting to 
address the issue of  teaching boys (Box A1 in Appendix), to 
date the Ministry of  Education has not developed a policy or 
program to address this deficit.  Unless the matter of  boys 
underperforming is addressed urgently, the education 
system will be a channel of  inequality which disenfranchises 
young men. 



Graph 11

Performance in Selected 
CSEC Subjects, by Gender, 

2008

Source: Ministry of  Education- 
CSEC Gender Analysis-2008 

(Most recent data)

There is a strong push to increase access to education for 
persons with disability

The Jamaica government is committed to providing for 
children with special needs either in special or regular 
schools, with a preference for regular schools wherever 
possible (Ministry of  Education- The Way Forward). A number 
of  new initiatives have been designed to increase educational 
opportunities for these children.  These include: i) offering 
the Grade Six Achievement Test (GSAT) for children who are 
visually impaired in Braille; ii) a commitment to ensure that at 
least one primary school in each parish capital provides full 
physical access; iii) requiring that all new schools should 
allow for full physical access; iv) equipping some public 
libraries with software to allow access for physically 
challenged individuals; and v) providing special buses for 
children with disability.  The special schools that are currently 
in operation for persons with disability of  any kind are 
encouraged to use the same curriculum as the regular 
schools.  At the secondary level, many students are provided 
with training in technical areas.

The wealthiest are 8 times more likely to have tertiary 
education than the poor

In Jamaica, persons from the poorest 40% of  the population 
are almost 8 times less likely than those in the wealthiest 
20% to have tertiary level education.    

  Economic status is determined by the consumption group within which an individual falls. These are defined as five quintiles, with 1 being 
the poorest and 5 the least poor. Quintiles 1-2 are often those below the poverty line, but this is not always so. 

 In 2008, the Jamaica Survey of  Living Conditions reported 
that approximately 1% of  persons in the poorest quintile 
(lowest consumption group) had tertiary level education, 
compared with almost 24% from the highest. Given that so 
few low-income students reach this level, government 
spending on tertiary level is skewed in favor of  the wealthy.  
In 2008, the two wealthiest consumption groups together 
received 67% of  government spending at this level, 
compared to 20% for the poorest 40% of  the population. 
This is, however, an improvement over 1998,  when the two 
wealthiest quintiles received 74% of  government’s spending 
on tertiary education, compared to the 13% received by the 
two poorest groups (Graph A12). 

Approximately 90% of  the poorest persons have no 
certification (meaning they have not passed any examination 
at or post secondary level), compared with 56% of  the 
wealthiest (Graph 12).  It is important to consider 
certification and not just completion of  secondary school, 
since students may be promoted to higher grades even if  
their performance is poor.  The end of  secondary CSEC 
exams, along with other certification exams, are thus a better 
indication of  students’ readiness for the demands of  
adulthood than the more traditional measure of  highest 
grade completed. 



Graph 12:  Highest Level of  Certification, Population 14+, by Consumption Groups, 2008

Highest Level of  Certification, 
Population 14+, by Consumption 

Groups, 2008

Note: Secondary certification means 
an individual has passed at least 
one CSEC exam. Post Secondary 

certifications are those earned after 
completing Grade 11 but that do 

not qualify as tertiary level. 
Source: PIOJ- Jamaica Survey of  

Living Conditions- 2008- Table E10                                                                                                                               

In rural areas, over eighty percent of  the population have no 
formal certification
   
Persons residing in rural communities are less likely to have 
earned some form of  certification than those in other parts 
of  the country. In 2008, the Jamaica Survey of  Living 
Conditions reported that 81% of  rural residents, fourteen 
years and older, who were not enrolled in an educational 
institution had not passed any examination at or after the 
secondary level, compared to the national average of  75%. 
In Kingston and the Metropolitan Areas (KMA) and Other 
Towns the proportion of  those without certification was much 

blower (Graph A13 in Appendix).  Regretably, there has not 
been much improvement. In 2000, the JSLC reported that 
85% of  rural residents had no certification 

The good news is that illiteracy rates, which are on the 
decline throughout Jamaica, show the biggest reduction in 
rural areas. In 1999, Jamaica reported that one in five adults 
(20%) was illiterate, but by 2008 only approximately 8% 
were.  Illiteracy in rural areas moved from 27% to 11% over 
the same time period, a reduction of  16 percentage points 
(Graph 13).  

  Used this year to benefit from the large sample size. 



Graph 13

Illiteracy Level by Region, 1999 
& 2008

Source: PIOJ, JSLC- 2008- 
Table 8.2 A child’s educational outcome is impacted by the type of  

school they attend 

At the secondary level schools are classified as secondary, 
upgraded and technical.  The secondary category includes 
traditional high schools; these were mainly established 
during Jamaica’s early colonial history, have a strong 
reputation and are generally the preferred schools of  choice.  
It also includes newly built high schools.  Upgraded schools 
are schools that were given high school status at some point 
during their existences.  The country’s 14 technical high 
schools are primarily focused on vocational and technical 
subjects.

Data show that children in upgraded high schools 
consistently perform below their counterparts in traditional 
high schools in core subjects like Mathematics and English 
(Graphs A14 and A.15 in Appendix). Technical schools also 
perform below traditional high schools, but no better than 
upgraded schools.

At the primary level, children in prep schools—privately run 
primary institutions often attended by children from upper 
socio-economic groups– also outperform their counterparts 
in the public school system in all five Grade Six Achievement 
Test (GSAT) subjects.  Differences in results can be as high as 
30 percentage points (Graph 14).  The gap has not changed 
much since 2000 (Graphs A16 & A17 in Appendix) and feeds 
into performance gaps at the secondary level. 



Graph 14: Performance in GSAT, by School Type, 2009/2010

Performance in GSAT, by School 
Type, 2009/2010

Source: Economic and Social 
Survey, 2010 Figure 22Cx Despite the numerous reasons offered for disparity in 

educational outcomes (lack of  resources in schools with 
children who have greater needs, inadequate parental 
involvement, weak school management systems, shift 
schools, social promotion), one thing is clear: the 
government must act to ensure that all children receive 

equally high quality education that provides them with the 
skills and knowledge they need in life. Presently, most 
secondary schools are given the same budget with no 
consideration for the fact that schools that cater to poorer 
communities have less access to supplementary funding and 
often have greater financial needs.

  The Planning Institute of  Jamaica estimates that approximately six percent of  the primary age cohort attends a prep school.



STANDARDS:
THE COUNTRY IS ON TARGET TO HAVE SUFFICIENT STANDARDS TO GUIDE THE SECTOR, BUT ENFORCING AND MAINTAIN-
ING THEM HAS TO BE A PRIORITY 

Ministry performance targets and public perception shape 
what constitutes acceptable learning 

The concentration of high stakes testing in Jamaica 
provides parents, students and the general public with a 
general sense of what learning performance are acceptable. 
Even for tests such as the Grade Six Achievement Test 
(GSAT) where there is no set “failing grade,” parents and 

students understand that scores below certain levels will be 
sufficient to get their child into the highest-performing high 
schools. The Taskforce Report on Education Reform 
(2004), enunciated national performance targets in key 
areas, these were later revised in the National Education 
Strategic Plan (2011). Box 3 presents selected national 
learning targets.

Objectives          Measures    Target 2015% Baseline (2007) Most Recent Year*

World-Class
Education and
Training-Vision 2030

To achieve high
levels of  
educational outcomes

Adult literacy rate                  91.6                     86              72.7 (2007) 
 

Percentage of  labour                   60    18.52              21.2 (2010)
forces that is certified

Gross enrollment rate                  35     31.5              32.8 (2010)
at tertiary level

Percentage of  children    60     43.3              43.3 (2008)
attaining mastery in all 4 
areas of  the Grade 1
Readiness Test

Performance on Grade 3           85% mastery
Diagnostic Test    by 2013

Performance on the Grade 4        100    64.6               67.1 (2009)
Literacy Test

Performance on the Grade 4         85    42 (2009)            41.6 (2009)
Numeracy Test

Performance in GSAT                Average mean score        53.8                        60
                  of  85% in all subjects
                  by 2015

Percent of  students passing       54 by 2016               30                          39 (2010)
5+ CSEC subjects

Percent of  11th Graders 
sitting 5+ subjects in CSEC

Pass rate in CSEC Math 100 by 2016   30                        44.7 (2010)

Pass Rate in CSEC English 100 by 2016   44                          70 (2010)
Language

BOX 3: REVISED PERFORMANCE TARGETS FOR EDUCATION BASED ON NATIONAL 
ASSESSMENTS



More effort needed to establish performance standards 
outside of  those implicit in test scores 

One of  the main challenges of  the Jamaican education system 
is that, outside of  national student achievement tests, 
schools seldom use data from classroom-based assessment 
and other school activities to improve student outcomes. The 
Ministry has not established a widely accepted system for 
monitoring students’ yearly progress, although school 
improvement plans and other evaluations of  schools are step 
in the right direction. The need for clear performance 
evaluation is more pronounced For example; at the 
secondary level the only assessment that receives attention 
is the end-of-secondary CSEC, which comes too late for 
sitting students or their teachers to address problems. 
School-based assessments to determine students’ eligibility 
for sitting CSEC examinations vary widely. Emphasis on the 
results of  the Grades 1- 6 assessments overshadows the 
diagnostic roles that they are designed to have.  

The Ministry is currently embarking on a system-wide effort 
to promote school improvement planning through the 
National Education Inspectorate (NEI) which will draws 
heavily on the use of  data to inform school evaluation and 
guide the development of  school improvement plans (NEI 
Handbook, 2010, Pg. 2). The NEI conducted its first round of  
school inspections in 2009. Other supporters of  the 
education system, such as the Mutual Building Societies 
Foundation Centres of  Excellence Project, have also designed 
and implemented strategies to set and monitor progress 
toward clear learning goals (Box A2 in Appendix).

The Ministry of  Education has established clear content 
standards at EC and primary levels, but not at the secondary 
level

The Ministry is solely responsible for developing and 
implementing curricula in schools.  Its “Core Curriculum Unit” 
is charged with researching, developing, implementing, and 
monitoring the use of  all curricula in schools, from primary to 
secondary levels (Box A3 in Appendix).  This unit has the 
mandate to ensure that schools have clear outlines as to 
what to teach, what learning outcomes should be and to 
provide ideas for how to teach.  It is also charged with 
monitoring the extent to which guidelines are put into 
practice in schools, although little has been done in this area. 
 
The 2006 early childhood (EC) curriculum guide for children 
0-3 years and a revamped “Readiness Curriculum” for 4-5 
year olds focuses on four development domains; cognitive, 
affective, creative and psychomotor, each associated with 
specific learning outcomes (Davies, 2008).   The EC 
Commission has aligned training for early childhood 
practitioners to the EC syllabi to ensure that all teachers 
know how to effectively deliver instruction in the four 
domains.  At the primary level, teaching content is guided by 
the Revised Primary Curriculum (RPC), which from Grades 
1-3 focuses on an integrated approach to support literacy 
and numeracy development. 

 Students transition to a focus on discrete disciplines in 
Grades 4-6. The RPC also highlights “attainment targets” or 
“learning expectations” for each grade level.  Though the 
RPC curricula was generally lauded and well accepted, the 
government soon recognized that teachers were neither 
delivering common contents nor using similar teaching 
assessment methods.  Subsequently, the government, in 
collaboration with the University of  the West Indies, 
established guidelines to accompany the curricula.  These 
guidelines provide a detailed “how-to” for the curriculum, so 
teachers deliver similar contents and assess learning in 
similar format. Currently, there is no national curriculum at 
the secondary level. According to the Core Curriculum Unit, 
secondary schools should be using the Reform of  Secondary 
Education (ROSE) curriculum; however, it is not mandatory. 
As a consequence, there is a disconnect between the 
curricula at the transition grades (primary and high school). 
In response, the Ministry of  Education, through the 
Education System Transformation Programme, has 
embarked on establishing a standard national curriculum at 
the secondary level.

The Ministry also provides schools with books, teaching and 
learning materials aligned with the curriculum.  While schools 
can and do add books to their list of  recommended texts, the 
Ministry has the right to vet and approve all teaching 
materials within the school system. 

Schools have widely varying resources, affecting students 
opportunity to learn

One of  the major points of  contention among educators is 
the varying resources of  Jamaican schools. However, despite 
the fact that there are explicit standards for school plants, 
given budgetary constraints, the Ministry and schools have 
not been able to properly maintain schools. It is not 
uncommon to find better performing schools with more than 
one computer lab, wi-fi, and furnished school libraries 
co-existing with schools with a bare minimum number of  
computers, no library and severe overcrowding. 

Enforcing opportunity-to-learn standards, which clearly lay 
out the resources and mechanisms needed to guarantee all 
students reach learning goals, would go a long way toward 
helping to address such differences. Towards this end, the 
National Education Inspectorate has included physical 
assessment as a part of  its standard school assessment 
process and will report to the appropriate authorities if  a 
school is in dire need of  assistance. In addition, the Ministry 
of  Education, in partnership with the Ministry of  Industry, 
Technology, Energy and Commerce, have collaborated 
through the E-learning project (2005-2010) to provide 
schools with hardware and software, train teachers and 
other school personnel, and develop teaching materials to 
improve the use of  information technology as a tool to help 
improve CSEC passes.  To date, E-learning has installed 
computer hardware and software and audio-visual 
equipment in 162 schools island-wide. They have also 
trained 11,000 teachers, of  which 7,500 are certified. 

  See Table A.A1 in the Appendix for an overview of  the individual tests offered and their characteristics.



ASSESSMENT SYSTEM: 
JAMAICA’S RICH ARRAY OF TESTS, ARE OFTEN NOT USED TO IMPROVE LEARNING:  (GRADE, ARROW)

Jamaica has developed and maintained technically sound 
assessments  

Jamaica has invested substantial resources in the 
development and maintenance of  a national assessment 
programme spanning early childhood to the secondary level.  
Part of  this investment is the Student Assessment Unit (SAU) 
created solely to develop and administer “a technically sound 
system of  measurements and assessment for the primary 
and secondary levels of  the school system” (MOE, SAU 
2007). The SAU provides the Ministry with data and 
information it can use to improve programmes and thus 
student educational outcomes.

The country’s assessment system currently includes the 
National Assessment Programme (NAP) —which covers five 
assessments at the primary level; the Grade One Individual 
Learning Profile, the Grade Three Diagnostic, The Grade Four 
Literacy and Numeracy Tests and the Grade Six Achievement 
Test, and the Grade Nine Achievement Test (GNAT) at the 
secondary level (Table A5 in Appendix).  The other 
assessment is the Caribbean Secondary Examination 
Certificate (CSEC), a regional examination administered by 
the Caribbean Examination Council (CXC). The Caribbean 
Advanced Proficiency Examination, (CAPE) is also 
administered by CXC and is done post-secondary at grades 
12-13.

Jamaica uses its primary level assessments for a variety of  
purposes

Jamaica’s current primary level assessment system has been 
in place since 1998. With the exception of  GSAT, which is also 
intended to help place children in specific schools as they 
transition into the secondary level, these assessments are 
designed primarily to monitor students’ learning and 
competency at different levels of  the primary system.  In 
2009, as a part of  several strategies designed to combat  

students’ persistent poor performance in mathematics, the 
Grade Four Numeracy Test (GFNT) was added to the grade 
four assessment. The assessments help identify weak areas 
so educators and parents can help students address them. 
Some are also used to help place children appropriately in 
the next grade level. They are administered yearly, and are 
comparable across time, giving Jamaica a rich base of  
information on what its students know and can do at key 
points in the primary education cycle. 

In addition to designing standardized tests to be used by all 
schools, the NAP also provides teacher training for at least 
one teacher in each institution who serves as the 
school-based assessment coordinator. This coordinator is 
expected to help teachers use a variety of  methods to 
assess student’s skills, keep better records, report to 
parents on student performance and interpret and use the 
results of  all tests and assessments to improve 
learning.However, despite the system’s strengths, data from 
the Grade 1 and Grade 3 diagnostic assessments are not 
always reported, and are seldom used to inform school-wide 
or Ministry-level efforts to improve student and school 
readiness.  The potential for school or system level lessons 
are lost, and it is not possible to accurately identify areas of  
opportunity in the system.

By contrast, the Grade 4 Literacy Test (GFLT) has become a 
standardized tool for benchmarking literacy at the primary 
level. It determines whether students are promoted to fifth 
grade and their eligibility to sit the Grade Six Achievement 
Test (GSAT) (Ministry of  Educations- ASTEP, March 2011). 
Children have four opportunities to sit the GFLT and receive 
remedial help to master skills. Children who are still 
unsuccessful after exhausting their four chances are not 
allowed to sit the GSAT. Instead, they transition to secondary 
level education through the Alternative Secondary 
Transitional Education Programme (ASTEP) (Box 4).

Box 4: The Alternative Secondary Transitional Education Programme (ASTEP) 

Jamaican authorities estimate that approximately 20-25% of  sixth graders in any given year will not have attained sufficient levels 
of  literacy on the Grade 4 Literacy test after four tries to transition to secondary schools through the GSAT. To meet the needs of  
this subgroup of  learners, The Ministry of  Education has developed The Alternative Secondary Education Programme (ASTEP). 
This initiative is a two year transitional programme designed to provide a safety net for the approximately 9,000 children annually 
who require special support at the end of  the primary level. Students spend the first year in dedicated ASTEP Centres located in 
selected Primary, All Age and Primary and Junior High Schools. Centres are provided with training and resources to serve a minimum 
of  one to a maximum of  two groups of  20 to 25 students each.  

During the second year of  the program, students transition to select secondary schools via a special placement mechanism to be 
determined by the Minister. Under this arrangement students will technically repeat Grade 7. High schools may volunteer or be 
pre-selected to participate in the programme.

Source: Ministry of  Education, March 2012. The Alternative Secondary Transitional Education Programme (ASTEP)- 
Conceptual Framework.



The external administration and grading of  the GFLT, 
overseen by the Ministry of  Education, helps ensure 
comparability across schools and protect against cheating. 
The GFLT—has also become a standard for rating primary 
schools in the eyes of  parents and the public (Garrison and 
Ehringhaus, 2010). Moreover, the Ministry of  Education, in 
an effort to meet its universal literacy goal by 2015, has used 
GFLT results to develop a national accountability matrix that 
sets out the annual growth rate to be achieved by the 
respective schools so that they can meet the 2015 target. 

The Ministry of  Education also administers the GSAT. This 
highly-publicized, high-stakes exam tests students’ mastery 
of  the Grade 4-6 curriculum and students are given only one 
opportunity to sit the exam. According to the Ministry of  
Education, GSAT is not a pass or fail examination; all students 
who sit the examination are placed in a secondary school 
based on their composite score as well as their school of  
choice.  In spite of  this, parents, students and the general 
public use the school in which the child is placed as an 
indication of  the child’s performance and some schools are 
seen as being the reservoir for “failing” students.  Students 
know that scores below a certain level will not earn them a 
place in the traditional high schools – which are typically 
better performing. Although aggregated and disaggregated 
results are widely available, the emphasis is focused almost 
exclusively on grade and school placement and not on using 
data to inform school improvement.

Secondary and post-secondary assessments are focused on 
placing students

The three assessments at the secondary and 
post-secondary levels-Grade Nine Achievement Test-GNAT, 
CSEC and CAPE- are used to determine students’ placement 
for the next stage of  their education. Results from the tests, 
particularly the CSEC, are also often used as an indirect 
measure of  school quality. However, there is no structured or 
coordinated system that analyzes data and provides 
guidance to schools on how to use results data to guide 
instruction and improve education outcomes. 

The GNAT is used to place students from All-Age Primary and 
Junior High schools into secondary schools, where the 
students repeat Grade 9. The results of  GNAT are available 
publicly each year but do not generate much discussion. Nor 
are they reported in the Economic and Social Survey Report 
(ESSJ), the Jamaican Planning Institute’s annual report on all 
productive and social sector activities. This suggests that 
results have very little impact beyond the individual student.  

The CSEC, however, has strong social currency and is used to 
measure the quality of  education being offered in the 
country, as well as for student placement in tertiary 
programs. CSEC results allow comparisons across schools 
and school types, gender and public and private categories, 
and with students in neighboring countries .  CSEC results are 

widely publicized and analyzed by scholars, policy makers, 
and private analysts, and both schools and the ministry come 
under intense scrutiny based on the quantity and quality of  
passes of  their students. However, beyond the public 
accountability function, there is little evidence that teachers 
or administrators are using CSEC results to improve 
classroom instruction, strengthen school performance, or 
design programs targeting areas of  weakness, even though 
a profile of  performance is provided (Table A6 in Appendix).

Moreover, despite the expectation that all Jamaican students 
should take the CSEC, usually at the end of  Grade 11, there 
is no formal mechanism requiring them to do so. Schools and 
teachers are reluctant to enter students whose performance 
puts them at risk of  failing the exam since this will impact the 
overall pass rate of  the school. (Students may take the 
exams privately, but if  they do, their scores are not counted 
toward the school average.) Leaving out potential low 
performers skews scores upward, suggesting that 
performance may be lower than existing scores indicate. 

The government has begun to pay attention to the 
percentage of  the Grade 11 cohort that sits CSEC especially 
for Mathematics and English Language.  In collaboration with 
private organizations, it also pays the examination fees for 
four subjects per student—Mathematics, English Language, 
a science subject and Information Technology.   Other 
partners also support CSEC by paying fees for subjects of  
interest (See Box A4 in Appendix for one such example).  It is 
not clear if  the subsidy has helped to increase the 
percentage of  students sitting CSEC. 

The CAPE certifies the academic, vocational and technical 
achievement of  Caribbean students who wish to continue 
their studies after having completed a minimum of  five years 
of  secondary education. Students who choose to take the 
CAPE usually do so in Grades 12 and 13 in preparation for 
entry to tertiary education.  As with CSEC, the results are 
presented with profile analyses showing students’ strengths 
and weaknesses on topics with in a particular subject area.  
However, as with CSEC not many secondary institutions use 
these results to inform or improve instruction. 

Assessment results are not systematically used to improve 
educational outcomes of  students

Jamaica is not using its wealth of  test information to the 
fullest potential.  The Taskforce Report on Education Reform 
noted in 2004 that though the system of  “national and 
regional assessment has the potential to track and evaluate 
students’ learning from Grade 1 through to Grade 13, the 
results seem to be used mainly for placement” (p. 13). 
Schools have no systematic approach for using this data to 
modify teaching and learning, nor does the Ministry provide 
guidance for its use. Schools are unable to track value-added 
to students and there are no annual improvement standards 
that schools strive towards. 

  CSEC is currently administered in 15 Caribbean countries, and students may sit exams in any of  35 different subject areas. Tests are 
usually administered at the end of  the school year, but individual candidates not sponsored by secondary schools may choose to sit the 
test in January. 
  Support now exist as a subsidy but plans are afoot to make it an incentive, so only students who have maintained a set standard of  
performance will access same. 



That is not to say that no school, teacher or Education Officer 
is working to incorporate test results into planning and 
school improvement, but there is no structured and 
coordinated approach by which the Ministry implements and 
guides the process.

Jamaica’s high stakes testing carries both risks and benefits

Jamaica’s current assessment system features high stakes 
tests at Grades 4, 6, 9 and 11. Debates over the value of  
high stakes testing, both in Jamaica and in other countries, 
are often heated. Proponents argue that such tests foster 
accountability by setting clear targets for learning and forcing 
teachers and administrators to direct attention and 
resources to ensuring that students master core skills. 
Students and parents also have a clearer idea of  what is 
expected and are more likely to push for improvement. 
Moreover, proponents note, education across the country is 
more consistent when all children are measured against the 
common benchmarks implicit in a standardized test.  

In Jamaica, a recent study showed attention to literacy skills 
increased when the GFLT became a national standardized 
exam (Lewis, 2010) As a high stakes test, the scores are 
reported more frequently and in more detail than results 
from purely diagnostic tests like the Grade One Individual 
Learning Profile and Grade Three Diagnostic assessments, 
leading parents to ask how schools in their communities are 
doing, in order to select schools for their children. Used 
responsibly, proponents argue, high stakes tests tell you 
whether key goals are being achieved and make sure that 
students, teachers, and system administrators are focused 
on achieving them. 

Even so, opponents are quick to point out that results from 
other high stakes tests, like the CSEC, have changed little. 
This is despite the high levels of  attention, and the labeling of  
schools based on test scores. There are also greater 
incentives to “cheat” for example by only testing the best 
students. High stakes also cause parents and students to 
become stressed over their “one chance” to gain a spot in 
their school of  choice, critics say.  

Plus, tests are imperfect measures, they argue, and results 
can be affected by any number of  outside factors, such as 
limited resources and the socioeconomic context in which 
many schools work. Attaching high stakes to tests under 
these circumstances is unfair and negatively affects 
students, educators and the system as a whole, opponents 
argue. 

Both sides raise valid points, and the Ministry will need to 
monitor testing systems carefully for unintended 
consequence and to ensure student learning is monitored 
appropriately and contributes to evidence-based 
interventions. 

Jamaica does not participate in any global assessments

Jamaica has never participated in a global assessment of  
student achievement such as the OECD’s Programme for 
International Student Achievement (PISA)—which tests 15 
year olds in reading, math and science —or the Trends in 
International Mathematics and Science Study (TIMSS) which 
tests 4th and 8th grade students in math and science. 
Cognizant of  the value of  such comparisons for improving 
their schools and maintaining a competitive workforce, more 
than 11 Latin American and Caribbean education systems 
participated in the 2009 PISA test. However, with the 
exception of  Trinidad and Tobago, which also participated in 
the world-wide 2006 and 2011 Progress in International 
Reading Literacy Study (PIRLS) of  4th grade reading, the 
Caribbean for the most part, has stayed away from global 
assessment and remains “overly focused on their own 
specificities with little exposure to the outside world” 
(DiGropello, 2003, page 18). While it is undoubtedly 
important to understand how Jamaica compares to 
neighbors that share similar historical and cultural roots, 
expanding the country’s capacity to evaluate its own 
educational performance in the broader global context has 
the potential to foster improvements for international 
competitiveness which would benefit all Jamaicans. 
Consequently the country should consider adding a global 
study to its already rich list of  assessment endeavors. 
 

  PISA covers students who are aged between 15 years 3 months and 16 years 2 months at the time of  assessment and who have 
completed at least 6 years of  formal schooling, regardless of  the type of  institution in which they are enrolled and of  whether they are in 
full-time or part time education, whether they attend academic or vocational programmes, and whether they attend public or private 
schools or foreign schools within the country (OECD, 2009).



MANAGEMENT AND ACCOUNTABILITY:
Jamaica is developing a monitoring and management system that holds education providers accountable (GRADE, 
ARROW)

The Ministry of  Education oversees the Jamaican education 
system through its central office and six geographic 
administrative regions.  Seven major acts provide the 
legislative framework governing the education sector. 
Starting with the establishment of  a national education 
system under the 1965 Education Act and continuing 
through Early Childhood Commission Act in 2003, these laws 
prescribe the rules managing the education system from 
early childhood through university (See Box A5 in Appendix). 
In addition, in keeping with its mission to provide strategic 
leadership and policy direction for the sector, the Ministry of  
Education has developed the National Education Strategic 
Plan (NESP (2011-2020)), which provides a management 
and accountability framework for the entire system. Specific 
legislation and policy initiatives underway are detailed in Box 
A6 in Appendix.

Within the Ministry, management responsibilities are divided 
among 10 statutory bodies, regional education offices, 
school boards and principals. (The roles and functions of  
each of  these actors in the management framework are laid 
out in Table A.M2 in Appendix.)

Most major management decisions are made centrally

Although the current system is more decentralized than 
1991, when all system support and oversight originated out 
of  the Ministry’s one location, most key education decisions 
are still made at the Ministry level (Table A8 Appendix).  
Among the many challenges that exist with this arrangement 
is that, while schools are held accountable for students’ 
outcomes, in most instances, the principal is not sufficiently 
empowered with the required skills and authority to lead and 
manage their schools. As a consequence, there is a high 
degree of  dependency on Central Ministry. Nevertheless, 
there are exceptions, where school principals with the 
support of  their respective boards are successfully 
managing their schools. 

Principals do not have the autonomy to staff  based on needs

Teachers are contracted by the Ministry of  Education, 
through a selection process administered by individual 
school boards. These boards are nominated by the National 
Education Council (NCE) and responsible to the Minister of  
Education (Table A9 in Appendix). The chairperson of  the 
board is often a political appointee, except in the case of  
trust or church schools. The Board appoints all teachers, in 
consultation with the principal, and confirms final 
appointments with the Minister of  Education (Education Act 
1980- Section43). Boards’ (and thus schools’) staffing 
options are also constrained by the overall teacher-pupil 
ratios established by the Ministry of  Education. These 
constraints make it difficult for schools to obtain teachers in 
subject areas where they are facing a critical shortage. This 
is particularly true in non-traditional schools which need to 
employ a wider variety of  teachers in order to 

   accommodate vocational and technical subjects. Although 
some schools are able to contract additional teachers with 
funding from parents, alumni and the community, not all 
schools can afford to do this.

Moreover, although principals are expected to manage 
teaching resources in their schools in order to maximize 
learning, they do not always have the option to re-deploy 
staff, in some cases, due to inadequate staffing. It is not 
unusual, for example, to find teachers who are employed as 
department heads in an area in which they have little or no 
expertise, simply because other staff  members are not 
available.  

Schools cannot mandate student attendance 

Student attendance at school is a critical first step in 
providing the opportunity for learning. However, in Jamaica, 
while school non-attendance has been identified as one of  
the factors negatively impacting student learning, there is no 
policy on mandating student attendance. As a consequence, 
a school cannot require parents or students to maintain a 
minimum attendance rate or take actions against those who 
fail to do so. Schools do attempt to intervene by visiting the 
homes/parents of  children with high truancy rates. And, 
some of  the more prominent secondary schools have 
developed and maintain mandatory student attendance 
agreements and require parent participation at 
parent-teacher (PTA) meetings as a condition of  enrolment. 
As parents tend not to object to these agreements, they are 
usually enforced with no intervention from the ministry. This 
is one of  the areas that require attention as schools need 
guidelines and some flexibility to mandate this.

Some financial management resides at the school level, but 
lacks adequate supervision

 Public education institutions are financially supported by the 
Ministry of  Education (MOE). 
The principal is responsible to the Ministry and donors for 
the proper management of  all funds and accounting records, 
and the school board and principal are expected to spend 
within the parameters of  the approved school budget. 
Schools must obtain express approval from the Ministry to 
re-allocate funds outside the approved budget. 

While delegating budget responsibility to schools is 
desirable, it comes with challenges, one of  which is the lack 
of  financial expertise and supervisory capacity.  The 
Education Task Force on Educational Reform (2004) noted 
that for schools with a bursar, the person occupying the post 
“may be inadequately trained and over extended”.  In early 
childhood, primary and all-age schools where there is no 
bursar; the principal carries out the function, often with little 
or no training.  Very few schools provide the ministry with 
audited financial reports as required by regulations, and 
there are no systems in place to ensure that this is done.

  See Table 7 in the Appendix for details on the parishes included in each region. 



In 2003, the Education Task Force reported that less than 
10% of  schools submitted their audited financial statements.

Other accountability mechanisms are weak

 Accountability mechanisms for teachers and administrators 
are weak. Teachers automatically benefit from salary 
increases regardless of  their performance.  The proposed 
teaching standards which are expected to be legislated in 
2012 will help provide a framework for holding teachers 
accountable, monitoring performance and applying rewards 
and sanctions. (For more on evaluating teacher performance 
see the chapter on the teaching profession.)

School boards are responsible to the Minister for the hiring 
and firing of  the principal, but there is no system for 
monitoring the performance of  principals. The Parents 
Teachers’ Association (PTA) is the main mechanism for 
involving communities in the management of  their schools.  
Unfortunately some involved parents do not reside in the 
school community and many parents neglect to be involved in 
this association.  Beyond the PTA when communities do get 
involved it is usually through demonstrations and school lock 
out, rather than positive involvement in schools.  Clearly 
there is a need for more structured, effective ways through 
which the community can participate in the management of  
their schools and monitor their performance.  

The country is moving towards strengthening the 
management capacity of  principals

There is an increasing awareness that strong school 
leadership plays a critical role in improving student learning. 
Unfortunately, principals at many Jamaican schools often lack 
the leadership and management skills necessary to address 
the issues they face. This is partly due to the practice of  
promoting senior teachers and acting principals to the role 
of  principals without preparing them for the new 
responsibilities that come with the post.  

According to a 1998 KPMG Peat Marwick Report cited in the 
Task Force Report on Education (2004), principals also 
tended to rely too much on ministry education officers (EOs) 
to identify, articulate and solve school related issues, even 
though EO visit are infrequent.  Although, no more recent 
audits of  this type have been conducted, there is little to 
suggest that the situation has changed much in recent years.   

A variety of  recent projects and activities have aimed to 
improve the leadership and management skills of  principals, 
while at the same time maintaining their role as instructional 
leaders. Several private foundations and training institutions 
have begun to provide leadership and management training 
for school leaders (Box A7 in Appendix).

  There are no current data on this

  While lamenting the poor level of  management demonstrated by many principals, then Minister of  Education Andrew Holness noted that 
many of  them are appointed to head schools without being trained. Sunday Gleaner, August 28, 2011

 In addition, the government is moving toward "instituting a 
national college for educational leadership”, which all 
aspiring principals will be required to attend (Holness, 2011).  
This was a component of  the original plan for the 
Transformation in Education and needs to be fast tracked.

Several groups are also working to improve school boards’ 
management capacity

Given the complexity of  issues that Jamaican school boards 
have to deal with and the impact that their decision have on 
the functioning of  schools, in 2008 the Private Sector 
Organizaton of  Jamaica (PSOJ), the Commonwealth of  
Learning (COL) and the National Council on Education (NCE) 
agreed to collaborate to provide management training for 
school board members.  The program was designed to focus 
on the areas of  moral leadership and professional ethics, 
managing relationships in the school community and 
strengthening management and governance. The PSOJ also 
helped the NCE identify prospective school board candidates 
from amongst its membership over 240 companies, business 
associations and individuals (Simpson, 2011).  Unfortunately, 
the NCE/PSOJ training was never implemented. 

Nevertheless, the NCE continues to undertake other initiative 
aimed at identifying problems facing school boards and 
implementing activities to remediate the issues identified. In 
this regard, the NCE has or is pursuing: i) A baseline survey 
on the effectiveness of  governance practices in Public 
Education Institutions in Jamaica. This survey was completed 
in 2012; ii) A handbook on effective school governance and 
practices; iii) An on-line modular training programme; and iv) 
“Face to Face” training programme.

The government is moving to improve accountability through 
school inspections 

In Jamaica, schools do not report how students are doing 
outside of  high stakes tests, and their use of  testing 
information to inform school improvement efforts tends to be 
limited and reactive. To help address this problem, using 
school inspections, the newly formed National Education 
Inspectorate (NEI) plans to evaluate not just national and or 
regional test performance but to also assess “students’ 
progress in relations to their starting point” and other 
factors related to school success (NEI, 2010).

School inspections began in 2010 and are being conducted 
in rounds with a specific number of  schools targeted. To date, 
four rounds of  inspections have been completed. A total of  
370 or 38% of  public education institutions have been 
inspected across the island. Presently, there are no rewards 
and consequences for schools based on performance. This is 
changing as the Ministry seeks to identify schools that have 
limited capacity to deliver quality education to students 
according to the inspection framework.  

 
 



 The plan is, if  a school is designated as “failing” the Ministry 
will directly intervene to provide support to the school’s 
management through the Regional Education Offices, and 
where this support does not result in the school’s 
improvement within 2-3 years, the management team of  the 
school including the principal may be replaced.

The JTA has argued that negative interventions, like labelling 
schools as failing or removing management, are 
counter-productive and that schools and communities will be 
stigmatized. It is certainly true that high performing schools 
are held in high regard by parents, students and 

communities, and that parents are reluctant to have their 
children attend neighbourhood schools if  they are 
under-performing.  However, the Ministry argues that 
because schools provide a public service to children and 
their families "the operations of  schools are not the private 
businesses of  principals and boards. As long as they receive 
public funds, they must subject themselves to public scrutiny" 
(Holness, 2011). Parents and tax payers have a right to 
know how well schools are performing and demand changes 
(from government, schools, teachers, students, parents and 
communities) when they are not meeting students’ needs.



THE TEACHING PROFESSION 
GOVERNMENT IS TAKING STEPS TO SAFEGUARD THE TEACHING PROFESSION THROUGH STANDARDS AND 
PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT (GRADE, ARROW)

Jamaica has a stable teacher education system

In order to become a trained teacher in Jamaica, an individual 
must complete a three or four year programme at a 
recognized teacher training institution. Persons with appro-
priate CXC or CAPE passes, or with tertiary degrees in 
subjects other than teaching, are sometimes employed as 
pre-trained teachers in areas where it is difficult to find 
qualified teachers. But these individuals are paid less and not 
allowed to remain in the system for long without formalizing 
their training. In keeping with its goal to have all teachers 
trained by 2015, the Jamaican government has committed 
500 million dollars to training efforts.

Currently, there are 10 accredited colleges and 3 university 
departments that focus on teacher education (ESSJ, 2010 pg. 
22.31).  Candidates must complete 1890 hours of  instruc-
tion and may specialize in one of  four areas: early childhood, 
primary, special and secondary education.  In addition to 
course work, prospective teachers must complete classroom 
practice, research papers, and personal development which 
focuses on teacher attributes through in-class activities. All 
public institutions that offer teacher training are accredited by 
the Joint Board of  Teacher Education, while private ones must 
be accredited by the University Council of  Jamaica 
(Spence-Jarrett, 2012). 

In 2009, approximately 9,000 students were enrolled in 
teacher training institutions (up from 7,435 in 2005) and the 
size of  the teaching force has expanded by 11% despite 
downsizing in many other industries.

Jamaica is on track to have legislated teaching standards by 
2012 

The Jamaica Teaching Council (JTC)  was formed in 2008 and 
mandated with “the enhancement and maintenance of  
professional standards in teaching and the professional 
status of  teachers. Two of  its principal functions are the 
development of  registration and licensing standards and the 
accreditation of  teacher certification institutions” (Ministry of  
Education, 2007). The Council distributed the country’s first 
standard policies for the teaching profession in 2011 for 
discussion by stakeholders.  These standards are expected 
to be in full effect by September 2012 (Gordon, 2011- JTC).  
  
Unfortunately, the effort to develop teacher standards has 
been seen by some as a punitive measure for teachers, 
rather than a platform for monitoring and supporting 
teachers as professionals and improving the education 
system as a whole. This may be because the government 
started developing the standards at the same time it was 
adjusting teachers’ salaries and civil society actors were 
calling for pay increases to be commensurate with improved 
performance.  In spite of  this perception, the development of  
teaching standards that clearly define teaching excellence is
a major step towards protecting the status of  the profession, 
  Bethlehem Moravian College; Church’s Teachers College; Edna Manley School for the Visual Arts; GC Foster of  Physical Education and 
Sports; Mico University College; Moneague College; Shortwood Teachers College; College of  Agriculture, Science and Education; Sam 
Sharpe Teachers College and St. Josephs Teachers College. Department of  Education at The University of  the West Indies; Northern 
Caribbean University and University of  Technology.  
 Not yet formalized into law, to be legislated through the Jamaica Teaching Council Act, 2012.

advancing the professional development of  teachers and 
ensuring that the needs of  children and parents are served.

Professional development for teachers is well supported

The Professional Development Unit (PDU) of  the Ministry of  
Education actively promotes in-service capacity-building for 
all persons employed to the Ministry. The services of  the 
PDU extend to teachers, principals, clerical and ancillary 
personnel, as well as education officers and managers. The 
PDU partners with accredited teacher training institutions to 
develop and execute workshops and other in-service 
training, including training related to information and 
communication technology (ICT). For example, in 2010, 
about 1,000 educators were trained and certified in ICT skills 
through the Human Employment And Resource Training/ 
National Training Agency (HEART/NTA). In addition, the MICO 
Foundation trained over 800 teachers in using technology to 
support instruction. 

In addition, the PDU identifies and disseminates information 
on opportunities for fellowships and scholarships as a means 
of  expanding teachers’ access to advanced study.  The 
Ministry also has collaborated with the Joint Board of  
Teacher Education (JBTE) to provide scholarships for 
teacher trainers to pursue advanced degrees (ESSJ, 2010). 
The Ministry further supports professional development of  
teachers by: i) granting day release to attend workshops; ii) 
giving paid study leave for up to two years; and iii) refunding 
50% tuition fee, if  study leave is not taken. However, 
teachers are not required to participate in professional 
development and there is no systematic follow-up to help 
ensure what is learned in training is applied in the 
classroom.

There has been tremendous improvement in the educational 
status of  teachers 

In 2009, 85% of  the entire teaching cadre were trained 
professionals, meaning they had received a teaching diploma 
either from a teacher training college or from a university 
(Table A10 in Appendix).  And 45% of  these same teachers 
had a university degree, a substantial increase over the 9% 
in 1990. At the primary level, the percentage of  teachers 
with a university level teaching degree increased almost 
20-fold during the same time period.  In 1990 just about 2% 
of  teachers had a university degree, but in 2009, that figure 
had improved to 36% (Graph 15).  The increase in the 
percentage of  early childhood teachers trained at a universi-
ty showed similar growth (ESSJ, 1990 pg. 18.12 and ESSJ, 
2010 pg. 22.11). At the secondary level the percentage of  
teachers with university degrees rose from 13% to 41%, 
although the overall percentage of  trained teachers (those 
with a teaching diploma from a teacher training college or 
university) declined suggesting that there may be a shortage 
of  trained specialist  teachers at this level (ESSJ, 2010).  



  Shortage in areas such as mathematics and the sciences usually allows for university graduates in these disciplines to be employed as 
pre-trained teachers.

Graph 15

% of  Trained Teachers with a 
University Degree by School Levels, 

Selected Years, 1990-2009

Source: PIOJ-ESSJ 1990-2010

The debate about the educational level of  teachers in Jamaica has 
often been heated, with some emphasizing that teachers need to be 
trained in the “how” of  teaching (pedagogical training via teaching 
diploma) and others arguing that a university degree provides 
subject knowledge equipping the teacher with the “what” to teach.  
Both are equally important, so it is commendable that Jamaica has 
managed to improve those with a university degree while 
maintaining a high proportion of  trained teachers. At the same time, 
others argue that some institutions accept teachers with less 
qualification than the established 5+ subjects including 
mathematics and English, and that is a pre-cursor for poor 
performance by teachers.  High levels of  subject matter preparation 
across disciplines are especially important at the primary level 
where a teacher is responsible for teaching all subjects. 

Many highly trained teachers leave Jamaica 

A 2006 study noted that 55% of  Jamaican teachers expressed an 
interest in leaving the country to teach, while 33% indicated that 
they had specific intentions to do so.  The study also reported that 
about 7% of  Jamaican teachers were employed out of  the country 
(Appleton, Morgan & Sives, 2006).  A former President of  the JTA 
posited that better salaries, institutions with more resources, and 
lower levels of  violence in schools were among the issues luring 
many teachers to migrate (Jamaica Gleaner, March 24, 2008). 

 

Often, the teachers who migrate are those skilled in specialized 
areas such as Special Education, Early Childhood Education, 
Biology, and Mathematics, forcing schools to employ teachers to 
teach outside of  their areas of  skill or increase class size to cover 
these subjects (Appleton, Morgan & Sives, 2006). The same study 
found that many of  the teachers replacing those who migrate were 
“less effective”, placing further pressure on the education system. 
The government has tried a number of  strategies to curb migration, 
including moral appeals, cooperation with bi-lateral and multilateral 
organizations, and tuition subsidies of  close to two thirds to teacher 
education candidates who agree to enter a bond to teach in Jamaica 
for specified periods. However, this last initiative has met with only 
limited success, since most experienced teachers have met their 
tuition obligations.

Primary and secondary teacher salaries are lower than in developed 
countries, but on par with other countries in the region 
 
Jamaica’s salary range for teachers, controlling for the cost of  living, 
is less than half  that of  developed countries such as the United 
Kingdom and the United States, where many Jamaican teachers 
choose to migrate (Graph 16).  However, starting salaries and 
those after 15 years are on par or better when compared to other 
Latin American nations with data,



Graph 16

Teachers’ Annual Salaries in Public 
Institutions, Primary Level (PPP 

$US), 2009

Note: Salaries are expressed as gross 
salaries without additional bonuses. 
Data for Argentina and Chile are for 

2007 and Uruguay is for 2008. Graph 
includes all LAC countries with data 

available.
Source: Global Education Digest 2011, 

Table 26, p. 284

The more contentious aspect of  the Jamaican debate, 
though, is not about making salaries comparable to other 
countries. It is about linking pay with performance. In 
particular, educators worry about how the Ministry will 
determine teacher performance. They argue that using high 
stakes student achievement tests would ignore other 
important factors such as the starting point of  the students. 
Despite efforts by the Ministry of  Education to develop a 
teacher evaluation policy and procedural handbook in 2004, 
and a complementary teacher evaluation handbook in 2005, 
the practice is not yet entrenched in the system. In addition 
to systematically implementing the teacher evaluation 
policies already developed, the country should consider a 
transparent monitoring mechanism that considers “value 
added” contributions to student learning, along with other 
measures of  teacher effectiveness to help make performance 
based incentives more equitable.

Teacher-Pupil ratio has improved, but masks the reality of  
large class sizes
 
In 2004, the Jamaican Education Task Force recommended 
reducing pupil teacher ratios at the primary level as one of  
several strategies to help the country achieve a world-class 
education system. Although the Task Force initially 
recommended a target ratio of  between 25:1 and 30:1, the 
Ministry of  Education in considering the overall intervention  
  

strategies and the required budgetary constraints set a 
target of  35:1. Data show that between 1990 and 2007 the 
pupil teacher ratio improved from 38:1 to 27:1 (Graph 17).  
By 2009, the ratio had increased to 35:1, but was still within  
the target set by the Ministry of  Education.  International 
data shows a lower pupil teacher ratio of  24:1 for Jamaica. 
However, whichever data source is referenced, many 
countries in the region have a lower number of  students per 
teacher, which makes dealing with the individual needs of  
students, particularly in the early grades, easier (Table A11 
in Appendix).

Researchers have posited that at the secondary level 
pupil:teacher ratio has little impact on student outcomes 
(OECD, 2009). Even so, teachers maintain that the average 
number of  students to teachers masks the true number of  
students that a teacher of  core subjects such as Mathemat-
ics, English Language and Information Technology serves.  
This is because total number of  teachers includes those who 
provide vocational instruction, physical education and teach 
other specialized subjects that serve a more restricted 
population. So while the ratio of  18:1 at the secondary level 
(average since 1990) may seem reasonable, educators 
argue the size of  classes for core subjects is actually larger 
and remains too large for any one teacher to effectively 
manage.





EXPENDITURE: 
SPENDING ON EDUCATION REMAINS HIGH, BUT DISPARITY AT DIFFERENT EDUCATION LEVELS 
NEEDS TO BE ADDRESSED (GRADE, ARROW)

Jamaica is strongly committed to funding education

 Although government, households, community and faith 
based organizations and the private sector all help to finance 
Jamaican education, government by far remains the largest 
spender.  In 2010, the Jamaican government allocated 13% 
of  the national budget and 6.1% of  its gross domestic 
product (GDP) to education. As a share of  GDP, Jamaica 
invests more than the average for Latin America and the 
Caribbean (5%) or the average for Caribbean countries 
alone (5.6%) (UNESCO- EFA, 2010). Indeed, Jamaica invests 
a greater share of  its national wealth in education than the 
average for developed countries (5.2%), even outspending 
countries such as the United Kingdom and the USA by this 
measure (Graph A.18 in Appendix).  

Moreover, the government has maintained a high level of  
investment in education, despite reductions in national 
income since 2008.  Between 2005 and 2010, public 
investment in education as a percent of  GDP increased from 
5.3 to 6.1 percent, averaging roughly 6% for the five year 
period (Graph 18).  Jamaica’s education tax, which earmarks 
a portion of  income taxes for education, is a further 
testament to the priority Jamaicans place on education.  The 
tax, introduced in 1983, mandates that all employed persons 
and employers contribute directly to the sector (employees 
contribute two percent of  their earnings, employers 
contribute three percent).  

  It is important to note that although funds from the tax are earmarked for education, they were not directly remitted to the sector until 
2003.  Instead the amount was included in the “consolidated budget” for general expenditure in the social sector.  



Private entities, mainly churches and large foundations, also 
contribute substantial amounts to the education sector 
through projects that enhance infrastructure, resources and 
technical capacity of  the teaching staff. For example, in 2009, 
three organizations, National Commercial Bank Foundation, 
Digicel Foundation and Scotiabank Jamaica Foundation, 
reported a combined contribution to education of  J$M119.8, 
while another, the Mutual Building Societies Foundation, 
committed J$M100 over a five year period (ESSJ, 2010, p. 
22.5).  In addition, international development partners also 
contribute through country assistance programmes and 
households pay tuition and school-related expenses such as 
lunch, uniforms, and books.  These additional contributions 
are particularly important for covering capital improvement 
and other special projects, since as of  2011, 96% of  the 
public education budget goes to on-going operating costs 
including personnel.

Government spending on basic education does not match 
enrolment distribution of  students

Close to 38% of  Jamaica’s public education budget goes to 
the Early Childhood (EC) and primary levels combined, even 
though 51% of  students are enrolled at this level.  The 
disparity is primarily due to the fact that the early childhood 
sector receives only 3.6% of  the budget even though 
approximately 17% of  the enrolled students are at this level 
(Graphs 19 and 20).  It should however be noted that, Early 
Childhood receives substantial budgetary support from 
other government agencies, in particular the Jamaica Social 
Investment Fund (JSIF), the Culture, Health, Arts, Sports and 
Education Fund (CHASE) as well as the Poverty Reduction 
Programme II. Funding for EC remains a challenge, but 
tremendous progress has been made in the sector, in part 
as a result of  increased investment (Box 5).

Staus of  selected Indicators in 
the Early childhood Sector, 

1990-2009

Source: ESSJ, 1990-2009 
Selected Years

Box 5: Investing in Early Childhood Education 

Jamaica is the first Caribbean country to have established an Early Childhood Commission dedicated to ensuring that “all children 
have access to quality early childhood development services enabling the realization of  their full potential” (EC, Commission, 2008). 
In 1994, the Jamaican government launched the “Evaluation and Revitalization of  the Early Childhood Programme” in recognition 
of  the critical role this level of  education plays in national development. Prior to that point, the sector had few standards for teaching 
and learning, few trained staff, and many institutions were not registered with the Ministry of  Education, making it difficult for 
government to assist or supervise. Since that time, significant resources have been invested to build and repair early childhood 
centers, increase registration of  schools, and provide training and certification for teachers.

Improvements are evident. In 1990, while only about 3% of  early childhood teachers had a university degree, by 2010, 
approximately 35% did.  And close to 90% of  centers are recognized by government, indicating that they have met basic 
requirements in terms of  facilities and personnel (Graph E4).  Other improvements include parenting training, a National Strategic 
Plan for the sector, increased public awareness about the importance of  early childhood development and alliances between 
providers and private companies and foundations. 

Graph 19 Graph 20



There is a wide disparity between per student expenditure at 
tertiary level and the other levels

Per student expenditure at the tertiary level is significantly 
higher than at all other levels of  the education system.  In 
2010, per pupil expenditure for tertiary students was 
J$331,469, compared with J$20,931 per pupil for early 
childhood education, J$83,179 per pupil for primary and 
J$99,417 per pupil at the secondary level (ESSJ, 2010). 
There is no prescribed number or formula for how much to 
invest at any given level, and the inputs for tertiary education 
may be more expensive than for other levels. However, higher 
levels of  public spending on tertiary do raise important 
equity questions, especially considering that students from 
the wealthiest quintile are eight times more likely to access 

tertiary education than those from the poorest household 
(JSLC- 2009, Table 4.2). Since tertiary spending 
disproportionately favors wealthier students, such financing 
has the potential to reinforce socio-economic inequities 
within the population. Studies have also shown that investing 
in primary and secondary levels eventually leads to greater 
demand for and enrolment in tertiary education, while the 
generosity of  tertiary education subsidies themselves do 
not appear to have any significant impact on enrollment 
(Bergh & Fink, 2004, p.1).

The country has reduced the disparity in per student 
spending between tertiary and primary level over the last 
twenty years from a ratio of  close to 7:1 in 1990 to a little 
over 4:1 in 2010 (Graph 21). Nonetheless, ratio is still 
higher than in most developed countries.  On average, OECD 
countries spend around twice as much per student at the 
tertiary level as at the primary level (OECD, Education at a 
Glance 2009 p.188).  

 The Ministry of  Education has not indicated if  Research and Development has been excluded from the tertiary level education 
expenditure. If  it has not, real per student expenditure may be less than indicated by reported figures. 



Budgetary support for schools is not on a needs basis

Assessing the equitable distribution of  financial support to schools 
is difficult.  While schools differ in terms of  population, resources 
and ability to raise funds, budgets are uniform based on education 
level. Schools with strong alumni associations and a wealthy parent 
body benefit from the wealth and status of  parents, boards and past 
students, who contribute additional resources to the school. At the 
same time, schools that serve lower income populations don’t have 
access to these same resources and often have more children who 
need specialized, and often more costly, interventions. Because 
government support tends to be similar across schools, this kind of  
funding can exacerbate inequalities in society rather than help 
overcome them. 

Jamaica also lacks reliable data to assess spending on schools’ 
physical infrastructure and their access to learning and teaching 
resources. The recently established National Education 
Inspectorate has incorporated the assessment of  school campuses 
as part of  its inspection, so these data may become available in the 
future.


