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7.1 INTRODUCTION

The purpose of this chapter is to analyze how the Chilean postsecondary
system has faced the challenge of equity in access to higher education and
the impact of some institutional initiatives on inclusion.

Equitable access to higher education institutions (HEIs) depends on
two key actors: applicants and institutions. The relationship between
access and equity is analyzed from six perspectives, four of which are
linked to applicant’s attributes, including: family income level, secondary
schooling background, gender, and ethnicity. The other two perspectives
are the kind of institution chosen by students and access according to
ownership (public/private).

The chapter is organized into three sections: the first describes the
purpose of the study, the methodology, the background, and provides a
brief theoretical framework that will guide the analysis. This framework is
based on the Multidimensional Equity Goal Oriented Model (Espinoza,
2002, 2007, 2014). The second section discusses some results derived
from implemented equity policies. The last part concludes with some
recommendations for policy and strategies to improve equity in access to
higher education by disadvantaged students.

7.2 BACKGROUND

As stated by the United Nations for Education and Culture Organization
(UNESCO) (2005), the right of each person to have access to tertiary
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education in democratic societies is based on the recognition of diversity in
human rights. In this perspective, higher education must be conceived as a
social public good, a human and universal right, and a duty of the state
(UNESCO/IESALC, 2008). Even more, in the statement of the Regional
Conference of Higher Education in Latin America and the Caribbean
(UNESCO/IESALC, 2008), as well as in the World Conference (UNESCO,
2009), the challenges and opportunities raised in higher education in the
region are established, in prospective terms, in light of regional integration
and changes in the global context. The aim is to set up a scenario that allows
articulating, in a creative and sustainable way, policies that strengthen the
social commitment of higher education, its quality and relevance, and the
autonomy of institutions. Such policies should aim at the horizon of a higher
education for everyone, with the goal of achieving greater social coverage
with quality, equity, and commitment to our people (Espinoza, 2013).

Since the 1980s, higher education systems, both public and private
around the world, and especially in Latin America, have changed tremen-
dously as the result of increased demand (Albornoz, 1993; Altbach, 1996;
Brunner, 2000; Gonzalez & Espinoza, 2006; Neave & van Vught, 1994)
and funding policies backed both by governments and international fund-
ing agencies including the World Bank, the Inter-American Development
Bank, and the International Monetary Fund (Espinoza, 2002, 2005). These
changes in higher education are reflected especially in the expansion,
diversification, and privatization of the systems, and in the creation of new
postsecondary institutions that try to meet the needs of society and the
demands of the labor market. Ensuring that this demand is satisfied both by
the state and the private sector constitutes an important challenge for gov-
ernments (De Moura Castro & Navarro, 1999; World Bank, 2000).

At least three factors are associated with the expansion of higher edu-
cation systems. First, contemporary societies and economies are increas-
ingly complex, raising demand for persons with higher levels of training
and education (Espinoza, 2000). As economies have demanded workers
with more preparation, more persons have sought further education.
Third, states have responded by strengthening student aid programs in
order to attract young people who might otherwise remain out of school.

As in other societies and education systems, higher education in Chile
has undergone a radical reform since the early 1980s, as part of a global
liberalization policy that concluded with military government adopting a
new body of legislation. Basically, the reform of the tertiary system modi-
fied its structure, coordination, and funding mechanisms. The essentially
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state-controlled system was transformed into a free-market system. The
changes introduced in the early 1980s were reinforced by a system that
encouraged institutions to begin self-financing, by charging tuition and
enrollment fees. This required a system of loans and scholarships. These
changes had a direct impact on students’ access to higher education, and
their survival within it, a subject we focus on here. Chile today has a mas-
sive and diversified system with increased coverage and opportunities for
access by students at various socioeconomic levels.

The reform of 1981 created three kinds of institutions: universities
that offer programs lasting 5 or more years; professional institutes (PlIs)
(colleges) that ofter shorter programs, and centers for technical training
(similar to community colleges) that offer 2-year programs. There are
two kinds of universities: those (public and private in existence at that
time of the reform) that receive a subsidy from the state and are overseen
by a Council of Rectors (CRUCH). These include 16 public and 9 pri-
vate universities that receive no financial support from the state. All the
PIs and technical training centers (TTCs) are private.

Admission to the CRUCH universities is determined in part by scores
on the National University Selection Test (PSU), and by secondary school
grade point averages. A number of private universities require only high
school graduation, as do the PIs and TTCs.

Access to higher education is constrained by economic, social, and
cultural factors (Crossland, 1976). These include lack of financial
resources (socioeconomic discrimination); the long distance between
young people’s homes and higher education campuses; discrimination
based on gender and on age; inadequate academic preparation at both
primary and secondary levels; prejudices against certain ethnic, religious,
or political minorities; culturally biased standardized entrance examina-
tions; and physical disabilities that hamper mobility.

Enrollments in higher education have grown as a result of the com-
bined effect of greater demand for higher education, greater supply and
diversity, and higher household incomes or borrowing capacity.
Education plays an important role in socioeconomic mobility (Aldridge,
2001; Goldthorpe, 2003). For a household with scant resources, the fact
of “placing” one of its members in the tertiary education system constitu-
tes a good proxy for achieving what is known as intergenerational mobil-
ity, in this case, upwards (Espinoza, Gonzalez, & Uribe, 2009).

However, available studies show that where students enroll is primar-
ily conditioned by the socioeconomic origin of applicants (Donoso &
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Cancino, 2007; Espinoza, 2002, 2008; Espinoza & Gonzalez, 2007,
2013, 2015a, 2015b). Larranaga (2002) found a high correlation
between the socioeconomic status (SES) of students and their scores on
selection tests. In Chile, students from high SES groups are more likely
to score high on the PSU and therefore to obtain admission to less
expensive (as well as more prestigious) universities. Students from lower
SES groups are more likely, given their lower PSU scores, to have to
apply to non-CRUCH private universities that charge higher tuitions
(Bravo & Manzi, 2002).

In 2011 university students mobilized to protest (among other things)
the inequitable cost of higher education. They continue in protest to
date. Their actions have prompted the current government (President
Michelle Bachelet) to propose substantive changes in both selection pro-
cedures and institutional financial structures. In addition, the government
has proposed a gradual move to make higher education free for all stu-
dents. Programs have been created to raise the rate of transition from sec-
ondary to higher education, with the objective of improving equity of
access and greater inclusiveness, directly benefitting those students cur-
rently most disadvantaged. These measures challenge basic elements in
the neoliberal economic model that has dominated in Chile since 1981
(Espinoza & Gonzalez, 2015a, 2015b).

It is important to point out that access to the various institutions of
higher education has fared unevenly in recent decades; this may be
explained in part by the profile of the institutions and by the availability
of student aid in scholarship and loan programs. In 2013, a total of
705,000 undergraduate students received some form of student aid to
totally or partially finance postsecondary studies; this represents 59% of all
students enrolled in the system (SIES, 2014).

7.3 THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

The transition from secondary to postsecondary education involves two
actors. On the one hand are the postulants, who define their postse-
condary option on the basis of their vocational interests and academic
capacities. These are conditioned by their: family cultural capital; socio-
economic level; geographic location; type of secondary education
received; ethnicity; and other factors. The second actor includes institu-
tions of higher education, universities and nonuniversities, which difter in
terms of selectivity, some being highly selective and others recruiting
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postulants on the basis of their ability to pay. In the Chilean case, the
behavior of both actors (applicants and institutions) is strongly condi-
tioned by the social inequality that exists. For this reason we analyze the
theme of access from the perspective of equity.

The Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development
(OECD, 2007) has defined the concept of equity as ensuring equal
opportunities for participation, regardless of gender, ethnicity, and family
SES. The OECD argues that education plays a major role in intergenera-
tional mobility and that tertiary education policies need to ensure that
higher education systems do not inhibit such mobility but rather favor it
(d’Addio, 2007).

7.3.1 The Equity Model

The equity goal-oriented model represents our understanding of educa-
tional “equity” goals and facilitates efforts to critically examine and syn-
thesize equity-based research. Table 7.1 portrays the model in a matrix
format. The columns of the matrix are defined by resources (financial,
social, and cultural) and by the main facets of the educational process,
1.e.: access; survival (educational attainment); performance (educational
achievement based on test performance); and outcome (occupational sta-
tus, income, and political power). The rows of the matrix distinguish
three equity dimensions, at the individual and group level: (1) “equity for
equal needs”; (2) “equity for equal potential”; and (3) “equity for equal
achievement.”

7.4 METHODOLOGY

The study described in this chapter was descriptive and exploratory in
nature and relied on descriptive statistics. Data analysis was based on pri-
mary and secondary sources including household surveys (1990—2011
CASEN databases), the Higher Education Information System (SIES)
databases of the Ministry of Education (Mineduc, 2010), national and
regional reports, academic reports, previous studies by the authors, and
data bases provided by national and international agencies. (The National
Socioeconomic Characterization Survey (CASEN) is a household survey
of probabilistic character and national coverage that is applied by the
Ministry of Planning every 2 years since 1987.)
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7.5 RESULTS

Access to higher education in Chile has mushroomed over the past few dec-
ades. To a large extent the increased enrollment has been absorbed by (newly
formed) private HEIs: universities, Pls, and TTCs. This growth became visi-
ble in the mid-1990s when the enrollments in private HEIs began to equal
those in CRUCH universities. The result was a gradual rise in the percentage
of professional and technical graduates trained in the new private institutions.

It is important to point out that the universities continue to admit a pri-
vileged segment of the population, and that the great majority of students
who begin in the formal education system do not go on to university. As
Table 7.2 shows, out of the approximately 300,000 children entering the first
year of primary school, around 200,000 completed the upper secondary
level. Of these, only 38,000 enroll at CRUCH universities: the equivalent of
10% of those who begin primary school. To this figure we must add the
45,000 young persons of the 1995 cohort who enrolled in other third-level
institutions, including the new private universities, Pls, and TTCs. This
indicates that of the total number of children entering the school system in
1995, approximately 25% succeeded in accessing one or another kind of
HEI in the officially stipulated time. As most students from upper-income
families enter higher education, the low percentage of students entering
reflects the segregation and inequity in access to tertiary education.

In the next section we detail patterns of access from the six perspec-
tives listed above.

7.5.1 Attributes of the Population Entering Tertiary
Education

7.5.1.1 Access to HEI by Family Income

The CASEN records the socioeconomic composition of students at
Chile’s HEIs. (The CASEN data refer to participation in higher education
but do not permit a differentiation between enrollment and continuation
once enrolled.) If we measure inequity by comparing the percentages of
people in various social groups who access higher education, our analysis
of the data in the CASEN surveys of 1990—2011 indicates some reduc-
tion in the severity of the problem. While students in the first (lowest-
income) decile nearly quadrupled their participation in this period (from
4.1% to 27.1%), those in the tenth (highest-income) decile nearly dou-
bled theirs, from 47.9% to 90.9%, as seen in Table 7.3. In other words,
inequity in access continues despite the relative improvement.
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The figures suggests that student aid (scholarships and loans) introduced
beginning in 1990 has had a positive eftect on overall coverage but has not
reduced significantly the gap between the richest and poorest deciles.

The index of dispersion between the extreme income deciles is a use-
ful tool for interpreting the phenomenon of inequity in access. Between
1990 and 2011 this index went down from 11.7% to 3.4%. This means
that a young person from a family in the tenth (wealthiest) decile had
nearly three times as high a chance of entering higher education as a
young person in the first (poorest) decile.

There has been a notable advance in narrowing the index of disper-
sion, as a result of greater access to tertiary education by the most disad-
vantaged sectors of Chilean society (see Table 7.3). At the same time,
however, one must remember that this apparent improvement was
obtained by increasing enrollment of low-income students in fee-
charging institutions of doubtful quality. This includes the PIs and TTCs,
which are not accredited, and the enrollment of students in university
programs with low economic returns.

If we limit this analysis to enrollment by the type of institution, we
can observe that in 1990 enrollments for all deciles were equally divided
between CRUCH institutions and private institutions. Two decades later,
enrollment in private universities had grown to twice that in CRUCH
universities (see Table 7.4).

A possible explanation for the increased student participation of the
most vulnerable quintiles in the system might be attributed to the increase
of scholarships and loans actually available (10 scholarship and 2 loans pro-
grams, most of them created after 1990). Moreover, since 2005 Lagos gov-
ernment set up the state guarantee loan (SGL), which mostly benefitted

Table 7.4 Distribution of students enrolled in higher education in Chile by type of
institution and quintile of income (1990—2011)

QUINTILE 1990 2000 2011
Private CRUCH Private CRUCH Private CRUCH
HEls Univ HEls Univ HEls Univ

I 46.2 53.8 43.8 56.2 66.8 33.2
11 53.0 47.0 51.9 48.2 70.5 29.5
11 53.5 46.5 45.2 54.8 67.1 32.9
1A 52.9 471 53.1 46.9 70.0 30.0
\Y4 47.3 52.7 52.5 47.5 68.8 31.2

Source: CASEN databases (1990, 2000, 2011).
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students attending to private institutions. In fact, between 2006 and 2012
SGL loans grew from 160,000 to 630,000 beneficiaries (see Table 7.5).

In 2011, under the student protests, Pifiera’s government decided to
match the SGL interest rate (equal to 6%), with the rate of the Loan

Table 7.5 Evolution of the number of recipients of scholarships and loans studying

in HEIs (1990—2012)

Student aid 1990 2000 2005 2010 2012

program/year

Bicentenario 19,421 20,593 47,783 72,414
Scholarship

Nivelacion 996
Académica
Scholarship

Scholarship for 582 1082 796 6057
Teaching Careers

Academic 13,427 18,295
Excelence
Scholarship

Scholarship for 2000 5000 9598 10,557
Sons of Teachers

Juan Gomez Millas 3219 5480 2459 9499
Scholarship

Nuevo Milenio 10,780 71,948 97,179
Scholarship

Rettig Scholarship 7 3

Valech Scholarship 124 126 389 352

Valech Law 20.405 3563 5608
(Transfer)
Scholarship

Total Amount of 25,346 43,061 149,970 | 220,960
MINEDUC
Scholarship

State Guarantee 216,953 316,344
Loan Program

Solidarity 71,986 109,951 122,779 109,857 91,702
University
Loan Fund

Total of Students 71,986 | 135,297 | 165,840 | 476,780 | 629,006

Granted with
Student Aid
Programs

Source: Based on MINEDUC, Higher Education Division (2013). Compendio Estadistico 2013.
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Solidarity Fund, reducing it to 2%. It could be argued that the SGL pro-
gram influenced for achieving a more equitable distribution of students
within the higher education system but not for access to higher-quality
institutions where students recruited come from the richest quintiles.

Table 7.5 illustrates the evolution of the number of recipients of scho-
larships and loans studying in HEIs in the 1990—2012 period.

7.5.1.2 Access Related to Secondary Schooling Background

Chile made secondary education obligatory in 2005. There are three
types of secondary institutions: free municipal schools financed totally by
the state; privately owned but state-subsidized schools that supplement
the state subsidy with private funds; and private schools financed
completely by private individuals. At present, secondary education is
organized in two modalities, the scientific-humanistic track, and the
technical-professional track which enrolls about 40% of all students. The
technical-professional modality does not specifically prepare for university
enrollment but rather for direct entry into the labor market.

The type of secondary school students receive is significantly related
to the kind of university they enter. Table 7.6 shows that students from
private subsidized secondary schools predominate in the first-year enroll-
ment at CRUCH universities (53%), followed by students who completed
their secondary education in municipal schools (26%). However, it should
be noted that students from private, fully paid schools who entered
CRUCH universities during the 2013 admission period were clearly

Table 7.6 Selection process in universities that participate in the national admission
system according to kind of school from which students come from 2013

Type of Registered  Took Applied to Enrolled in

secondary PSU CRUCH CRUCH

school exam universities universities

Municipal 102,463 83,159 30,402 23,117

Private 141,868 123,525 59,164 46,922
subsidized

Paid private 26,176 24,779 20,057 18,350

Information not 2159 1839 798 556
available

Total 272,666 233,302 110,421 88,945

Source: Departamento de Evaluacién, Medicién y Registro Educacional, DEMRE. (2013). Proceso de
Admision 2013. Etapa de Seleccion. Santiago: DEMRE (Departamento de Evaluacién, Medicién vy,
Registro Educacional, DEMRE, 2013).
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overrepresented, at 21% of the total, even though they make up only 8%
of the total secondary school population. Meanwhile, students graduating
from municipal schools are underrepresented among CRUCH enrolees.

Over the last two decades inequity in schooling level has been
reduced between quintile 5 (highest family income) and 1 (lowest family
income) (Cruces, Garcia, & Gasparini, 2012). Nevertheless, access to
higher education by family income level continues to be unequal, espe-
cially if the type of secondary education (scientific-humanistic or voca-
tional) from which graduates come is analyzed.

Some 55% of secondary school students are enrolled in schools with
scientific-humanistic programs, while 45% are enrolled in technical-
professional programs. About 82% of 4th year students in scientific-
humanistic programs go on to higher education, while only 48% of students
in technical-professional programs do so.

In recent years both the Ministry of Education and universities have
devised programs to facilitate the transition from secondary to tertiary
education. The Ministry of Education coordinates a program called
Coaching and Effective Access Program (CEAP) which is carried out by uni-
versities linked to a set of about 50 secondary schools preparing students
to go on in their studies. The program Propedeutico is carried out by 10
universities seeking to serve needy students who want to take the PSU.
A third example are programs promoted in recent years by CRUCH uni-
versities that have created vacancies reserved for low-income students
likely to score poorly on the PSU. A recent study catalogued 100 difterent
projects in 14 CRUCH universities (CINDA, 2011).

7.5.2 Access to HEIs and Gender

In recent years female participation in universities has achieved the same
level as that of males. At present women are a larger proportion of the
total in private universities, but less than men in public universities.
Between 1987 and 2009 female enrollments have grown more rapidly
than those of men so that overall more women are enrolled than are men
(see Table 7.7).

As Table 7.8 shows, for the period 1984—2015, the female undergrad-
uate population grew at 1.5 times the rate for male enrollments (716% vs
462%); this coincides with the more active role women have been assum-
ing in all spheres of social life.
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Table 7.7 Overall proportion of the 18—23 age group in higher education by gender
(1987—2009)

Year Female (%) Male (%) Total coverage (%)
1987 27.3 28.6 27.9
2000 39.8 411 40.5
2009 47.3 43.4 45.4

Source: SEDLAC (CEDLAC & World Bank). (2014). Cobertura bruta en educacioén superior segiin
género. Available at: http://sedlac.econo.unlp.edu.ar/esp/estadisticas-detalle.php?idE=20 (SEDLAC
(CEDLAC & World Bank), 2014).

Our analysis of access to tertiary education by type of institution and
by gender shows that for the period 1984—2015, the male population
increased one-third in CRUCH universities (137%) and the TTCs dou-
bled the enrollment (194%); meanwhile the PIs and new private universi-
ties experienced an extremely significant increase in enrollment (1496%
and 5628%, respectively). In the same period, as the table shows, the
enrollment of women increased by 228% in the TTCs, 1718% in PlIs,
17071% 1in new private universities, and 270% in the CRUCH
universities.

A disaggregated analysis by the institution’s funding type and gender
reveals that, between 1984 and 2015, female enrollment in private HEIs
rose by 1247% compared to 269% at public institutions. For males, it rose
proportionately: by 969% at private institutions and 137% at public insti-
tutions (CRUCH universities) (see Table 7.9).

7.5.2.1 Access to HEIs by Members of Ethnic Minority Groups
Certainly, one of the areas least often explored is the access that various
indigenous groups have to higher education and to the education system
in general. One explanation for this lack of attention is the small percent-
age these groups represent in the overall population; another is the fact
that governments have not designed systematic policies to support this
segment of the population. Clearly, over time, ethnic minorities in the
country are gradually becoming more invisible, even though they consti-
tute a player that on no account should be ignored. In 1996, 9.6% of the
age group of ethnic minority groups attended postsecondary institutions;
by 2009 attendance had doubled, reaching 18.6% (MIDEPLAN, 2009).
Several factors explain why aboriginal students do not attend private
universities in high numbers, including the group’s low SES, the high
cost of studying at a private university, and the group’s greater
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identification with public universities. In addition, some public institu-
tions have special admission policies to encourage such students to enroll,
such as the Universidad de la Frontera’s affirmative action program
(RUPU) (Espinoza & Gonzalez, 2013).

7.5.3 Characteristics of the Institutions Chosen by Applicants
and Students

7.5.3.1 Access to Higher Education by Type of Institution

As Table 7.10 shows, in 2015, a total of 1,152,125 undergraduate students
were enrolled in all three types of institutions: universities, Pls, and
TTCs. Enrollments are mainly concentrated in universities and are almost
equally divided between the CRUCH universities and the new private
ones. Thus we see that, in the past 25 years, university enrollment has
practically quadrupled and that the new private universities have experi-
enced significant growth, from 19,000 students in the early 1990s to
340,000 at the time of writing.

Enrollment in Pls has also increased in the past 25 years, representing
at present around one-third of total enrollments in the system.
Meanwhile, enrollment in TTCs has behaved more erratically over the
last three decades, reaching its lowest point at the beginning of the 21st
century and picking up drastically in recent years; this is explained by the
creation in 2001 of the New Millennium Scholarship Programme
(NMSP) that aimed to facilitate access by disadvantaged young people.

7.5.3.2 Access to Higher Education by Institutional Funding Type

In contrast to the situation described above, a different picture emerges
when we group enrollments into two categories: institutions that receive
direct state support (the public HEIs) and those that do not (the private
HEIs). Analyzing these data, we found that in 1983, 71.5% of enrollment
was concentrated in public institutions (CRUCH universities and two
PIs), but by 2015 the landscape had changed substantially, with CRUCH
universities (currently the only public entities) accounting for only 26%
of total enrollment in higher education. The remaining 74% of students
are enrolled in private HEIs—those that were created in the wake of the
1981 reform and that do not receive direct state support. These are all
either PIs or TTCs (see Table 7.11).
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7.6 CONCLUSION

Regardless of increasing enrollments in Chilean higher education over
the last three decades, equity in access has not been achieved.
Participation rates are still markedly different across income groups, and
the most disadvantaged students (defined by SES, gender, or ethnic ori-
gin) mainly enroll in lower-prestige postsecondary educational institutions
(which ofter low-quality programs) and in institutions oriented to techni-
cal and vocational training.

In terms of strategies and policy recommendations to reduce inequal-
ity in tertiary education and participation in society, inclusion is associated
with conditions of equity of access. The inclusion of vulnerable groups to
higher education is a recent event in the international arena that has been
accompanied by a gradual process of massification. Its development has
been characterized by the recognition of socioeconomic and gender dif-
ferences. The impact of these changes has contributed in part to increase
the participation of these groups at the tertiary level (Mendes, Piscoya,
Celton, & Macadar, 2008). Despite these advances, the politics of inclu-
sion and equity have been primarily related to criteria of merit (aptitude),
academic capacity, economic needs, and diversity of traditionally margin-
alized groups to the detriment of the needs for achievement, motivation,
effort, experience, and academic interests of these to choose and partici-
pate according to quality and viable available educational opportunities.

Recent literature seeks to explain why exclusion of certain sectors in
higher education and the inequality in the distribution of access opportu-
nities continue to occur. One explanation given is that inequities in the
tertiary system are due in large part to inequities existing in preceding
levels, reaching students’ homes and their relative availability of economic,
social, and cultural development.

The expansion of tertiary education has, however, had a positive
impact on equity. Two recent studies conducted independently in Europe
(Koucky, Bartusek, & Kovarovic, 2008; Shavit, Arum, & Gamoran, 2007)
with samples of 15 and 23 European countries, respectively, conclude that
the expansion of postsecondary systems has been accompanied by a
decrease of inequity of access levels. A similar situation is observed in
Latin America. Also, demographic developments, as a consequence of the
expansion of immigration or of traditionally excluded groups, intensify
the need to focus policies on equity issues.



124 Bridges, Pathways and Transitions

At the same time, differentiation and diversification of tertiary education
systems creates new challenges with respect to equity matters (Shavit et al.,
2007). This is particularly clear in the case of dual higher education systems,
where along with a level of institutions and university programs (Type 5A
according to the Education International Standard Classification-1997) there
is a level of vocational-technical institutions and programs (Type 5B).
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