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Introduction  

In the last two decades the world has witnessed a veritable explosion of university 

enrollments. Chile is no exception; beginning in the mid-1990s, sustained economic growth 

permitted government spending on primary and secondary education, resulting in greater 

demand for higher education. University enrollments have grown enormously, from 175,000 in 

1983 to more than 1.2 million in 2015 (SIES, 2015). Most of that growth has occurred in recently 

established private institutions, and most new students have come from lower income 

households and families with lower education levels (Espinoza & González, 2013; CINDA, 

2010).  

Contrary to expectations, however, expansion of access to higher education has so far 

had no impact on Chile’s high level of income inequality, which remains the highest among 

developed nations (Espinoza, 2002; Espinoza & González, 2015; OECD, 2016). This may be 

only a temporary phenomenon, for these reasons. Most of the new students have come from 

environments that may not have prepared them for university attendance. These students have 

had lower completion (graduation) rates than continuing-generation students, with the 

consequence that the overall graduation rate has declined. Research in other countries 

indicates that university dropouts do not make a positive contribution to economic growth 

(Bound, Lovenheim & Turner, 2010). Several universities in Chile have responded with efforts to 

prepare qualified but disadvantaged applicants to succeed in the university environment.    

This chapter analyzes initiatives by three Chilean universities. These are: the 

Propedéutico program of the University of Santiago (USACH); the Priority Admission System 

(SIPEE) of the University of Chile; and the PENTA Program of the Catholic University. The 
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objective of the chapter is to assess the impact of these initiatives on student access and 

performance once enrolled.   

The study used the exploratory case study method, combining data from primary and 

secondary sources. The former was obtained from the coordinators of the three programs, 

relying on semi-structured interviews to obtain data to assess the programs’ impact. At the 

same time, we reviewed the programs’ documentation and studies describing and assessing 

their experience.    

The chapter begins with a brief review of research on types and causes of dropouts, 

distinguishing between factors used to predict student success and factors that can be used to 

design strategies to change a student’s likelihood of success. We then describe the 

interventions, and their effectiveness in improving students’ performance in the university. The 

chapter concludes with consideration of the range of options available to universities seeking to 

improve the academic careers of those who have been described as “vulnerable”.  

 

Background 

Correlates of University Failure and Non-Completion 

The relationship between family socio-economic status and educational attainment has 

been well-documented for some time (Panos & Astin, 1968; Sirin, 2005). In the 1970s, 

university administrators in the United States noted that new enrollees whose parents had not 

attended university were less likely to succeed than were students with educated parents. The 

more vulnerable group was identified by university administrators as “first-generation” students 

(Adachi, 1979)1. Researchers then began to attribute a general decline in completion rates to 

the increase of first-generation enrollees (Billson & Terry, 1982). First-generation students are 

more likely than their counterparts to be from a lower SES family, to have been raised in a lower 

income community, to belong to a minority ethnic group, to be a woman, and to have attended a 

lower quality secondary school (Kuh, Kinzie, Buckley, Bridges, & Hayek, 2006).   

First-generation are different from continuing-generation students both in their 

antecedents as well as their behavior once in the university. A large volume of research has 

been carried out to identify factors that define the two groups (Aspelmeier, Love, Mcgill, Elliott & 

                                                             
1 Given higher levels of education in the United States, students are called “first-generation” only if both 
parents did not attend university.   



3 
 

Pierce, 2012; Banning, 2014; Choy, 2001; Engle & Tinto, 2015; Ishitani, 2006; Peabody, 2013; 

Pike & Kuh, 2005; Tym, Mcmillion, Barone & Webster, 2004).2 First-generation are different 

from continuing-generation students both in their antecedents as well as their behavior once in 

the university. They do not necessarily differ in intellectual ability, but may command a different 

body of knowledge than that common among upper income groups.3 As a consequence, their 

eventual failure can be explained as a lack of academic and social integration (Tinto, 1975). 

They participate less in university life because they lack the cultural capital they would have 

received from educated parents (Bourdieu, 1986; Lareau & Weininger, 2003: Lohfink & Paulsen, 

2005; Banning, 2014). This capital includes knowledge and understanding of: a) what is 

required to succeed academically in university; b) the university as a community and the 

function of its non-academic activities; and c) sources of assistance in learning how to meet 

academic and social requirements and opportunities (Pascarella, Pierson, Wolniak & Terenzini, 

2004; Engle & Tinto, 2015).   

During their first year, vulnerable students are less likely to engage in academic and 

social activities, and less likely to learn the knowledge and skills required for academic success. 

In countries where universities have on-campus residents, these students are more likely to live 

at home (Gibbons & Shoffner, 2004; Peabody, 2013) and spend more hours in paid 

employment outside the university (Inkelas, Daver, Vogt, Leonard & Kurotsuchi, 2007; Johnson, 

2010; Nunez, Cuccaro-Alamin, Carroll & Riley, 1998). They are more often absent from class 

than their classmates (Gasper, Deluca & Estacion, 2012; De Clercq, Galand, Dupont & Frenay, 

2013; Fowler & Boylan, 2010), and participate less in class discussions; they use the library less 

often (Soria, Nackerud & Peterson, 2015). They are less likely to talk with their professors (Kim 

& Sax, 2009). They lack the “study habits” necessary to meet course demands (Lockhart, 2004). 

They study less and spend less time preparing lessons (Credé & Kuncel, 2008), and 

consequently fail and repeat courses (Collier & Morgan, 2008).    

In the face of failure, many students choose to quit the university, either to avoid the 

unpleasant experience of failure or to achieve the objectives that seem more achievable 

outside. Students with high academic performance are more likely to continue to graduation, 

even if actively employed outside the university. Students with low (but not failing) grades are 

likely to continue if they participated actively in student extracurricular activities (Johnson, 2010).   

                                                             
2 Most of the research available comes from the United States, and findings are not consistent across 
institutions or countries.  
3 Scores on curriculum based achievement tests, for example, are more highly correlated with SES than 
are scores on tests of general intelligence. 
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 The research cited above is consistent with the perspective that persistence and 

completion in the university is primarily a function of student agency. Consistent with this 

assumption, completion rates could be maintained or improved by screening out students with 

characteristics associated with failure. On the other hand, this would reduce the proportion of 

first-generation applicants who would be admitted.  

An alternative perspective argues that first-generation students have difficulty in their 

first year in the university not for lack of intellectual ability, but because they lack the cultural 

capital required for academic success. The university as an institution was designed to serve 

students from upper class and well-educated families (Attewell, Heil, & Reisel, 2011; Gibbons & 

Shoffner, 2004; Porter, 2006; Stephens, Dittmann, & Townsend, 2017). In order to improve 

academic performance and raise completion rates, these policies and practices can and should 

be redesigned to match the more complex population seeking education (Kezar, 2011; Thomas, 

Cooper, & Quinn, 2003; Zepke & Leach, 2010). 

University actions to improve the success of disadvantaged candidates for enrollment 

differ in terms of whether they impact students directly, or change the structure and practices of 

others in the university. They differ in terms of whether they are remedial, that is, seek to make 

up for specific knowledge the student did not learn prior to entry into the university, or whether 

they address the learning how to learn in the university. Finally, they differ in whether the 

objective is to make the vulnerable first-generation student more like continuing-generation 

students, or to match the demands of university to the cultural capital of the new kind of student. 

Colleges and universities in the United States and elsewhere have developed a variety 

of different strategies to reduce dropouts and increase graduation rates  (ACUE, 2015; Bradley 

Jr. & Blanco, 2010; Hanover Research, 2014; Mena, 2015). These and other interventions are 

designed to affect students’ ability to learn in the university setting and their motivation to do so.  

They differ in terms of when they engage students, prior to enrollment or once enrolled. One 

example of the former are the initiatives originally funded as part of the U. S. War on Poverty in 

1968, designed to facilitate entrance and persistence of disadvantaged youth in higher 

education institutions. In addition to government-funded scholarships, these involve colleges 

and universities in running programs like Upward Bound, which engages secondary school 

students in counseling, guidance, tutoring and cultural activities intended to increase their 

likelihood of completing secondary school and succeeding in college (Balz & Esten, 1998).  

Limited research has been done on the cost-effectiveness of this approach as compared to 
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others, but the program enjoy strong support both from universities and students who have 

benefitted from it (U.S. Department of Education, 2017). 

 Some universities (often funded through federal grants) offer anticipatory “Summer 

Bridge” programs to incoming students who are disadvantaged or first-generation. These 

provide tutoring, contact with professors, orientation to the university’s facilities and non-

academic activities designed to socialize the newcomers into the culture of the institution. 

Evaluations suggest that the programs are not highly successful. First-generation and other 

vulnerable students often do not participate in all voluntary activities, and there is no discernible 

impact on retention in later years (Bradley Jr. & Blanco, 2010; Cabrera, Miner & Milem, 2013; 

Peabody, 2013).   

More successful are programs offered during the first year of study. One approach 

focuses on social integration combined with academic help. Older students (and some faculty) 

meet with new students to provide advice and encouragement. These “first-year experience” 

programs have been shown to improve learning outcomes and increase persistence (Porter & 

Swing, 2006; Pan, Guo, Alikonis & Bai, 2008; Zhao & Kuh, 2004). Much less successful are 

programs that require students to repeat failed courses. This remediation does little to improve 

student learning skills and reduces social integration. Although some students go on to 

complete the degree, many do not. The programs are expensive, both for the university and for 

students (Bettinger & Long, 2008; Calcagno & Long, 2008; Martorell & Mcfarlin, 2011). 

The life of a university student can be highly stressful. Stress reduces the individual’s 

capacity to retain new information, reducing learning. A third approach to improvement of 

academic performance focuses on strengthening individual students’ self-definition or self-

identification, using a process called “values affirmation”. A brief, psychological intervention, 

generally repeated during the first year, has a significant impact on confidence which leads to 

improve academic performance. The intervention focuses individuals’ attention on themselves 

rather than on academic subjects. For example, women students in science courses were 

asked to write for 15 minutes about the values (such as friends and family) most important to 

themselves. This occurred at the beginning of the course and just before mid-terms. A control 

group wrote about their least important values. At the end of the course, women who had written 

about their most important values achieved significantly higher grades, and grades equivalent to 

those of male students who typically obtain higher grades in science courses (Miyake, 2010). 

Similar results have been obtained in other value-affirmation experiments (Stephens, Brannon, 
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Rose Markus & Nelson, 2015; Tibbetts, Harackiewicz, Priniski & Canning, 2016), including 

studies with first-generation students (Harackiewicz et al., 2014). 

 

Programs Designed to Support Disadvantaged Students Entering University in Chile 

Concern about the performance of vulnerable university students is a more recent 

phenomenon in Chile. The issue of expansion of education on income inequality surfaced in 

2003, and by 2009 researchers began to focus in on the issues facing first-generation university 

students (Canales & De Los Ríos, 2009; Castillo & Cabezas, 2010; Fukushi, 2013; Zandomeni, 

Fernanda, Fabiana, & María, 2016). Their findings replicated what had been reported in the 

United States, with the exception that because Chilean universities are non-residential, living at 

home did not distinguish between first and continuing-generation students. One study 

demonstrated that once past the first year, first-generation students performed as well as their 

continuing counterparts (Soto, 2016). 

Chilean first-generation and vulnerable students with high secondary school GPAs did 

as well in university as their counterparts, although they on average scored lower on the 

admission test which is based on secondary school curriculum knowledge. Propedeutic courses 

in the university were effective over time in enabling those first-generation students who 

remained after the first year to raise their performance levels (Leyton, 2015).  

 

Analysis of Cases 

 

The Propedeutic Program of the University of Santiago 

This program, initiated in 2007, was based on the belief that talent is equally distributed 

across social strata, and that talented students can be found in all schools, public, charter (or 

subsidized private) or (fee-charging) private, independent of their families’ economic status.  

These students can be identified, in each school, by their high academic performance. Despite 

their ability to learn, however, these students enter university less well-prepared than students 

from the upper social strata who have attended more elite secondary schools. The Program is 

consistent with the University’s Institutional Mission, which promotes values of diversity, 

pluralism, inclusion and social responsibility. 
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To this end, the Propedeutic Program offers talented students from lower-income 

families, attending public or charter schools, a Summer course in Mathematics, Language and 

“Personal Management”. The course takes place on Saturdays during the second semester of 

the students’ senior year in secondary school. Classes are taught by the University’s professors 

(Figueroa & González, 2013). 

Participants are chosen from 4th year students attending a secondary school 

participating in the USACH Program. Although all applicants admitted to the University must 

take the national university admission test (PSU), the scores of those applying to the 

Propedeutic Program are not taken into account. To be accepted, however, Propedeutic 

candidates must have maintained a grade point average in the upper 10 per cent of their class 

in their present school during their first three years as a student. A “Weighted Admission Score” 

is based 60 per cent on the GPA during the first three years of secondary, 30 per cent on 

grades during their 4th year, and 10 per cent on grades in the Propedeutic course (Figueroa & 

González, 2013). In other words, even though the Program serves the most vulnerable 

population, the selection procedure is meritocratic and exclusive. At present six secondary 

schools send students to the program; 7 schools were in the program during its first year (2007), 

and a high of 19 participated in 2014 (Figueroa, 2017). 

Propedeutic Program participants who complete the program are admitted to the 

undergraduate program in Science and Humanities. At the same time, these students must 

apply to the government’s scholarship program (Sistema de Becas para la Educación Superior) 

and meet their requirements: 100 per cent attendance at the Propedeutic courses; submission 

of a letter of commitment from a parent or guardian; written commitment by the applicant; a 

passing grade in the Propedeutic courses; and a high gradepoint average. This last measure is 

a weighted average of grades in year 1 to 3 of secondary (60%), grades in the last year (30%) 

and average grades in the Propedeutic (10%) (Figueroa & González, 2013). 

 About half the students admitted to the Propedeutic Program enter the University each 

year, in the undergraduate program in Science and Humanities. Enrollments have grown from 

46 in 2007 to 63 in 2012. At the same time, average PSU (university admission test) scores 

increased from 436 to 552, indicating a significant change in the academic preparation of 

students entering through the Propedeutic channel. Even with this score increase, however, the 

Propedeutic students continue to score lower than those admitted by the regular process 

(Figueroa & González, 2013). 
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As Table 1 shows, enrollments were stable in the first two years (2014-2015) but 

dropped almost 50 per cent in 2016. It is noteworthy that 92 per cent of the students admitted in 

2014 were first-generation, and 73 per cent in 2016.    

Table 1 

Total number of students and first-generation students 

admitted to the USACH through the Propedeutic Program (2014-2016) 

 2014 2015 2016 

Total students 62 63 30 

Total first-generation students 57 59 22 

Source: Vicerrectoría de Desarrollo Institucional, USACH. 

Also note that a high proportion of students admitted to the University through the 

Propedeutic continued in the second year. The retention rate was over 87 per cent in 2014 and 

83 per cent in 2016 (Table 2). 

Table 2 

Number of students entering USACH through the Propedeutic  

Who Continued the Following Year (Retention rate for Years 2014-2016) 

 2014 2015 2016 

Total number of students 62 63 30 

Total number of students continuing 

(Retention rate) 

54 (87%) 49 (78%) 25 (83%) 

Source: Vicerrectoría de Desarrollo Institucional, USACH. 

The Program has three objectives. First, it seeks to develop a model that, replicated by 

other institutions, would result in a more equitable and efficient higher education system. 

Second, this is to be accomplished by improving the inclusion and retention of talented youth 

who are socially vulnerable, contributing to equity for those who are disadvantaged by the 

current selection system. Third, the University hopes that this model selection of students on the 

basis of class rank in secondary school will become a national policy.  

 These objectives have been achieved. There is now a Network of Propedeutic 

Universities, made up of 19 institutions in Chile. Almost 500 students (who most likely would not 

have attended university) have been admitted to the University of Santiago. The Ministry of 
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Education in 2015 began a pilot program to provide needy students with university access and 

support (PACE). The specific results expected are: 

a)  Strengthen the links between the university and the social and cultural milieu of 

disadvantaged youth;  

b) Contribute to more equitable access to higher education;  

c)  Incorporate high school grades in the battery of instruments that universities use in their 

processes of selection.  

 Some research has been done on the academic performance of students who went 

through the Propedeutic Program. Koljatic and Silva (2013) compared the academic 

performance of Propedeutic students with that of others admitted to the USACH by the regular 

process. The Propedeutic students had lower grades during the first year, but their grades 

during the second year were similar to those of those admitted by the regular process. There 

were high dropout rates by Propedeutic students during the first and second year, but 

graduation rates were similar.   

 A different indicator of impact is the number of students who have graduated or been 

awarded degrees, more than 60 to this point. These students successfully completed two years 

of the common program and two or more years in the specific disciplines they followed 

(Figueroa, 2017). 

  Propedeutic students find their first year in the University difficult because of the low 

level of prior knowledge they bring from their secondary schools. The University has found it 

necessary to create a special unit that provides academic support of various kinds to these 

students. This is especially important during the first year, and less so in later years (Figueroa, 

2017). Academic counseling is provided, which also helps the University detect other problems. 

Some of the students lack social-emotional skills that would enable them to participate more 

fully in university life and facilitate their academic work. In 2017 the University began a pilot 

project, “Constructing My Life Project”, aimed at improving the social-emotional skills and 

practices of the Propedeutic students. At the same time, studies have been carried out to better 

understand the academic track of those who have finished the program (Figueroa & González, 

2013). 

  The Program is evaluated annually in terms of student academic performance, retention 

rates and graduation rates. As noted, there is a follow up study of graduates and dropouts. 

These evaluations have contributed to modification of the Program over time. For example, a 

special program was created to provide students selected into the University with an (additional) 

intensive course in Mathematics.  



10 
 

   

The PENTA Program of the Catholic University 

The Educational Program for Children with Academic Talent (PENTA) of the Catholic 

University began its activities in 2001. This initiative offers learning opportunities complementary 

to those available in school to academically talented students. These opportunities are designed 

to respond to the personal characteristics and learning needs of the students (PENTA-UC, 

2001a; López et al., 2002). 

PENTA attends to outstanding students, identified by their general academic ability or a 

specific aptitude in language and writing, logic and mathematics, natural and/or social sciences 

(PENTA-UC, 2001b). It seeks out a heterogeneous group of students, who come from different 

types of schools (public, charter or private), who are enrolled in grades 6 to 12. The students 

can remain in PENTA as long as they are in school. 

The program carries out a process of identification and selection of talented youth place 

over a period of 5 months and several stages. First is the identification of schools that will 

participate in the process. This is followed by training the teachers of these schools in the 

identification of talented students using the procedures and instruments developed by the 

program. The professors then nominate students who take the Raven Progressive Matrices 

Test (a non-verbal measure of intelligence), and fill out questionnaires assessing self-esteem 

and achievement motivation. These instruments are administered by PENTA staff (Flanagan & 

Arancibia, 2005). 

PENTA solicits the voluntary cooperation of the University’s professors in the design of 

courses in their specialization that would be of interest to high school students. Courses are 

offered on Saturdays during the academic year. Students can take one course per semester 

selected from a collection of course descriptions written by the professors. Courses not selected 

by a minimal number of students are not offered in the future.   

Between 2003 and 2014 a total of 692 students have taken courses in PENTA, an 

average of 57 per year. Most (66.1%) of the students came from public schools, 27.6 per cent 

from charter schools and 6.3 per cent from private schools. Of the total, 92 per cent took the 

PSU (Table 3).  
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Table 3. 

PENTA Students Completing the Program 

By School Origin (2003-2014) 

 
Year 

 
School of Origin 

Number Completing 
Program 

 Public Charter Private  

2012 52 34 7 89 

2013 57 35 7 99 

2014 47 28 4 79 

Total Students 2003-2014 454 198 44 692 

Total that have taken PSU    637 
 Source: PENTA-UC (2015). 

 

The data in Table 1 imply a clear increase in the number of public school graduates 

taking the university admission test, establishing an essential equality among graduates of the 

three kinds of secondary schools. To demonstrate that this is attributable to participation in 

PENTA, researchers compared average PSU scores of participants with those of a control 

group of equal academic performance that did not participate in PENTA. The PENTA 

participants scored, on average, 42 points higher than the control group on the PSU 

Mathematics test, 36 points higher on PSU Language and 120 points in the gradepoint rank 

(PENTA-UC, 2015).  

 Table 4 shows that three of every four PENTA students in the 2003-2014 period have 

entered one of the “traditional” universities. These universities, founded prior to the educational 

reform of 1980 (and members of the Council of Rectors of Chilean Universities CRUCH) offer 

scholarships funded by the government on the basis of PSU scores. Some 40 per cent of the 

students enrolled in the Catholic University, and 19.5 per cent in the University of Chile, the top-

ranked universities in the country. Another 11.2 percent enrolled in the University of Santiago 

and the other 29.3 per cent are distributed among 22 other universities. Slightly more than 15 

per cent enrolled in one of the new private universities, principally in the Diego Portales 

University (3.7%) and 2.5 per cent in the Andres Bello University (PENTA-UC, 2015). 
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Table 4. 

PENTA Graduates Entering Higher Education Institutions 

Between 2003 and 2014 

Total Graduates 
Entering Higher 

Education 

 
Traditional 
University 

Non- 
Traditional 
University 

 
Foreign 

University 

Professional 
Institute 

Armed 
Forces 

or 
Police 

Technical 
Training 
Centers 

570 78,6% 15,8% 0,4% 4,6% 0,4% 0,2% 
Source: PENTA-UC (2015). 

To date, only 13.1 per cent of those graduating from PENTA and entering higher 

education have received their degree or graduated (PENTA-UC, 2015). This low completion rate 

has two possible explanations: a) a high dropout rate induced by the high cost of higher 

education, motherhood, or attractive employment, or; b) a significant delay in graduation 

because of the length of some degree programs (e.g., medicine).   

Other Impacts of PENTA 

 Former students are in agreement that the Program helped them develop cognitive, 

academic and social-emotional skills. The program improved their study habits and their ability 

to express themselves in written and oral form. They report higher expectations for the future 

and the quality of life they will achieve, access to better-paid employment, and improved self-

esteem. These expectations are shared by their parents (PENTA-UC, 2015). 

 

The Priority Admission System for Educational Equity of the University of Chile (SIPEE) 

SIPEE began with an agreement taken in 2011 by the Senate of the University of Chile.4 

The decision was based on an earlier experience of the Faculty of Social Sciences, which had 

set up in 2010 a special admission process for students graduating from public secondary 

schools (Cupos Pro Equidad) (Universidad de Chile, 2013). 

SIPEE is a mechanism designed to promote the enrollment of students seeking 

admission who come from public schools and low-income households who do not achieve the 

PSU (admission test) scores required by the regular admission process. The objective is to 

increase the participation of students with this profile in the student body of the University, to the 

                                                             
4 Antecedents to the creation of SIPEE include: in 2010 only 30% of the entering students were from 
public schools and 33.2% from private schools, while nationally 39.9% of all secondary graduates were 
from public schools and 7.2% from private schools. On the Index of School Risk (Indice de Vulnerabilidad 
Escolar, IVE), 27.2% of all students scored in the most severe rank, while only 1.5% of students admitted 
to the University were at that high level of risk (Senado Universidad de Chile, 2014). 
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extent that they are proportionally represented in comparison with students from other social 

strata and secondary schools (Díaz-Romero, 2017). 

The former admission process had used an open admission system with objective and 

well-defined selection criteria. All students had to score at least 600 (test mean is 500) on the 

PSU. SIPEE, on the other hand, established these criteria:  

 

1. Student’s household income had to be among the three lowest quintiles of the national 

distribution. This means that the students had to come from households in the lower 60 

per cent of the income distribution. 

2. Applicants had to have been enrolled four years (complete program) in a public 

(municipal) school. 

3. Applicants had to be enrolled in the 4th (or last) year of secondary school at the time of 

making application. 

4. Students had to apply to the government’s scholarship and loan program.5 

5. Maintain a grade point average of 5.5 or better between the first and third years of 

second school (Universidad de Chile, 2014). 

 

The selection process takes three variables into account, in the following hierarchical 

sequence:   

 

First: Applications are ranked according to their score on the Index of School Risk. 

Students from schools in high risk areas (scores in upper quartile) are ranked first, 

followed by those whose risk score is between 76.5 and 53.4, with those scoring 

between 53.3 and 30 in the third rank. 

 

Second: Applicants are ordered according to their household’s income quintile. Those in 

the lowest group are ranked first, then those in the second quintile from the bottom, 

followed by applicants in the third.  

Third: Applicants are ordered according to their secondary school grade point average. 

Students in the top 10 per cent in their school are first followed by those with lower 

GPAs (Universidad de Chile, 2014). 

                                                             
5 Students admitted through SIPEE can finance their tuition costs with a scholarship from the Ministry of 

Education (and the National Scholarship System), or a scholarship provided by the university that admits 
them.  
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 Students indicate their preference for a particular degree program offered by the 

University of Chile, and must obtain the mínimum PSU score required by the program 

(Universidad de Chile, 2014). Applicants who comply with these requirements are counted in the 

SIPEE quota when they matriculate (Díaz-Romero, 2017). 

Table 5 describes some aspects of this process of application and admission in SIPEE. 

The table shows that the number of openings has increased gradually, tripling over a five year 

period. SIPEE has generated increasing interest among secondary school graduates; 

applications have increased about 500 per cent between 2012 and 2016. The number of 

students enrolled through SIPEE has grown 300 per cent during the five year period, growing 

from 104 to 314 students admitted each year.  

  

Table 5. 

SIPEE Admission Process (2012-2016) 

 

 

Year 

 

Number of Faculties 

and Programs 

 

Number of 

Openings 

 

Number of 

Applicants 

 

Number Enrolled 

Through SIPEE 

2012 7/10 131 895 104 

2013 17/40 370 2.497 200 

2014 17/40 431 3.722 301 

2015 17/40 450 4.426 301 

2016 17/40 461 4.423 314 

       Source: Universidad de Chile (2013, 2014); Dirección de Bienestar Estudiantil (2017). 

 

The numbers make clear that SIPEE has grown stronger with the passing of time, and 

that its impact on at-risk students is without question. It is important to keep in mind that not all 

openings have been filled, for three major reasons. First, the program initially was not well 

known among 4th year secondary students. Second, it was not well known by school 

administrators and teachers. Third, the process of application implies a heavy load of paperwork 

for the students’ families (Wegenreld, 2015). Even so, access to the University by this means 

now accounts for 12 per cent of new first year students. 

SIPEE requires a much lower mínimum PSU score (as much as 130 points depending 

on the degree program) than the regular admission process. This compensates for the 
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otherwise high selectivity of the University. By lowering the required score, the University can 

now admit intellectually talented students who, because of their family background or secondary 

education, cannot surmount the barrier of curriculum knowledge required by the PSU (Díaz-

Romero, 2017).  

 As a special admission process, SIPEE is not associated with support programs that 

help students to remain in the university and to graduate. It has, however, as an admissions 

process, made it possible to identify the need to support and help students who come from 

social and educational backgrounds that differ from those of the average student admitted. This 

has contributed to discussion about the role of teaching and professors in the integral formation 

of the student. It has called attention to the need to provide different paths to successful 

academic performance, and for greater flexibility within the university with regard to changes of 

career or degree program (Díaz-Romero, 2017) 

 As can be seen in Table 6, retention rates of SIPEE students in their second year are 

quite high, exceeding 80 per cent. This implies that SIPEE students have a high probability of 

finishing their university program successfully. 

 

Table 6. 

Retention and Completion Rates 

Of SIPEE Students (2014-2016) 

Year Retention Rate 2nd Year of 

Program 

Number of Graduates* 

2014 85,0% No graduates 

2015 80,4% No graduates 

2016 83,8% No graduates 

 Source: Dirección de Bienestar Estudiantil (2017). *The first cohort of SIPEE students will 

graduate in 2017.  

 

Castro et al. (2012) for their part, conclude that students admitted to the Psychology 

program of the University of Chile through the regular process had a higher level of academic 

performance than those admitted through SIPEE. The difference in GPAs was 0.3 during the 

first semester of the first year, and 0.6 in the second semester. A different study was carried out 

by the Undergraduate Department of the University. Using grades and pass rates for the  

courses in degree programs that participated in SIPEE during 2012-2014, the study found that 
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students admitted solely on their PSU score did slightly better than the SIPEE students, but 

differences varied in amount across programs and year of admission (Departamento de 

Pregrado de la Universidad de Chile, 2014). Up to this point there has not been a thorough 

evaluation of the impact of SIPEE. There are, however, no signs of differences in student 

performance linked to the process of admission (Díaz-Romero, 2017). 

 

Expected Results 

When beginning the SIPEE method the University of Chile anticipated that it would have 

three kinds of impact. Both the life project of the student as well as that of his/her family would 

change, increasing their expectations for personal development. Secondary schools, both staff 

and students, would raise their expectations for student performance. The University would 

promote a collaborative effort involving all the stakeholders, and that this would result in greater 

diversity and greater social integration (Devés, 2014). 

 

Conclusions 

We do not yet have a full assessment of the impact of these efforts to improve access to 

higher education, especially for socially and economically disadvantaged students. To date 

there have been few studies of the academic performance of students admitted through these 

systems. We know little about their adjustment to university academic and social life. The 

initiatives are still relatively young, so we cannot assess their impact on the post-graduation 

performance of participants. There has not yet been an analysis of long-term changes in who 

applies for university admission, what universities are selected, and who are admitted.  

The number of disadvantaged students exposed to these special programs is only a tiny 

fraction of all students seeking higher education, too small to permit definitive statements about 

the programs’ broad effect on academic standards and practices. On the other hand, anecdotal 

information suggests that (some) participating professors adjusted their content and teaching 

styles in response to their nontraditional students. Their innovations, and their students’ 

achievements, were consistent with recent research claiming superior effectiveness for peer 

learning and project-based instruction as compared to traditional direct instruction methods. 

There was no evidence that these programs reduced learning outcomes       

The results of these three programs confirm findings of studies of similar (and earlier) 

initiatives in other countries. The conclusion drawn from those experiences (summarized briefly 

above) is that while it is possible to ameliorate the effects of lower socio-economic status (and 
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accompanying factors) on development of academic ability, the long-term impacts of early 

childhood experience continue to be visible in adulthood. The initiatives taken by these 

universities in Chile should be seen, therefore, not as a panacea for profound social and 

economic inequality, but rather as an important contribution to society’s array of instruments 

promote social cohesion along with economic growth.    
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