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Higher Education in Chile: A 
Study of Youth Perceptions 

Jane Leer, University of California - Berkeley

Higher education in Chile has undergone vast expansion since reforms in the 1980s priva-
tized the system. Throughout the same period, Chile has seen rapid economic growth pro-
pelled by the transition to a market-driven economy. While the expansion of higher educa-
tion has led to increased educational attainment overall, certain socioeconomic groups have 
benefited from this growth more so than others, and social inequality persists. Through 
interviews and surveys, I examine Chilean youths’ perceptions of higher education, social 
mobility, and class stratification. I find that while educational opportunities have greatly 
increased, inequalities in access persist, and rapid privatization has often ignored quality 
standards. Furthermore, class-based discrimination and an emphasis on social status limit 
the perceived equality of opportunities in Chilean society. 

W
ithin the six-block radius of 
Barrio República in Santiago, Chile, 
is found perhaps the highest con-
centration of universities in the 
world. Since the 1980s, universi-
ties and professional institutes have 

sprung up by the dozens, converting what used to be the 
sprawling mansions of Santiago’s wealthiest into the busi-
ness, cosmetology, language, medical, and law schools 
that now define Barrio República as Barrio Universitario, 
the student neighborhood. Billboards surrounding the 
area advertise student loan programs, degree programs, 
and college prep courses. Groups of students stand on 
street corners passing out brochures, promoting various 
universities and institutes.

The changes in Barrio República are emblematic of 
Chile’s thirty year period of transitions—from military 
dictatorship to democracy, from a socialist economy 
to capitalism, and, more specifically, from a system of 
eight state universities to a privatized system of over 206 
institutions of higher education.  Reforms in 1980 decen-
tralized and deregulated the system of higher education, 
and tertiary enrollment levels have since increased three-
fold (Spence and Katz 2009).

Since its return to democracy in 1989, Chile has made 
enormous strides in economic growth. The World Bank 
now describes Chile as an upper-middle income develop-
ing country, and in 2010 Chile became the first country 
in South America to join the Organization for Economic 
Cooperation and Development. The number of Chileans 
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living below the poverty line fell from 38.8 percent to 15.1 
percent between 1989 and 2009 (Meyer 2010). Despite 
this marked development, however, income inequality 
persists. In terms of household income distribution, 
Chile is the 16th most unequal nation in the world (Cen-
tral Intelligence Agency 2010).1  Stark class divisions and 
barriers to socioeconomic mobility persist (Torche and 
Wormald 2004).

This study provides a qualitative understanding of 
social inequality in relation to higher education in 
Chile. Through an online survey and semi-structured 
interviews with Chilean youth, I examine how the first 
generation to come of age after the expansion of higher 
education perceives higher education, social mobility, 
and class stratification within the Chilean society. My 
findings suggest that educational opportunities have 
dramatically expanded since the reforms in the 1980s, 
and, for the first time in the nation’s history, students 
from all socioeconomic sectors have access to higher 
education. While this expansion confers a moderate 
degree of social mobility, perceived equality of educa-
tional opportunity is diminished by several factors. Rapid 
privatized expansion has ignored quality standards, and 
major discrepancies exist in the value of a degree from 
different institutions. Furthermore, Chile’s long history 
of high social inequality means that class divisions are 
deeply entrenched, resulting in class-based discrimina-
tion and emphasizing social connections and status, as 
opposed to merit. Thus, educational and social inequality 
in Chile stem not only from the structure of the educa-
tion system, but also from the fact that class stratification 
is profoundly engrained in the population’s psyche.

Incorporating the voices of the country’s youth—the 
future leaders of society—my findings contribute to an 
understanding of the processes through which social 
inequality is produced and reproduced. Furthermore, 
a study of the market-based educational expansion in 
Chile is especially significant as similar processes are 
underway in public education, in the US, Japan, and 
Germany, among others. Universities increasingly rely on 
external sources of funding while regional and national 
governments continue to decrease their investment in 
public education (Priest and St. John 2003). My study of 
Chile, where privatization has been underway for the last 
thirty years, can provide insight into the consequences 
of placing a nation’s university system largely in the 
hands of the market.
1 Chile has a Gini coefficient of 57.1, with the wealthiest ten 
percent accounting 41.7 percent of household income, while the 
poorest ten percent hold 1.6 percent (CIA 2010).

In the following, I begin by establishing the context for 
my research, with a brief history of the Chilean system 
of higher education, followed by a brief review of the 
existing studies on the educational expansion, income 
inequality, and social mobility in Chile. I then present 
my methodology, findings, and conclusions.

Historical Context
Higher education in Chile has expanded both in number 
and in type of institution. Prior to the reforms in 1980, 
the eight higher education institutions in Chile consisted 
of two state universities – La Universidad de Chile (La 
Chile) and Pontificia Universidad Católica de Chile 
(PUC), which remain the two most prestigious univer-
sities today, and six private institutions, three of which 
belonged to the Catholic church and three of which were 
run by private entities. All eight were publicly funded, 
however, with free tuition for all students (Matear 2006). 
Since the 1980s, the original eight institutions have been 
divided into 23 separate institutions and re-structured as 
private-subsidized universities, receiving funding from 
both state and private sources. Deregulation also pro-
moted the establishment of an additional 35 universities, 
43 technical institutes, and 102 institutes for professional 
training, all of which are completely privately funded. 
Today, all universities and institutes charge tuition; the 
most expensive are the private universities, while techni-
cal institutes are the least expensive (Katz & Spence 2009). 

Literature Review
Studies suggest that Chilean educational attainment rates, 
meaning percentages of university-aged people who are 
enrolled higher education, have increased dramatically 
throughout the period of market-driven expansion. A 
majority of the scholars also agree, however, that bar-
riers to access remain a significant concern, and that 
the restructuring of the system has affected different 
socioeconomic groups in uneven ways (see, for example, 
Katz and Spence 2009; Espinoza 2006; Matear 2006). 
Opinions diverge on the causes of the discrepancies 
between expansion and access. Some point to the influ-
ence of unattractive loans and high tuition (Espinoza 
2006; Torche 2005b) while others focus more on inequali-
ties fostered by the secondary education system (Matear 
2006), or by circumstances of social class (Sapelli 2009). 

Scholars analyzing changes in class structure since the 
opening of Chile’s economy in the 1970s (Beyer and Le 
Foulon 2002; Torche and Wormald 2005; and Torche 
2005a) find that wages have increased across all sectors, 
but most markedly for higher income earners. This has 
led to a concentration in the upper income quintiles, 
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contributing to Chile’s high income inequality. Torche 
and Wormald (2004) and Espinoza and colleagues (2009) 
find a moderate level of mobility between the agricultural 
and routine labor sectors, but very limited mobility in 
the professional services sectors. Minimal downward 
mobility within the service professional classes as well 
as minimal entrance from the lower classes serve to 
maintain the exclusivity of the elite professional services 
sector. Torche (2005a) describes this as “short mobility,” 
movement between socioeconomic classes that occurs 
only between classes of similar income levels. 

Studies measuring social stratification in relation to 
higher education concur that the educational expan-
sion has mostly benefited higher income earners and 
reinforced the socioeconomic hierarchy (Núñez and 
Miranda 2007 and 2008; Torche and Wormald 2004; 
Espinoza et al 2009). Moreover, claims (Espinoza 2006; 
Torche 2005b and Matear 2006) that the most significant 
determinant of post-secondary enrollment is the ability 
to pay are supported by studies showing that parents 
generally transfer their educational levels to their chil-
dren (Núñez and Miranda 2007 and 2008; Torche and 
Wormald 2004; Espinoza et al 2009). 

Throughout the literature, the fact that income ine-
quality is linked to inequalities within the education 
system is clear. Employing Hart’s (2002) conception 
of the profound interconnections between social and 
economic processes, I argue (and the studies show) 
that the challenges involved in improving educational 
access and social equality are deeply related, and most 
not be viewed as separate and isolated processes. My 
research adds to the current body of literature by pre-
senting a qualitative, rather than quantitative focus. As 
Stuber (2006) argues, understanding inequality requires 
examining not just the extent and degree of inequality, 
but also the processes through which it is reproduced 
and maintained. Thus, I analyze how youth talk about 
inequality, and how it influences their educational and 
career pathways. 

Methods2 
My research consists of a survey distributed online and 
semi-structured, face-to-face, interviews with Chilean 
youth. I examine perceptions of the Chilean system of 
higher education, perceptions of social mobility, and 
perceptions of class stratification. I look for universal 
themes, as well as association with respondents’ socio-
economic origin and educational attainment.

The survey began with basic demographic questions 
such as age, sex, and geographic origin, followed by 
questions about respondents’ individual educational 
experience and expected social mobility, ending with 
questions related to social mobility and class stratifica-
tion within society as a whole. The last question asked 
respondents to provide any additional (open-ended) 
comments they may have regarding higher education 
and Chilean society. 

Interviews were less structured. I allowed the inter-
view to flow in a conversational format, without a strict 
question order. Each one began with questions about the 
respondent’s educational experience, from elementary 
school on, and from there I transitioned to questions 
about the education system in general, how educational 
and economic opportunities vary between different 
sectors of society, class divisions, interactions between 
classes, and social mobility. 

My total sample is composed primarily of university 
students at La Universidad de Chile (La Chile) and 
PUC. However, of my 137 respondents3, sixteen were 
from other universities, four were from professional or 
2 In January through August of 2010 I studied abroad in Chile, 
in a full immersion program at Pontificia Universidad Cátolica 
de Chile (PUC). Although I did not conduct any official field-
work during these seven months, the experience nonetheless 
both informed and inspired my research. At PUC the majority 
of my classmates came from economically advantaged back-
grounds. The university environment contrasted sharply with the 
environment I lived in, where I interacted mostly with Chileans 
of working class backgrounds. I found that most Chileans I came 
to know defined themselves rigidly according to their socioeco-
nomic status. In my opinion, attitudes towards education, work, 
and social mobility varied significantly between my classmates 
and my housemates. 

The experience made me want to probe further, to understand 
the contradictions I observed in a country in which rapid 
economic growth was accompanied by persistently high income 
inequality. Why are class divisions so salient in Chilean society? 
What influences attitudes towards higher education? What deter-
mines social mobility? Armed with these and other questions, I 
returned to Chile four months later to conduct research on this 
topic for my senior honors thesis. 

3 121 survey respondents and 16 interview respondents
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technical institutes, and two had never pursued any form 
of higher education. While the proportion of respond-
ents who study at universities other than La Chile or 
PUC, or who are non-students, is small, these additional 
respondents nonetheless serve to diversify my sample, 
and are therefore integral to my study. 

I sought both survey and interview respondents using 
snowball sampling, utilizing contacts at various student 
and youth organizations in Chile: student clubs at PUC, 
contacts from La Chile, and Fundación Superación de 
la Pobreza (FSP), a non-governmental-organization 
(NGO). Given the fact that I use a non-probability 
sampling method, my sample is not necessarily rep-
resentative of the entire population of Chilean youth. 
However, survey and interview respondents do come 
from a diverse range of geographic and socioeconomic 
backgrounds, and both genders are represented. Fur-
thermore, the qualitative nature of my study allows me 
to provide an in-depth analysis of youths’ perceptions 
that is not captured in quantitative studies.

Findings

It is embarrassing, the degree of inequality within the 
system of higher education, and it goes hand in hand 
with the social inequality that pervades our society.
- Survey respondent; a middle-class student at Pon-
tificia Universidad Católica

Higher education, social mobility, and class stratifica-
tion proved to be multi-faceted, deeply intertwined 
issues. My data demonstrate that inequalities within 
the system of higher education both perpetuate—and 
are produced by—inequalities within society. Survey 
and interview respondents maintained that access to 
higher education has greatly expanded, and responded 
optimistically about their own opportunities for upward 
social mobility. However, inequality, in nearly all aspects 
of society, remained a significant concern for all respond-
ents—no matter their socioeconomic origin. In many 
ways, social inequality is considered to be reproduced 
in the structure of the education system, and is further 
entrenched by the deep class divisions within society. 
While higher education is considered to be “the path” 
to upward social mobility, many factors limit not only 
access to higher education, but also the extent to which 
a tertiary degree can effectively secure a more advanta-
geous socio-economic position. 

I found no major correlation between socioeco-
nomic origin—nor educational attainment level—and 

perceptions of higher education, social mobility, and 
class stratification. Rather, respondents of all socioeco-
nomic and educational backgrounds described the same 
issues. In the following, I describe the central themes 
that emerge in relation to each variable, starting with 
perceptions of higher education, followed by percep-
tions of social mobility, and finally, perceptions of class 
stratification. 

Perceptions of Higher Education
Ana4, a lower-middle class young woman who lives 
with her husband and two-year-old son in the outskirts 
of Santiago, described how educational opportunities 
have changed since her parents’ generation.  Ana plans 
to pursue a degree in teaching, once her husband has 
completed his degree and the family has saved more 
money. While she did not dismiss the difficulties that she 
and her husband have faced in financing his (and her) 
education, she maintained that the situation is dramati-
cally better than it was thirty years ago. Her parents both 
completed schooling only through the seventh grade, 
and started working (farming) immediately.

Before, people like us [semi-rural, lower-middle-
class farm laborers] did not have the option to study. 
Everyone left school by the time they were 15, at the 
latest, and started working. Working, farming, was 
the only choice. You just could not say ‘no, I want 
to study.’ Now, you can. Higher education is not 
a utopia for anyone; some just have to work a lot 
harder than others to get there.

Ana’s words reflect the opinions of all interview respond-
ents, many of whom are also first-generation college 
students. Similarly, the overwhelming majority of survey 
respondents (76 percent) consider their own educational 
opportunities to be better than those of their parents5.

When asked to rate their confidence in the system of 
higher education, however, survey respondents dem-
onstrated a much less positive view. With 1 equal to 

“no confidence in the system,” and 10 equal to “utmost 
confidence in the system,” the average response was 3.79, 
with a range of 1 to 9 (no one chose 10). 

Why this lack of confidence in higher education? In 
both surveys and interviews, respondents’ concerns 

4 All names have been changed to preserve confidentiality. 
5 23 percent of respondents considered their educational oppor-
tunities to be the same as those of their parents, which is most 
likely due to the fact that my survey sample is slightly skewed 
towards the middle and upper classes, which historically have 
had greater access to education.
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focus on the commercialization of the system, the lack of 
quality and coherency within the system, and inequalities 
in access, all of which are discussed below.

The “Business” of Higher Education
Interview and survey data suggest that the privatization 
of the higher education system has gone too far. Respond-
ents described how the system “runs like a business,” as 
opposed to providing a public good. The market-based 
expansion is widely believed to have sacrificed quality 
and integrity for profit. Silvio, an upper-middle class 
male who studied for two years at Andres Bello, one of 
the more prestigious private universities, remarked, “It 
is easier to study now, but just in the sense that you have 
to pay…we are clients, not students.” Respondents also 
felt that students are “tricked, “ or “deceived,” and end up 
paying for degrees that are “useless” after graduation—
degrees that provide them with no real skills, knowledge, 
nor credibility in the job market. Emmanuel, a middle 
class student at La Chile, claimed, “Higher education is 
no longer a privilege, but quality higher education is,” a 
statement echoed by many other respondents.

Degrees from the traditional universities –those that 
made up the original eight universities in Chile—are 
considered to hold much more value in the job market 
than degrees from private universities. This is largely 
because many private universities lack accreditation. 
Despite the fact that non-accredited universities have 
minimal credibility in the job market, such universities 
manage to attract thousands of students each year, who 
are in for a sore surprise upon graduation, when they 
find that their job options may not be better than if they 
had no degree at all.

Concerns that the system of higher education “runs 
like a business,” favoring profitability over quality and 
integrity, are not surprising given the context in which 
the expansion occurred. Pinochet’s privatization of the 
higher education system happened simultaneously with 
the implementation of neoliberal policies—eliminating 
trade barriers and transitioning to a capitalist, market-
based economy. The entire economy, not just the system 
of higher education, was deregulated and decentralized. 
Furthermore, Chile’s economic production grew rapidly, 
and the demand for professionals increased. These fac-
tors contributed to the rapid expansion of the entire 
education system—it appears that quality standards 
were often ignored, as private companies and individuals 
were given full reign to compete in the highly profitable 

“business” of higher education.
My data suggest that the commercialization of the 

system also manifests itself in the types of knowledge the 
system produces, what purpose is attributed to educa-
tion, and which fields of study are favored. Respondents 
expressed concerns that the system is only serving to 
produce robots del mercado, (robots of the market), pro-
moting market ideology and economically productive 
fields of study over critical thinking and fields such as 
art, literature, music, and sociology. Several respondents 
reported feeling “disenchanted” with the entire system. 
Silvio stated, “My generation doesn’t believe in the edu-
cation system anymore…we have been deceived.” This 
disenchantment stems not just from issues of quality 
and a lack of transparency between institutions, but 
also from the fact that higher education is considered 
to remain unduly inaccessible for a great number of 
qualified individuals.

Inequalities in Access
My data overwhelmingly suggest that significant barriers 
to access remain. Survey and interview respondents of 
all socioeconomic backgrounds often argued that the 
system of higher education merely reflects and perpetu-
ates socioeconomic inequality within Chilean society. In 
the words of one respondent, “It is horrible…the entire 
system, from kindergarten to college, is a mirror image 
of the inequality within society.”

Inequality in access is largely considered to stem from 
inequalities within the secondary and primary school 
systems, producing what respondents referred to as a 

“vicious cycle.” Respondents described a troublesome 
pattern: wealthy families send their children to private 
schools or private-subsidized schools, where the teaching 
quality, the infrastructure, and the resources are much 
better than those of public schools that children from 
poorer families attend. Respondents who attended pri-
vate and private-subsidized schools reported that going 
to college is the norm, and students receive ample college 
preparation. In public schools, meanwhile, respondents 
claimed that higher education is the exception to the 
norm. Students receive inadequate preparation for the 
college entrance exam, and are often taught more tech-
nical-based skills that prepare them for a job, rather than 
for higher education. As a result, students from private 
and private-subsidized schools are granted admission to 
universities at a much higher rate. Respondents stated, 
therefore, that socioeconomic status is a robust predictor 
of university admission.

If denied admission to a top university, students have 
a plethora of private universities to choose from. The 
most prestigious however, are not the most economical, 
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and lower income students who do pursue higher educa-
tion are left with no choice but to attend less prestigious, 
lower-quality, private universities. They end up earning 
a degree that holds little value in the job market, and 
will most likely be unable to afford a private school for 
their children, thereby limiting opportunities for upward 
mobility.

While this “vicious circle” is considered to marginalize 
the lower classes, many respondents stressed how the 
current system of loans and scholarships leaves out the 
middle and lower-middle classes. Guadalupe, a middle 
class young women herself, claimed, “Yes, there are many 
more scholarships today than ever before, but what about 
the middle class? My family is not poor, by any means, 
but my parents cannot afford to send two children to 
the university.” Similarly, Nico, a lower-middle class stu-
dent at La Universidad de Santiago de Chile (USACH) 
explained how he and his family chose to greatly exag-
gerate his family’s economic need in order to receive the 
scholarship money he needed to afford his university 
tuition. Clearly, although educational opportunities 
have expanded, equality of access to higher education 
has yet to be achieved.

Perceptions of Social Mobility
Respondents were generally optimistic about their own 
personal upward mobility. The attitude that “I will do 
better than my parents” prevailed throughout the inter-
views, and 75% of survey respondents considered their 
economic opportunities to be better than those of their 
parents. However, my data suggest that this optimism 
does not carry over into respondents’ perceptions of 
social mobility within society as a whole. Respondents 
considered education to be directly related to social 
mobility, but with several caveats, as described below.

Survey and interview respondents largely consider 
their opportunities to be better than those of their par-
ents precisely because of the fact that they have access 
to higher education. However, the increased number of 
students pursuing tertiary education is also cause for 
concern, according to many. Respondents of all socio-
economic origins and education levels expressed worries 
that the Chilean job market has (or is going to) become 
saturated with professionals. Malia, a middle class stu-
dent with a degree in psychology from USACH, claimed, 

“There are many more professionals, many more people 
going to college, but the market itself has not changed, 
the structures are the same, and cannot absorb all the 
new professionals.” Another upper-class student wrote, 

“We need to get away from the idea that there are no 

other options but to get a degree from a university, we 
need to promote and build up technical and professional 
institutes.”

However, while the market may in fact be saturated 
with professionals, for many individuals, a university 
degree in not even considered an option, as discussed 
in the following.

Throughout the interviews, I was told that in certain 
sectors of society, higher education of any sort is still 

“unthinkable,” despite the fact that scholarships and other 
resources do exist. Respondents attribute this to the 
fact that in certain environments, higher education is 
simply not encouraged, not discussed and not thought 
of. In this sense, an individual’s family and community 
environment matter more than the material resources 
at their disposal.

Respondents who attended private and private-sub-
sidized schools reported that they grew up “on the col-
lege track,” the majority of their classmates went on to 
higher education, their teachers encouraged them, and 
upon entering high school, they were presented with 
information about scholarships, the application process, 
and college preparation. Matias, meanwhile, a lower class 
student who has not pursued any form of higher educa-
tion, told of a drastically different high school experience:

High school is the most important determinant [of 
whether or not you pursue higher education]. But 
it’s something you don’t realize at the time…we 
never talked about it…no one thinks about how 
their grades, their scores, are actually important, 
that you could maybe study for free if you do really 
well. Few people think about that…but then down 
the road, you realize, ‘oh, I need a degree’…

Similarly, Malia and Raquel described the deep con-
trast between their own childhoods—throughout which 
they were encouraged and pushed to pursue higher 
education—versus the attitudes towards higher educa-
tion that they witness through their work in low-income 
communities.  Malia explained, “It is just a completely 
different mentality…expectations are much lower, higher 
education is not considered a ‘viable’ option.” Raquel 
described a similar situation in La Pintana, where she 
works. Children would ask her whether she went to the 
university, and when she responded, “Yes, I went to La 
Chile.” Their response was always, “Yo no soy para la U”  
(“I am not meant for the university”). For Raquel and 
Malia, this situation is especially frustrating because 
they believe higher education is an option for these 



 Fall 2011 Penn State Journal of International Affairs 33

Higher Education in Chile: A Study of Youth Perceptions

children—at least much more than it was in previous 
generations. Yes, they will have to work significantly 
harder than students from more economically advan-
taged backgrounds, but if they are prepared early on, 
and receive positive motivation, higher education is a 
possibility. It seems creating educational equality, there-
fore, is as much about decreasing economic barriers as 
it is about changing commonly held expectations and 
beliefs surrounding higher education.

A third factor believed to substantially limit social 
mobility is the fact that, according to many, Chile is not 
a meritocratic society. Interview and survey respond-
ents of all socioeconomic and educational backgrounds 
claimed that status and connections matter just as much, 
if not more, than education and merit.

Nearly every respondent reported knowing someone 
who had been offered a job or a promotion through 
a connection, or a pituto—a brother, friend, cousin, 
mother-in-law, etc. Pitutos are often perceived to wield 
more influence than actual merit or qualifications. This 
is believed to happen across all sectors of society—from 
high-level positions in wealthy corporations, to mechanic 
jobs at the local auto-body shop. The phenomenon is 
certainly felt differently depending on one’s class status, 
however. Matías, for example, may be able to find work 
at a construction site through an uncle or cousin. Con-
versely, an upper class survey respondent wrote about 
two friends of his: Gabriel, who was admitted to the air 
force academy “because of his connections,” despite the 
fact that he was very under-qualified; and Ruben, who 
was extremely qualified, but did not come from an elite 
background, and was not admitted. In this way, pitutos 
maintain the exclusivity of certain opportunities and 
thereby pose a barrier to social mobility.    

Closely related is the emphasis on status: last name, 
place of residence in Santiago—even the color of your 
skin, the clothes you wear, or the car you drive. Respond-
ents of all socioeconomic backgrounds explained that, 
not infrequently, the first questions potential employers 
ask are, “Where do you live in Santiago, what comuna 
(sector) of Santiago are you from, whom do you know,” 
questions that have nothing to do with skills or qualifi-
cations. According to several respondents, not just job 
offerings, but even salaries, are often based on connec-
tions and status.

Together, these phenomena detract from the equality 
of opportunities within Chilean society. More than likely, 
they are a result of the deeply engrained class divisions 
that have historically characterized Chilean society, as 
discussed in the following section. 

Perceptions of Class Stratification
While acknowledging that absolute poverty has decreased 
in the last thirty years, respondents of all socioeconomic 
and educational backgrounds believe that sharp class 
divisions remain. Chile is considered to be a highly 
sectarian society, in which identity is defined by socio-
economic status. A middle class survey respondent wrote,  

“Chilean society is characterized by deep and profound 
social inequality.” Interview data support these responses; 
every respondent described Chile as a highly divided, 
extremely classist country. My data are especially telling 
given that all respondents reported an awareness of class 
divisions and inequality, not just lower class respond-
ents who may be more adversely affected than other 
respondents by the unequal distribution of resources 
and opportunities that class stratification entails.

Respondents maintained that minimal interaction 
occurs between members of different classes. Elena, a 
middle class student at La Chile, described, “Everyone 
lives in their own little island.” An upper class survey 
respondent wrote, “This is a country that maintains 
the rich with the rich, and the poor with the poor, and 
what’s more, the rich are getting richer while the poor 
are getting poorer.” Nearly every respondent reported 
a similar opinion. The overwhelming perception is 
that Chile’s classist society generates little intermixing 
between classes, meaning that a shared understanding, 
or a sense of solidarity between classes is minimal.

Closely related to this lack of cohesion between classes 
is class-based discrimination. Ana described feeling 
discriminated against when she went to a shopping 
mall that is considered upper class. “It is horrible, the 
discrimination…they won’t even look at us; they won’t 
let their children play with our children, not even a look 
in our direction.” Ana was the only respondent who 
mentioned discrimination directly—perhaps because, as 
a member of the lower-middle class, she has been more 
personally affected by prejudice. While others did not 
explicitly describe discrimination, class-based prejudice 
is nonetheless evident in the influence of pitutos and the 
emphasis on status discussed in the previous section.

Similarly, Silvio told me that class-based differences 
have been engrained in Chilean society for centuries. He 
described an attitude of “entitlement,” coupled with the 
idea that “inequality is only natural, people were born 
to be poor or to be rich,” which he felt was pervasive at 
his private university. Likewise, other university students 
mentioned the importance of promoting “social con-
sciousness”— increasing integration and cooperation 
between classes, especially within the realm of higher 
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education. In the words of Emmanuel, “Education should 
impart the knowledge to fight and end inequality, it 
should be a tool for social change.” Many described 
Chilean society as socially “ignorant,” and “isolated,” 
lacking an awareness of “the other.”

University students were the only respondents to 
explicitly mention the importance of increasing “social 
consciousness.” Respondents of all educational back-
grounds, however, considered class divisions to be nega-
tively entrenched in society—limiting societal cohesion 
and perpetuating inequality and prejudice. Elena told 
me she wished she could put all of Santiago in one giant 
snow globe and shake it up, so that the comunas, busi-
nesses, schools, hospitals, and everything, landed all 
mixed up, and people could learn to relate to each other.

Discussion
My results demonstrate the complex and often con-
flicting relationship between social inequality and the 
promise of higher education in Chile. Responses suggest 
that structural inequalities within the higher education 
system are both a result of, and a contributor to, limited 
social mobility and class stratification within Chilean 
society.

My data, together with the literature, suggest that the 
privatized expansion of higher education has dramati-
cally improved educational opportunities in Chile; more 
people than ever before are able to obtain a tertiary 
degree. Still, my findings demonstrate that inequality 
in access remains, largely stemming from inequalities 
within the primary and secondary education systems, as 
well as the structure of university entrance requirements 
and scholarships. Respondents express further concerns 
that this expansion has ignored quality standards, often 

“tricking” students into earning degrees that hold no 
value in the labor market.

In a departure from the literature, respondents in my 
study also suggested that the market-driven expansion 
has influenced what types of knowledge and fields of 
study are favored. In the Chilean context, this issue 
may be especially troublesome. Given that high social 
inequality remains a significant barrier to robust eco-
nomic and political development (Torche 2005a). Chil-
ean students—the future leaders of the country—must be 
equipped with a comprehensive, “big picture” knowledge 
in order to achieve the nation’s stated goal of “growth 
with equity” (Ffrench Davis 2011). It is a glaring over-
simplification to say that every Chilean student is incul-
cated with market ideology and graduates a “robot of the 
market.” Nonetheless, future research should evaluate 

the effects of privatization on the types of knowledge 
and fields of study that such a system favors.

Moreover, no matter the quality of the education 
system itself, in order for higher education to stimulate 
social mobility, the job market must be able to absorb the 
influx of professionals. My data suggest that market satu-
ration may be an issue. Future research should explore 
the relationship between the expansion of higher educa-
tion and the Chilean job market—how has the structure 
of the economy changed to absorb the wealth of new 
high skilled laborers? What does this mean for income 
distribution?

Also key to understanding social inequality is an 
examination of social mobility and class stratification. 
My data support the many claims that Chile remains 
a highly classist society, with limited social mobility 
occurring mostly between classes of similar income 
levels.6 However, most studies on Chile focus on the 
extent of inequality, as opposed to the processes that 
create and reproduce social inequality. My findings, 
meanwhile, provide an explanation—to describe why 
social mobility is limited, and why classism continues 
to define Chilean society.

In this sense, it appears that socioeconomic barriers are 
not the only factors contributing to social inequality. The 
fact that connections and status can hold more value than 
merit limits the capacity of Chile’s educational expansion 
to foster equality of opportunities. Furthermore, higher 
education and social mobility remain “unthinkable” for 
many groups, despite the fact that resources do exist to 
send low-income individuals to college. Inequality is 
therefore not just about changing policy. It is also about 
eliminating the belief that higher education is only for 
the elite, and that income inequality is “natural.” Policy 
changes will only work with changes in beliefs and atti-
tudes towards higher education and social mobility as 
well. Further research should examine cultural inclusion, 
as well as economic and political inclusion.

Economic growth and the expansion of higher educa-
tions are two relatively recent phenomena in Chile. In 
many ways, society seems not to have caught up. It may 
take another few decades for children in poblaciones to 
stop saying “Yo no soy para la U.” While resources do exist 
to help them reach college, for centuries, higher educa-
tion truly has been a privilege reserved for the elite. As 
national liberation theorist Amilcar Cabral argues, social 
change is a process that requires changing the popula-
tion’s mindset, transforming individuals’ understandings 
of their own opportunities, identity, and position within 
6 See, for example, Beyer and Le Foulon 2002; Espinoza et al 
2009; Torche and Wormald 2004; Torche 2005a.
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society (1973). While this process is certainly underway 
in Chile, there seems to be a long way to go. 

As mentioned, a study of the Chilean context provides 
a lesson for countries around the world undergoing 
similar processes of privatization. Higher education in 
the United States, for example, is becoming increasingly 
privatized. Federal and state governments are dramati-
cally defunding public universities around the country, 
causing many public universities to face severe budget 
cuts. Many universities have turned towards private 
financial sources—raising tuition, and entering contracts 
with private corporations. Budget constraints have also 
led to dramatic cuts in class offerings, the elimination or 
reduction of academic and extra-curricular programs, 
and concerns that the nation’s top universities are becom-
ing increasingly inaccessible to the middle and lower 
classes (Medina 2011). As a result, American youth, like 
their Chilean counterparts, are rapidly losing faith in 
their country’s system of higher education.

As the world continues to overcome the global financial 
crisis, public universities in many countries will more 
than likely be forced to turn towards private sources of 
funding. Some may even find private sources to be more 
viable than state funding in the long run. Policy makers 
and educational administrators should proceed with 
caution, however. Drawing on Chile’s experience over 
the last thirty years, states would be wise to maintain 
a regulatory role in the system of higher education, in 
order to preserve quality standards and to ensure that 
access does not become restricted along class or racial 
lines.

As my respondents argued, higher education should 
connect people to society at large and serve as a motor 
for positive change and innovation. By striving to include 
all sectors of society and ensuring a space for diverse 
intellectual pursuits, higher education can foster social 
cohesion and equity, two factors that will also serve to 
strengthen the nation—and the world—as a whole. 

Addendum - Update: 
The concerns voiced by the respondents of my study have 
been further validated by recent events in Chile. One 
month after I completed my study, in April 2011, Chilean 
students began a series of mass demonstrations that are 
still underway today. University and high school students 
have been on strike for the past five months, demanding 
educational reform to improve the quality and equity of 
the system, increase state involvement, and end profit-
making in the education sector. The protest movement 
has been the biggest since the return to democracy in 

1990. Negotiations with the government have largely 
unsuccessful, and the movement has lost some popular 
support due to the violence that has erupted in some 
protests. However, in an unofficial referendum organized 
by the teachers union, more than one million Chileans 
voted in favor of the students’ demands, and the major-
ity of the country remains in support of the movement’s 
objectives. 
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