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Education reform and school performance.
Some thoughts on the experiences of Argentina, Chile and
Uruguay

Nicolas Bentancur*

ABSTRACT
Paying special attention to national experience, this article compares, from a
politological perspective, the results achieved by the students of Argentina, Chile and
Uruguay in PISA evaluation tests administered in 2002 and 2003. During the last decade,
these countries made significant changes in their educational systems, associated to a
wider tendency that included most Latin American countries. These changes were
different in each country: mercantile in the Chile, decentralising in Argentina and
traditionally statist in Uruguayan.
The relationships among the different strategies adopted and the educational results
achieved in terms of quality (learning levels) and equity (social distribution of same) are
hypothesised.
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1.

Introduction

In the 1990s, the educational systems of Latin America were the object of complex
operations to recompose their structures and modes of operation. Since the sectoral
policies were similar from country to country, this process was seen as a new generation
of education reforms. In general, these changes aimed to achieve improvements in the
quality and equity of the systems, in their management and funding. Uruguay was not
an exception to this movement, although certain special characteristics deserve a
specific analysis. In view of the time elapsed since the beginning of these
transformations, it is relevant to inquire to what extent these changes to institutional
designs are achieving those stated objectives of quality and equity in education.
To that end, the following pages are a brief analysis of the 1995-2000 education reform
in Uruguay, with a comparative perspective in relation to the more general framework
of the rest of Latin American and, specifically, to the other Southern Cone countries:
Argentina and Chile. Section 2 describes the main structural traits of the Uruguayan
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educational system, followed by a description of the basic architecture of the reforms in
Latin America and the region, and a study of the Uruguayan reforms within this context
(section 3). Subsequently we analyse the results of the PISA learning assessment
surveys in Argentina, Chile and Uruguay, and conclude with some thoughts on the links
between institutional reform and educational results.
2.
Outline of the history, current structure and government of the Uruguayan
educational system

2.1. In the period between national independence in 1825 and the last quarter of the 19th
Century, in a context of great political and social instability, public education was
barely able to make a few isolated and discontinuous attempts to promote primary
schooling. Despite the creation of the Instituto de Instrucción Pública in 1847, these
efforts never became widespread. The situation changed after 1877 with the approval of
the Ley de Educación Común promoted by José Pedro Varela, which is the essence of
the Uruguayan educational system. Its main objectives were citizen formation and
workforce training, as a response to the demands generated by immigration and the
incipient economic modernisation. Some of its main characteristics were compulsory
and free primary education and — partially, in principle — laicism, which led to
opposition from conservative sectors and from the Catholic Church which until then had
been the most important provider of this service.1 The system was created with a very
strong centralised directorship in the hands of a Dirección General de Instrucción
Pública with nation-wide authority and under the leadership of a national inspector.
Varela himself was appointed to this post. However, the lawmakers discarded other
measures for decentralisation, such as the establishment of school districts, which
Varela had suggested Enrolment in primary education increased substantially in the
years immediately after the act, partly due to these policies and also as a consequence of
increased social mobility and popular demand for education. This process continued
over the following decades, so that by the 1960s Uruguay was close to achieving
universal primary education. The core of the system was the early creation — at the
beginning of the 19th Century — of a highly recognised normal school for teachers,
combined with a system of competitive examinations for positions and an institutional
career ladder.
Secondary education, on the other hand, was conceived as the preparation of the
offspring of wealthy families for university entrance, to the point that it reported
directly to the Universidad de la República, the only public university in the country (as
of this writing) and located in Montevideo. This situation began to change in 1912, with
the opening of a high school in each provincial capital, and with the creation of an
autonomous body with authority over public education that removed high schools from
the orbit of the University starting in 1935. As had happened with primary education
decades earlier, secondary education now attracted the new middle class. Enrolment
was multiplied by four between 1931 and 1955. Although its role was less prominent
than that of public education, the private sector also increased its offering of secondary
schools, and in 1950 it recruited 15% of all students.2 Teacher training lagged behind
this growth in enrolment: the Instituto de Profesores Artigas only opened in 1951 with a
limited number of students. It substituted the former practice of providing high school
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teachers with on-the-job training. Even so, the practice of direct appointment to teaching
positions was not abandoned.
2.2. Currently the public education system — not counting the university — consists of
four levels: preprimary education (preschool, for children ages 4 to 5), primary
education (ages 6 to 11), lower secondary education (“basic common cycle”, ages 12 to
14), and upper secondary education (“baccalaureate”, ages 15 to 17). The secondary
education requirements may also be met by attending technical schools. School
attendance is compulsory from preschool age 5 to the completion of the lower
secondary cycle, which makes a total of 10 years of compulsory schooling. Teacher
training continues to be centred in normal schools and is provided in specialised
institutions.
In 2000, the gross schooling rate was 84% in preschool, 107% in primary school, 89%
in the lower cycle of secondary education and 61% in the second cycle of secondary
education. These last two figures drop dramatically if the net rates of approximately
55% and 30% are considered.3
2.3. The National Constitution only establishes two indications regarding the
institutional organisation of the government of education: public education shall be
governed by one or more Autonomous Directive Councils and there shall be a
mechanism — as yet unspecified— for the coordination of education. The rest of the
organisation remains to be established by law. There are three public bodies with
authority over pre-university education: the Administración Nacional de la Enseñanza
Pública (ANEP), the Comisión Coordinadora de la Educación and the Ministry of
Education and Culture.
The first, which is an autonomous body, is the most important. This institution is
peculiar to Uruguay, since in other countries its functions are generally vested in federal
or provincial ministries of education. It is also the most complex body since it is
composed of a Central Directive Council (CODICEN) with general government powers
and three Deconcentrated Councils (Primary, Secondary and Technical Professional)
with authority over those three subsystems. The selection of the members of CODICEN
is essentially political since they are appointed upon proposal by the Executive Power
and with the consent of the Senate. On the other hand, the authority to appoint the
members of the Deconcentrated Councils lies in CODICEN, so it is possible that more
technical and professional criteria will be used for selection to these positions. It is
worth mentioning that due to certain ambiguities in the legislation and to the incidence
of political factors, in the last twenty years there have been changes in the real balance
of power and distribution of authorities between the central and the deconcentrated
councils and cases of more or less centralisation/ decentralisation have been apparent.
In turn, and according to the applicable legislation, the Coordinating Comisión for
Education (composed of representatives from ANEP, the Universidad de la República,
the Ministry of Education, the National Comisión for Physical Education and the private
schools) has important duties and powers: to plan the general guidelines for educational
policy and to coordinate public education by issuing recommendations to the entities.
The efforts made for some time to provide this coordinating commission with a leading
role were met by a zealous defence both by ANEP and by the public university of their
institutional autonomies, and they ended in failure. It has therefore remained an
institution with a minor role in the definition of policies.
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Finally, the Ministry of Education and Culture is significantly lacking in authority when
compared to its regional counterparts, except for some specific areas such as private
education at the early childhood and university levels. Nonetheless, it is endowed with
two potentially important legal mechanisms: the management of international relations
(especially those associated to funding from foreign sources) and its aforementioned
representation in the Coordinating Council. Furthermore, the fact that it is part of the
Executive Power and its public visibility — with all that this implies — are potentially a
political asset which has been underused in the past two decades.
Our primary diagnosis therefore is that the government of the educational system can be
defined as fragmented — although hierarchical —, functionally centralised and under
state monopoly.
3.
The Uruguayan Education Reform in the Context of Latin America and the
Southern Cone

3.1. The 1990s saw the formulation and implementation of educational policies that
sought to achieve reform in the entire subcontinent. In order to provide alternatives to
inadequate education systems, and in line with a larger movement to transform public
management and social policies, the different States undertook a series of new strategies
for education. These strategies, which varied in terms of their focus and details, were
mainly in the fields of management and funding of the education system, organisation
of curricula and evaluation.
The moving forces behind this impulse were multiple and of different nature, as is
usually the case for such significant changes. Among them, it is important to mention
the multinational agencies, particularly the World Bank and the Inter-American
Development Bank, which elaborated diagnoses, recommended polices and later
financed their implementation. 4 On the other hand, the political parties that came to
power in the different countries expressed their particular — and differing — views of
the education system and the role of the State in decision-making in their plans for
education. The technical experts —“symbolic analysts”— in charge of managing the
reforms often imposed a slant derived from their own ideology, their field of study or
simply from their personal diagnoses and solutions, on the their work object. Finally,
each process was filtered and constrained by the historical legacies and itineraries of
each national system. The result of this conglomerate of actors and rationalities was a
mosaic of policies that show regional regularities but, when examined in detail, also
display local nuances and characteristics.
In general, the most widespread characteristics of the educational policies of the past
decade were: institutional reform (decentralisation, autonomous school management
and pedagogy); the construction of national systems for the evaluation of learning; the
focalisation of compensatory programmes in the institutions and student populations
with lower socioeconomic level; curriculum changes in secondary education; attention
to the working conditions of the teachers; increased funding for primary and secondary
education (and in some countries the establishment of new modes of funding with
quasi-vouchers); and the increased relations between the education system and private
enterprises and foundations.5
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In an effort to understand the fundamental logic of these movements, Braslavsky
organised them around three “stellar concepts”: quality, equity and efficiency, to which
it is possible to add “participation”. According to this author, these concepts became
guidelines and objectives for the reforms.6 It is our opinion, however, that the political
nature of the process is best interpreted by identifying three guiding principles: the
improvement of management through the marketisation of its processes, the search for
higher levels of quality and equity and the restructuring of public and private roles in
funding. The following table shows the relationships between these principles and a set
of policy issues that may be qualified as orthodox. This expression refers both to the
origin of these proposals within multilateral funding agencies — which make a direct
application of their economy-oriented perspectives to the different policies — and to
their widespread application and prestige in all the region, to the point of becoming the
dominating paradigm for the reforms of the educational systems.
Table 1. Matrix of reform policies in the 1990s
Guiding principles
Marketisation of
Management

Quality and Equity

Restructuring of
public and private
roles in funding

Catalogue of “orthodox” policies
* Administrative and regional decentralisation
* Teacher self-government
* Local participation (community: parents, businesses)
* National information and evaluation systems
* Accountability of schools for their outcomes
* Incentives to competition among schools and among teachers
* Centralised definition of basic curricula
* Decentralisation of curricula
* Curricular reform
* Longer school hours and calendar
* Focalisation programmes
* Pedagogic innovation programmes
* Changes in teacher training and status
* Improvement of infrastructure and of supply of teaching
materials
* Increase and redistribution of spending towards elementary
education
* Mixed funding
* Subsidies to demand
* Mobilisation of private sector resources (businesses)

From a politological point of view, this categorisation attempts to take into account
several important attributes:
a) Most of the reforms involve a double movement. On one hand, a centripetal
movement, which tends to strengthen the policy-making groups by means of the
definition of common curricular contents and to build unique monitoring and
evaluation systems. On the other hand, a centrifugal one, by means of the
decentralisation of administration (to improve management) and of curricula (to
improve the quality of education); the support for projects coming from the
schools and the accountability of educational institutions. Thus, the general
tendencies observed in the reform of public management, consisting in the
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strengthening of the central authorities’ strategic objectives and the delegation of
execution authority to subordinate units are followed.7
b) The two moments of the reform cycle conform to the two generations of the
state reform. The first has structural characteristics (privatisation,
decentralisation) while the second places an emphasis on institutional
constructions (evaluation, special programmes, compensatory policies, etc.).8
c) Attention is given to the least favoured population in terms of social and cultural
capital by means of programmes of positive discrimination. These are also
consistent with the emerging paradigm of social policies.9
d) The introduction of business principles into public management, such as the
competition for scarce resources (quasi-markets), the creation of incentives for
institutions and teachers and the subsidy of demand.10
e) Public and private responsibilities in the support of education are discussed
anew, with a change in direction (from higher education to the lower levels) and
an expansion of the role of private citizens (families, enterprises).11
Needless to say, this ideal catalogue was not implemented in the different countries with
the same intensity or using the same institutions. The next section is a discussion of the
Uruguayan case.
3.2 The aims and systemic vocation of the educational policies formulated and
implemented in Uruguay between 1995 and 2000 have allowed them to be considered
an “education reform”. It came to be known as “the Rama reform. This was because
sociologist Germán Rama played a double and decisive role in the origin and
development of these changes: first, as technical expert in ECLAC’s Montevideo office
which made a diagnosis of the situation of Uruguayan education in the first five years of
the 1990s; later, from 1995 to 2000, as head of the national education administration
(National Director of Education of ANEP). With strong support from the coalition of
centre-right parties which was in power at the time, and especially from the President
Julio M. Sanguinetti; with funds available from the IADB and the World Bank, and
overcoming opposition both from political sectors and from the teachers’ unions, in five
years he promoted a series of significant changes in the structure and operation of the
national education system.
Some of the key measures taken were: the extension of preschool education; the
opening of full-time public schools in deprived areas; the establishment of a system of
learning assessment; the creation of a new teacher training system based on a different
model to coexist with the traditional one; curricular reform of the lower cycle of
secondary education and several improvements in building infrastructure and teaching
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materials. On the other hand, no changes were made to the traditional centralised
management and decision-making system or to the funding of education that continued
to be based on public funds and subsidies to public supply.
The following table shows the policies dominant in Latin America in the past decade, as
detailed in Table 1, and the extent of their application in Uruguay.
Table 2. Education reform in Uruguay within the Latin American context.
Guiding
Principles
Marketisation
of
Management

Catalogue of orthodox policies
* Administrative and regional
decentralisation
* Teacher self-government
* Local participation
* National information and evaluation
systems

* Accountability of schools
* Incentives to competition among schools
and among teachers

Quality and
Equity

* Centralised definition of basic curricula
* Decentralisation of curricula
* Curricular reform

* Longer school hours and calendar

* Focalisation programmes
* Pedagogic innovation programmes

Policies applied in
Uruguay
No
No
No
Cases of standardised
testing (UMRE - Unit for
Assessment of
Educational Outcomes ,
1966)
No
Competition for
“Institutional Projects”
with marginal funding;
Project for Improvement
in Education (Primary
level, 1995); Secondary
School Education
Projects (1998)
100%
No
New plan for the Basic
Cycle of secondary
education (1996); the
creation of technical
secondary education
(1997). Increase in
English and IT class
hours.
Increase in class hours
for the Basic Cycle of
secondary education
(1996), rural schools
offering both primary
and basic secondary
education (1999); fulltime primary schools.
full-time primary
schools
“Institutional projects”:
Project for Improvement
in Education (Primary
level, 1995); Secondary
School Education
Projects (1998).

* Changes in teacher training and status

* Improvement of infrastructure and
teaching materials

Restructuring * Increase and redistribution of spending
of public and
private roles
in funding
* Mixed funding
* Subsidies to demand
* Mobilisation of private sector resources

Regional High School
Teacher Training
Centres (CERP, 1997);
Training courses for
teachers of the Basic
Cycle of Secondary
Education of the 1996
Plan.
Renewal of buildings
and provision of
materials for centres
devoted to new
education plans.
Moderate increase with
an emphasis on basic
education
No
No
No

Should we conclude, therefore, that the policies implemented in Uruguay make it a
deviant case with respect to the Latin American trend?
Some analysts have underlined that the Uruguayan reform in fact shared most of the
policy lines of the most recent wave of reforms: the design of national frameworks,
emphasis on quality and equity, compensatory policies; opportunities for continuing
education for teachers; strengthening of educational management, construction of
information and evaluation systems.12 Nonetheless, the Uruguayan experience has been
considered heterodox within the regional scene13 due to its important differences with
mainstream reforms, and especially due to the survival of the logic of traditional public
administration. A comparison with the Chilean and Argentinian reforms may be useful
for this discussion. The three countries are relatively similar in a series of macro social
and economic variables (the level of population development), national history, system
of education, the political ideas of the rulers in the previous decade, the gross product
per capita, etc.). Nonetheless, they have applied different matrices of educational
policies. The Chilean case is exemplary within this generation of reforms because of its
radical and early (since the 1980s) implementation of strategies of privatisation and
decentralisation and, during the 1990s, of re-regulation and compensatory secondgeneration policies. Thus, during the first period, the schools were transferred to
municipal authorities and a subsidy of demand system similar to vouchers was applied.
Later, during the democratic governments by the Concertación coalition in the 1990s, a
system for the assessment of learning outcomes — the “900 Escuelas” Programme, of a
focalised nature — and national curricular frameworks were established. In Argentina,
on the other hand, although the transfer of schools and teacher training centres to the
provincial authorities starting in 1992 was a very relevant structural change, the public
and private rendering of the service remained separate and the “educator state”
12
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preserved its traditional role. At the same time, and during the course of the decade, the
basic common contents of the curricula were defined, a national system of assessment
and national compensatory (Plan Social Educativo) and teacher training (Programa
Federal de Formación Docente) programmes were established, and the primary and
secondary cycles of education were restructured with the birth of General Basic
Education and the Polimodal system for ages 15 to 17.
In a preliminary manner, it is possible to assert that compared to these two examples the
Uruguayan case has unique characteristics. Although it shares two of the principles
which guided the reforms — changes in management, and, most importantly, policies
aimed at achieving better quality and equity — there is a clear difference with the
Chilean and, to a lesser degree, with the Argentinian process, in the restructuring of the
public and private roles in the educational system. In Uruguay, the educator state not
only survives but also is stronger due to an extension of its aims; the decision-making
process becomes even more centralised, both regionally and functionally; the division
between the public and private spheres remains untouched. It is possible to say that the
“Rama reform” has appropriated several issues and solutions from the regional agenda,
with which it shares the atmosphere of its time, but giving new shape to its political and
systemic rationality.
4.

Educational quality and equity in the Southern Cone countries

4.1. In the sociology of education it is usual to identify three large groups of elements
that are associated with school performance and with as many theoretical tendencies.
The first and most widespread way of thinking links learning to social — especially
cultural and economic — aspects of the students’ families. The second tendency
underlines the importance of the school as an analytic unit, and looks at its
surroundings, structure, administration and organisational climate. Finally, the most
important current debate — and one which is also of particular interest for our
politological point of view — looks at the institutional design of the educational
systems. Among other aspects, it takes into consideration the government of the system,
its funding, leadership and choice of centres. It is quite apparent that the reforms
developed for the region during the past decade fit the aforementioned description. This
theoretical approach assumes that the different configurations of those dimensions can
have an effective impact on educational performance. 14
With this assumption, the different profiles of the reforms applied in Argentina, Chile
and Uruguay make a primary analysis of the results achieved by each country for the
main educational aims — quality and equity — particularly suggestive. A reliable
mechanism for such a comparison is now available for the first time: the PISA15
international programme performs assessments of knowledge and skills in reading,
mathematics and science on 15-year-old students of public and private schools. The
tests were administered in Argentina and Chile in 2001 and in Uruguay in 2003. It is
also possible to use the results from other countries as a broader reference.
4.2. First, we must mention the rates of coverage at that level in the three countries, as
compared to the average in OECD member countries.
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Table 3. Percentage of 15-year-olds schooled
Country
Coverage
OECD
89,0%
Argentina
76,3%
Chile
87,4%
Uruguay
74,2%
Sources: OECD: PISA 2003 Technical Report; OECD, UNESCO, UNESCO Institute for Statistics: Literacy
Skills for the world of tomorrow. Further results from PISA 2000.

Chile shows a very high level of coverage, which places it close to the average of the
OECD countries. Precisely, the increase in enrolment at the secondary level is one of
the main achievements of the Chilean educational policies. Argentina and Uruguay are
substantially below those figures, with similar rates.
4.3 The scores achieved in each of the key subject areas (reading, mathematics and
science) allow us to rank the countries compared to the OECD member states and to
other states that became partners for the purpose of the international assessment.
Table. 4. Ranking of the countries according to the scores achieved
Country

Number of
Reading
Mathematics
Science
countries
Argentina (2001)
41
33º
34º
37º
Chile (2001)
41
36º
36º
35º
Uruguay (2003)
40
34º
35º
33º
Sources: OECD: PISA 2003 Technical Report; OECD, UNESCO, UNESCO Institute for Statistics: Literacy
Skills for the world of tomorrow. Further results from PISA 2000.

These discouraging figures are a confirmation of all the analyses that indicate that Latin
America is falling behind in education in the international context. 16 This tendency is
also valid for the Southern Cone countries, which are considered to have a high degree
of human development and to be the regional leaders in this aspect.
4.4 Following are the scores achieved in the three countries under analysis and using
others as a comparative reference, with respect to the three subject areas assessed by the
PISA tests.
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Table 5. Averages and dispersion of scores of several countries in the PISA 2000, 2001
and 2003 tests
Reading
Mathematics
Science
Southern Average
Dif. 25% Average
Dif. 25% Average
Dif. 25%
Cone
lowest/
lowest/
lowest/
Countries
highest
highest
highest
151
385
154
396
151
Argentina 418
410
122
376
125
415
128
Chile
163
412
138
438
153
Uruguay 434
Countries
outside
the
Southern
Cone
494
135
496
151
500
148
OECD
403
151
350
128
390
129
Brazil
400
132
382
119
405
115
Mexico
327
133
298
159
333
120
Peru
Source: prepared by the autor based on: OECD: PISA 2003 Technical Report; OECD, UNESCO, UNESCO
Institute for Statistics: Literacy Skills for the world of tomorrow. Further results from PISA 2000. For
Mathematics, the “Space and Shape” content area was used.

These figures deserve some thoughts. First, considering the three Southern Cone
countries jointly, student performance in all areas is well below the OECD countries’
average, slightly above that of Brazil and Mexico, and well above that of Peru. Second,
comparing the three countries and despite similarities, Uruguay has the best results in
all subject areas, followed by Argentina in reading and mathematics and Chile in
science. Finally, Chile is — by far — the country with the smallest gap between the
performances of the students with scores in the lowest and highest quartile.
4.5. PISA establishes six levels of reading proficiency according to the scores attained.
Level 1 (from 335 to 407 score points) means that students have attained the minimum
knowledge and skills. Therefore, below those scores the level of performance is
inadequate. 17 Levels 2 to 5 show increasingly better standards of performance. The data
about the student population in the lower levels provides important information about
the quality of education.
Table 6. Percentage of students at and below level 1 in reading proficiency, by country.
Country
Percentage
OECD (2003)
19.1%
Argentina
43.9%
Chile
48.2%
Uruguay
39.8%
Sources: OECD, PISA 2003 Technical Report; OECD, UNESCO, UNESCO Institute for Statistics:
Literacy Skills for the world of tomorrow. Further results from PISA 2000.

The previous table shows the great difference between the performance of the students
in OECD countries and those of the Southern Cone. Among the latter, four to five
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students out of ten only have minimum or simply insufficient reading skills. In
comparative terms — once again— the figures for Uruguay are slightly better than the
Argentinian ones and clearly superior to the Chilean ones.
4.6. Finally, following are some data on the relationship between cultural capital and
socio-economic status on one hand, and reading proficiency on the other. The 20002001 PISA assessment applied the International Socio-Economic Index of Occupational
Status (ISEI), which considers the educational level of the parents and their
occupations, ranked by quartiles.
Table 7. Average reading proficiency scores for several countries, by quartiles of the
ISEI index.18
Country

Very Low

Low

High Very High

Very Low/Very High
Gap
OECD
463
491
515
545
82
Argentina
379
393
440
483
104
Chile
373
388
420
466
93
Source: Ministerio de Educación, Ciencia y Tecnología (Dirección Nacional de Información y Evaluación
de la Calidad Educativa, DINIECE): Programme for international student assessment. Informe Nacional
República Argentina, Buenos Aires, 2004.

Student scores in the more developed countries are higher for all the socio-cultural
segments than for the corresponding ones in Argentina and Chile. Furthermore, the
performance gap between the least and most favoured groups is smaller. The Chilean
results appear as more equitable than the Argentinian ones, in a way that is consistent
with the data shown in Table 5.
5.

Conclusions: Educational policies, learning and social equity

It is not possible to propose a relationship between the policies implemented in
Argentina, Chile and Uruguay during the 1990’s and the aforementioned educational
results, without making important safeguards.
In the first place, as we have stated, the factors associated with learning are of different
nature, which makes it impossible say that the policies implemented have linear effects
on the situation in terms of quality and equity. Second, although these policies have
been in place for several years, it is a well-known fact that policies for the
transformation of education show their effects after a considerable delay and that it is
sometimes not easy to identify the moment of their maturity in order to evaluate them.
Third, we do not yet have a large enough series of learning measurements to be able to
identify the situation before and after the implementation of the policies. This would
enable us to suggest that the difference between two moments is a consequence of the
application of those policies.
Despite these limitations, and until future studies are completed, we can make some
hypotheses to derive lessons from the national experience, and to invite further analysis
of these topics:
a. None of the different political reform strategies carried out in the three countries
— which we can summarise as a statism and decentralisation in Argentina;
marketisation in Chile and traditional statism in Uruguay — have sufficed to this
date to take the learning outcomes of 15-year-old students evaluated in the PISA
18

This information is not available for Uruguay.

tests to an internationally acceptable level, or to produce a relatively homogeneous
social distribution of knowledge. Since neither orthodox nor heterodox solutions
have been able to solve the malaise of education, it becomes necessary to make new
diagnoses and suggest alternative remedies which may be able to transcend the rigid
boundaries of former discussions.
b. Chile shows a high coverage rate, close to that of the developed countries and
superior to that of the other cases we have examined, and this is an important
achievement. Furthermore, Chile’s comparatively favourable results in terms of
grade repetition and educational backwardness — that are not analysed in this paper
— run parallel to the coverage rate. Clearly, this experience deserves to be studied.
c. These three national cases show homogeneous results in terms of the quality of
the learning outcomes, although there are a few contradictory details. The students
in a more traditional system like the Uruguayan one (centralised, hierarchical,
bureaucratic, with scarce participation) , which according to the assumptions of this
generation of reforms would not be the most appropriate for achieving superior
standards, nonetheless consistently attain slightly better scores than their
Argentinian or Chilean peers. This suggests the importance of reconsidering the
government’s strategies of structural reform in the government and funding of the
system, and of thinking more openly about the need for more limited changes in
management and in the development of policies with more classical management
schemes.
d. If we consider the distribution of knowledge, the evidence collected also
challenges some of the theoretical assumptions. After a reform to promote
privatisation —, of the type usually associated with greater inequality — the Chilean
system showed smaller gaps in the PISA tests between the performance of the best
and the worst students, and even between the one corresponding to students of
different social strata. This observation, although provisional and limited, is
particularly remarkable if we consider that Chile has the most unequal distribution
of income in the continent, together with Brazil. Is it possible, then, that if a
marketised education system is inserted into a segmented society it can achieve
fairly acceptable levels of equity? Is the relative levelling an indication of the
success of the compensatory programmes that have been systematically applied for
years? In any case, these observations point to the need for further study.
e. Finally, we would like to point out that the decision-makers and actors of the
educational system are showing clear signs of weariness due to the unfulfilled
promises of reform. The general conditions of a society tend to have negative
repercussions on educational processes, which normally surpass those of debatable
personal actions. The impact of these general conditions leads us to question the
ability and relevance of educational policies as such to produce significant changes
in the quality and equity of teaching. Nonetheless, important comparative evidence
points to the repercussions of sectoral policies implemented with ample social and
political consensus and continued over time. Furthermore, it points to the specific
impact of particular measures. Even within the limits imposed by social and
economic conditions — especially in underdeveloped countries — the role of
politics and policies in education is inexcusable.
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