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Precursor in Neo-liberal Reform in Higher Education:
Chile under the Chicago Boys

Yasuo SAITO”

In the 1980s, under a military government, Chile experienced radical reform of its higher education system.
The planning and design of the reform was undertaken by economists, known as the “Chicago Boys”. They
aimed to change drastically the structure of the traditional system according to what is known nowadays as
neo-liberal reform in higher education. The main traits of the reform were the following: (a) deregulation:
new, permissive legislation allowing for the creation of new private institutions; (b) diversification:
recognition of a three-tiered system (universities, professional institutes and technical training centers); (c)
decentralization: subdividing local campuses of the two old state universities into independent universities
and professional institutes; (d) establishment of a new financing system: diversification of funding sources
including competitive indirect subsidies and tuition fees for students (cost recovery). In the context of an
authoritarian military regime, criticism and resistance to the reform were disarticulated and silent.

As a result of the reforms, both the institutional composition and the financing of higher education
experienced deep-seated changes. In a decade, Chile’s higher education went from a small and relatively
homogeneous system consisting of only eight universities to a differentiated and expanded system comprising
more than 300 institutions. Between 1980 and 1990, enrollments in higher education increased rapidly.
Expansion in the 1980s was almost entirely accomplished by new private institutions, without using more
public expenditure. Even in the subsidized universities, the share of competitive allocations was expanded.
And they also made efforts to increase their own incomes, including tuition fees, sale of services, borrowing
and donations.

The democratic civil government that took over in 1990 made a strategic decision, which was not to reverse
the higher education policies established under the military regime. Notwithstanding the authoritarian features
of its origins, the basic lines of the reform were maintained, while introducing necessary modifications to it.
The civil government increased public spending in higher education without changing the diversified funding
system. University autonomy was restored. And a new system for the assessment and accreditation of private
institutions was introduced. In the 1990s, higher education in Chile grew at an even more accelerated rate. In
its policy document “Higher Education: The Lessons of Experience” (1994), World Bank profusely cited the

Chilean reform as an exemplary case for other developing countries.

* Senior Researcher, National Institute for Educational Policy Research



