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ABSTRACT
Many higher education systems require students to take admis-
sion exams, which are considered good predictors of academic
performance. However, in Latin America, their use has been
criticised for promoting socioeconomic segregation and favouring
students of higher socioeconomic levels. This research comple-
ments the higher education admission process by using alterna-
tive measures of relative performance that promote greater
equity in the system and allow access to higher education for
more vulnerable sectors. A longitudinal study of students in Chile
taking the University Selection Test (P.S.U.) and estimations of
ordinary least squares (O.L.S.) in two stages were conducted. We
found that the use of new measures of performance allows those
more vulnerable students from public schools to reach equal and/
or superior levels of relative performance than their peers from
private schools. The practical implications of this research relate
to recognising that good students can also attend public schools
and that those students who have the capability can enter higher
education, independent of their economic situations.
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1. Introduction

Since the 1980s, globalisation has impacted the development of higher education,
resulting in a significant increase in the number of higher education institutions and
academics, as well as the diversification of the student population (Kenno et al., 2020;
Rossi, 2010). These changes have driven new challenges in higher education, espe-
cially those related to equity in the admission system. This study proposes a new aca-
demic performance measure that can be used in the admission process, allowing the
recognition of students’ capabilities based on their relative school performance while
controlling for sociodemographic characteristics.
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Identifying academic potential in future students is crucial for the higher education
system and has, in fact, been one justification behind the application of admission
tests (Garbanzo, 2007; Geiger & Cooper, 1995; Zwick, 2019). However, evidence has
shown inconclusive results about their benefits since these admission tests are condi-
tioned to students’ sociodemographic characteristics (Mahlangu, 2020; Niessen et al.,
2018; Zwick, 2012). Furthermore, Aitken (1982), Alnahdi (2015), Evans (2013), and
Sulphey et al. (2018) demonstrated that students’ performance in higher education is
closely linked to their academic performance in secondary education; thus, it is essen-
tial to complement higher education admission systems in such a way as to encourage
the entry of talented students and increase access for traditionally underrepresented
groups (Jia & Ericson, 2017; Koljatic & Silva, 2013, Santelices et al., 2019).

Higher education systems have diverse admission processes, including direct entry
via the use of admission tests (Juarros, 2006; Mainieri, 2017). However, since school
education systems are highly segregated, higher education admission systems are
incapable of ensuring a system based on equity and students’ academic merit
(Brunner & Miranda, 2016). For example, many private school students have access
to a better school curriculum and, thus, perform better in higher education entrance
exams, to the disadvantage of students from public schools (Beyer, 2009; Pearson,
2013). Is it possible to introduce new elements into the admission system to make it
more equitable? Some authors have explored the potential of high school data, such
as grades or ranking, as an additional source of information for higher education
access; however, in general, the evidence is inconclusive (Beyer, 2009; Brunsma et al.,
2012; Pearson, 2013).

The present study aims to introduce another layer into this discussion by propos-
ing a new academic performance measure based on a student’s school academic tra-
jectory compared to their peers, which can be used along with other higher education
admission criteria. In particular, our measure recognises students’ capabilities regard-
less of their sociodemographic characteristics. To empirically evaluate this new meas-
ure, we studied the case of Chile’s higher education admission system. The
educational system in Chile has several characteristics that make it an interesting case
study. For instance, the school system is highly segregated (Santelices et al., 2019).
There are three types of schools: private, semi-private (private with public funding),
and public, with most vulnerable students attending those in the latter categories,
resulting in lower probabilities that they will obtain good scores in the university
admission tests (Santelices et al., 2019). Access to higher education is mainly based
on performance via a standardised admission test; thus, since socioeconomic variables
dictate the type of education obtained during the school period and students’ subse-
quent performance in the admission test, the system becomes highly inequitable. To
reduce this gap, an additional variable—a ranking measure—was added to the system
in the last few years as a complement to students’ average high school grades.

We contribute to the current literature by proposing a new complementary aca-
demic performance measure that allows the system to recognise students’ academic
trajectory regardless of their socioeconomic background. This ranking measure is
based on national standardised school tests taken during the student’s life, and not
just high school grades like the current ranking measure.
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