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In closing, it is important to 
remember that student mobility 
exists within a broader national 
context. With respect to student 
mobility and economic develop- 
ment, especially among the 
poorest nations, we have an oh- 
ligation to explore the efficacy 
of student exchange schemes to 
ensure that these exchanges, 
which clearly benefit the devel- 
oped host country, achieve their 
larger purposes in the poorest of 
nations. Are nations reintegrat- 
ing these internationally edn- 
cated citizens into their 
economic infrastructure in a 
meaningful way? Are these in- 
ternationally educated citizens 
even returning home to 
strengthen their place of origin 
bv using what thev have eained 
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f& the genefit of their hlme country? Is the home country's support of education sufficiently broad based to enable large 
numbers of students at the primary and secondary level to receive a sound education? Answers to these questions could 
have important implications for economic development and cooperation between the developed and developing nations. 
Exchange schemes that produce benefits for both developed and developing nations are worthy goals. For it to be an 
obtainable goal the role of exchange must become understood as one of several policy approaches that can lead to positive 
social and economic conditions. 
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Ministeral Reflections 
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ADVENTURES OF A MINISTER OF 
EDUCATION: CHILE IN 1994 

Ernesto Schiefelbein 
Ernesb Schiefelbein sewed as minister ofeducation in Chile in 1994. He has 
writfen widely on latin American education, and is currently on the staff of the 
UNESCO Regional ORce of Education in lotin Americo ond the Caribbean 
(OREAlC], Carilla 3 187, Santiago, Chile Fax: 56-2-209-1875 

n early January 1994-when an official invitation to be- I come the secretary of education in the new government that 
would take office in mid-March was extended-it was evident 
that higher education was an area that required priority atten- 
tion, but nine months later the advances were much more mod- 
est than expected. These modest advances can be traced to 
problems faced by the education sector and the fact that a secre- 
tary of education is expected to remain at most one year on aver- 
age in that job. Having no partisan linkages the appointment was 
looked upon as an opportunity for designing and implementing 
long-term policy while coping with immediate problems. There 
was no attempt to set a short-term policy while coping with day- 
to-day problems. There was no importance placed on short-term 
success, but at the same time, it was necessary to plan what could 
be accomplished in less than one year. 



The Appointment of a “Zchnical” Secretary of Education 
A technical secretary of education was invited to join the 
future cabinet after three political figures had declined. 
Three former secretaries of finance, labor, and housing 
declined the invitation to workin the Depariment of Edu- 
cation. The education sector was facing the difficult task of 
bargaining over higher salaries with the teachers’ union, 
the most powerful union in the country (a well-organized 
group enrolling 2 percent of the Chilean labor force). There 
were pressures for improving the “quality” of education 
(even though the meaning of quality was unclear). In addi- 
tion, the former secretary of education had already obtained 
an impressive increment of resources for education thanks 
to the strong political position that accompanied his status 
as the next candidate for the Chilean presidency. In sum- 
mary, the decision to invite a specialist in education was 
not the result of an interest in having a secretary of educa- 
tion with technical expertise, hut rather the last resort when 
other priorities failed. 

Even though a work plan was quickly endorsed by the 
Chilean president-elect, political constraints did not allow 
the appointment of an undersecretary of education with 
strong political backing. An excellent education specialist 
from the main government party was appointed as 
undersecretary and joined the secretary in on-the-job train- 
ing during the political and union battles that erupted when 
the new government took office in mid-March 1994. It 
became clear to me that there would be no political sup- 
port for the secretary of education. I would need to obtain 
support via public opinion and the international commu- 
nity. Thus, arrangements were made for an international 
interagency mission led by UNESCO to visit Chile in mid- 
April 1994. 

The Initial Situation in Chilean Higher Education 
After discussions with all parties concerned, I was convinced 
that five problems could be selected as the focus for a long- 
term policy for higher education. 

The country was aware that future social and economic 
development was related to the ability to use howl-  
edge and to handle technological changes. Therefore, 
pressures for improving university training were 
mounting. 
Research showed that 80 percent of the 20,000 uni- 
versity professors had less than a doctoral level of train- 
ing. Thus, upgrading the faculty became a first priority, 
given that rote learning prevailed in most programs. 
A problem requiring urgent attention was the diffi- 
culty of retaining senior staff (of international caliber), 
who could work abroad at much higher salaries (at least 
three times higher). Some 900 professionals in the field 
were working abroad, while some 2,000 senior staff 
were working in Chile. 
Universitv Dresidents were facinp serious Droblems 

cia1 hanks. Many of them were going to he defeated in 
the next elections, unless additional funds to cope with 
increases in salaries could be obtained (presidents are 
not appointed by a board, but rather elected by pro- 
fessors and lecturers). 
Two groups were making claims for funds: universities 
in the metropolitan area and those in the rest of the 
country. There were excellent rationales for the claims 
of each group. 
Funding based on payments per undergraduate stu- 
dent negatively affected universities that carried out 
research and graduate programs. Incentives for expand- 
ing graduate programs and research universities did 
not exist. 
There were also some strong aspects of the system. A 

remarkable one was the ability i f  the National Research 
Agency (CONICYT) to allocate in an effective way some 
U.S.$25 million per year for research in the FONDECYT 
projects, plus U.S.$ZS million per year for the FONDEP 
technology projects. The  tradition of modern research 
strengthened in the 1960s was maintained by a group of 
2,000 researchers, and their salaries could be improved in 
a selective way. 

However, there was concern about expansion of the 
system. Universities were afraid that additional funds 
granted to projects would give too much freedom to re- 
searchers (and might undermine their loyalty to the uni- 
versity). Researchers wanted to be free to present proposals 
without being constrained to obtain the approval of uni- 
versity officials. These differences were made public by both 
groups in speeches, interviews, and articles published in 
the major newspapers. 

The National Educational P o l i ~  Framework 
A careful analysis showed that Chile was supposed to ad- 
dress problems a t  both extremes of the educational system 
at  the same time: first, to fight against functional illiteracy 
by improving basic education and, second, to improve the 
quality of higher education. A solid rationale was presented 
to all parties concerned, through newspapers, radio, and 
television. Public opinion rallied to support education re- 
forms. Gradually, the government began to place a higher 
priority on education. Education was just one of 12 issues 
included in the campaign platform that won the election of 
December 1993. The first presidential speech to the Con- 
gress in May 1994 presented education as one of the four 
challenges the country was facing. Finally, in July 1994 the 
Ministry of Finance declared that education was the main 
government task and that the government was ready to 
gradually increase support over the next eight years from 
3.3 to 4.8 percent of PIB in public resources, and to in- 
crease total resources from 4.9 to 8.0 percent of PIB in 
that period. He stated, a t  the same time, that funding would 
be allocated for carefully evaluated projects. 

The total amount of Dublic fundinc for universities was 
, l  

regarding salaries and payment of loans from commer- I 
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some U.S.$ZSO million in addition to about U.S.$SO mil- 
lion in research funds, U.S.$175 million in fees, and 
U.S.$125 million in other income from private sources. 
Approximately 200,000 students were enrolled in 70 puh- 
lic and private universities. In addition to the university 
system, technical centers and community colleges enrolled 
a further 120,000 students. 

A key element to he considered was the support the 
president-elect gave to improving the quality of higher 
education. At the time of my accepting the position as sec- 
retary of education most of the key issues mentioned above 
were discwedwith the president-elect, and a general agree- 
mcn: was reached on the need to improve the training of 
university professors and to boost the amount and quality 
of research. 

Policy Design 
A first draft of the policy design was prepared in early April 
by a small task force made up of the head of CONICYT, 
the head of the Higher Education Division, the adviser to 
the minister, and the minister. Each brought a special ex- 
pertise to the effort. One was an engineer and had experi- 
ence in the administration of grants on a competitive basis. 
The second was a lawyer with political sawy and a good 
understanding of the administrative workings of the Min- 
istry of Finance The third was a well-known (both nation- 
ally and internationally), active research biologist who was 
then president of the Chilean Academy of Sciences. 

The policy design included support for doctoral train- 
ing: about 300 fellowships per year; larger research grants 
(U.S.$150,000 per grant versus the U.S.$20,000 granted 
by the FONDECYT projects); and infrastructure grants 
and funds for attending conferences. The  cost of the whole 
package was an estimated U.S.$30 million per year (that 
could he financed by multilateral international banks if 
necessary) and represented a 60 percent increment with 
respect to traditional levels. 

The proposal was discussed with the hoard of 25 uni- 
versity presidents and with a selected group of researchers. 
Between April and August a consensus was reached and an 
advisory hoard within CONICYT was created in order to 
fine-tune the implementation of the policy design. 

Review ly an International Interagency Misbon 
A review by an international interagency mission- 
UNESCO, U.N. Development Program, U.N. Children’s 
Fund (UNICEF), World Bank, and the Inter-American 
Development Bank (IDB)--supported the diagnosis and 
main recommendations described earlier. The section of 
the report on higher education concludes: “The mission 
values the diagnostic efforts undertaken, the promotion of 
a dialogue among all actors directed at defining political 
orientations, increasing the management efficiency and 
efficacy of institutions of higher education, actively encour- 
aging interrelation with the productive sector, fostering 

institutional differentiation and the access of underprivi- 
leged students, to higher education. The mission also agreed 
on the need to strengthen the country’s scientific and tech- 
nical capacity by expanding academic education at the high- 
est levels. In this regard, it is the mission’s recommendation 
that the government examine its policies as a whole in or- 
der to stimulate scientific research and the training of re- 
searchers and scientists. This should include reviewing the 
links betweenuniversities and research institutions and the 
industry.” 

Political Feasibility of the Design 
The design solved most of the problems identified in the 
diagnosis, and the consensus of all parties concerned showed 
its feasihility. Five mechanisms were proposed for solving 
the problems: 

increase support for the leading research universities 
by subsidizing the fees for doctoral students, as those 
universities do most of the research; 
offer fellowships for doctoral training that would help 
regional universities to upgrade 1,000 university pro- 
fessors per year (of the 16,000 without doctoral train- 

increase and improve research activity by adding re- 
sources to he allocated through a competitive selec- 
tion process and by increasing the overhead paid to 
universities carrying out research programs; 
allow incremental salary increases for research staff 
(working in projects receiving grants) that would re- 
duce the risk of migration; and 
increase the quality of university training by upgrad- 
ingprofessors, who will then be able to keep abreast of 
their disciplines. 

ing); 

Budget Dirmbons and Change of Context 
The early discussions of the design with the president of 
Chile and the staff of the secretary of finance helped in the 
development of programs for improving research and re- 
forming doctoral training. The  project took shape in fre- 
quent work sessions between the staff of the secretary of 
finance and the policy design task force. The  project would 
have increased the total budget for higher education and 
research by about 20 percent for 1994, with the budget for 
education overall increasing by some 10 percent on aver- 
age for 1994. However, there would have been almost no 
increase in payments per undergraduate student, with most 
of the increment going for research and doctoral programs, 
as well as a 3 percent increment in subsidies for the best 
students graduating from high schools in deprived areas 
(experiments showed tha t  the best students from deprived 
schools got low scores in entrance examinations, but were 
able to perform very well during the academic year). 

Then, just as the proposal for the project was ready to 
he sent to the congress, the political context changed. In 
the wake of a battle with the teachers’ union over budget 
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allocations in response to annual enrollment demands, as 
well as other political pressures, the president was forced 
to replace the technical secretary of education with a mem- 
ber of the main political party supporting the government. 
During the week that the project was being prepared to be 
sent to congress, budget increases for education were re- 
duced from 10 percent to 7 percent. Most of the reduc- 
tions were in research and doctoral programs. Thus, the 
policy design remained, but with insufficient funding. 

Conchiam 
Even though the necessary information and the ability to 
define long-term educational policy for higher education 
exists, actual implementation requires additional conditions. 
There are too many actors playing key roles in the process: 
ministry officials in education and finance, civil servants, 
university leaders, scholars, scientists, writers, artists, the 
mass media, members of congress, political leaders, teach- 
ers’ union leaders, the private sector, and foreign experts 
with international banks. But even if a consensus were 
reached among the many players, additional support would 
still be needed from overall government policy and the na- 
tional context. At the same time, even if the policy design 
is not implemented, just generating the basic information 
will produce change. Now Chile is well aware of the poor 
quality of university faculty and the need to increase re- 
search. The budget finally approved has the right “head- 
ings” even if the money is insufficient to implement the 
objectives. All in all we are headed in the right direction 
even though the pace is still slow. 

Personal Remarks 
The experience in office showed me that a minister has the 
power to bring people together and to be heard. But at the 
same time it is important to remember that the audience 
must be convinced in order to bring about changes and 
there is no mechanical way to do this. As a policy specialist, 
I was able to convince people to move the system in the 
direction agreed upon by the community of policy special- 
ists, in spite of all the constraints and pressures. However, 
I was not able to persuade teachers’ unions to be flexible 
regarding enrollment demands. More political talent and 
leverage would have been required to get the enthusiastic 
support of civil servants, members of congress, and union 
leaders who have a veto power in shaping educational poli- 
cies. 

Given that the power of a minister resides within an 
advocacyrole, the job becomes a time-consuming exercise. 
The minister’s schedule innst resolve the well-known tac- 
tical dilemma of shaping the right policies through small 
taskforces, on the one hand, and, on the other, building up 
support for those policies by discussing them with all par- 
ties concerned. Fourteen hours of work a day are not 
enough to do both, especially since solutions for day-to- 

day problems always affect many of the parties concemed- 
such as: appointment of new civil servants; settling strikes; 
norms and instructions for implementing the budget; in- 
vestment priorities; the process OK approving major pro- 
curement bidding; answering questions from the press; 
attending congressional committees or sessions to explain 
educational matters; and participating in joint efforts with 
ministries of health, justice, agriculture or industry. Spend- 
ing U.S.$l.S billion according to complex legal norms is a 
time-consuming process and each signature carries a risk 
of being charged with wrongdoing. Appointment of lower- 
level staff is handled by mid-level officials, who are under 
their own set of pressures. In fact, to step down from the 
ministry without being accused of wrongdoing is in itself a 
major accomplishment. 

Designing new policies requires the minister’s personal 
involvement and continuous follow-up attention. Top of- 
ficials have a veto power, are often influenced by their po- 
litical backing, and cannot he pressed too hard. In a best-case 
scenario, a minister is like a physician, knowing exactly what 
ails the patient and what to prescribe, but having to argue 
with the patient, the relatives, and friends, before the pa- 
tient agrees to undergo the treatment. In the worst case, a 
minister is like a physician dealing with an incurable can- 
cer. 

In summary, a minister must make a number of deci- 
sions that always generate reactions (sometimes from groups 
trying to use the minister’s power to their benefit). Thus, it 
is one thing to know which social policy decisions should 
be made in a given political context, and another thing en- 
tirely to operate effectively within the political context it- 
self. Furthermore, educational planners know very little 
;bout how laws are made, how the press will react to state- 
ments or answers to on-the-spot questions, or what the 
union leaders’ expectations are in the bargaining process. 
It takes some time before you realize the real expectations 
of each of these actors. And, those expectations must be 
understood before advocacy and persuasion (or bargain- 
ing) can become effective. 
I 


