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The MECESUP Program in Chile
15 Years Supporting Higher Education Quality Improvement

AS THE RAIN POURED DOWN ON A GLOOMY DAY

in Concepción that June in 1997, I received a rather unexpected phone call
from the Ministry of Education. I had
just ended an eight-year stretch as vicepresident of research at Universidad de
Concepción in the south of Chile and
was thinking about how to restart my
academic career in chemical engineering. On the other end of the phone was
the Head of Higher Education, inviting
me to implement a new Higher Education Quality Improvement Program,
sponsored by the World Bank and christened MECESUP (Mejoramiento de
la Equidad y Calidad en la Educación
Superior). The invitation was surprising,
in part because Chile is so centralized in
the capital, Santiago, 270 miles away. I
saw this honor as a great opportunity to
contribute to higher education development in our country. So I accepted, and
now have led the MECESUP Program
under four different administrations.

rates absent—they were often taboo to
discuss. And, of course, no one wanted to
mention that most Chilean universities fell
below international standards.
Today, MECESUP aims to provide
that quality control. Housed in the
Department of Institutional Financing at
the Division of Higher Education, it has a
much more complex structure and scope
than when it was first conceived.
When MECESUP started, the Chilean
system was—and still is—deregulated
and of uneven quality. Altough back then
no quality assurance existed on a national scale, self-assessment with external
peer reviewing had begun in 1990 for
university licensing—after which universities could make independent decisions
about their functioning without supervision from government authorities. In
1993, peer reviewing at the Universidad
de Concepción and Universidad de Chile
also began in order to improve institutional academic quality. Undoubtedly,

I saw this honor as a great opportunity to contribute
to higher education development in our country.
Back in 1988, higher education funding was mainly allocated on the basis
of historical criteria, with no public accountability. By 1990, an Institutional
Development Fund had begun operations;
however, accountability still wasn’t a requirement. Only research funds from the
National Research Council (CONICYT)
were allocated on a competitive basis and
involved a certain degree of evaluation.
At that time, most universities took neither strategic nor long-term planning into
consideration. Performance information
was inconsistent and not readily available.
Not only were retention and graduation
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this was the dawn of higher education
quality assurance in Chile.
When the government decided, in
collaboration with the World Bank, to set
up MECESUP, it took place in the midst
of a marked increase in university enrollment (from 250,000 students in 1990 to
1,070,000 in 2011). The Program funded
the overall improvement of academic
infrastructure at the 25 “traditional” institutions of the Council of Chilean Universities (CRUCH)—private and public
universities with partial state funding
nationwide. This resulted in a significant
increase in equity of access to quality in
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higher education institutions throughout
the country. The MECESUP Program
also factored in a capacity-building component, the design and pilot implementation of a voluntary accreditation process for degree programs, the design and
implementation of a Competitive Innovation Fund that would replace the 1990
Institutional Development Fund and the
introduction of accountability measures.
The total investment was US$245 million over five years.
PHASE I. RECOVERY OF
ACADEMIC INFRASTRUCTURE
AND QUALITY ASSESSMENT
The first phase of implementation sought
to both restore and improve higher education academic infrastructure, to support institutional capacity building and
introduce accountability. Eligibility was
limited to CRUCH universities and vocational institutions.
The accreditation system was designed and then put into practice bit by
bit, learning from the experiences of the
licensing processes, as well as leading
international experiences. The CRUCH
universities strongly supported the process from the beginning. Later, in 2005,
the process was extended to institutional
accreditation. Universities had to learn to
assess themselves and to submit quality
improvement proposals to the Competitive Fund. Eligibility and selection criteria were laid out clearly, with an emphasis
on the stimulation of innovation and the
development of new solutions. This process ensured strong ownership of reforms
at a decentralized level and enabled institutions to identify weaknesses and appropriate solutions. Funding incentives for
quality improvement, in turn, provided
opportunities for corrective actions. Today, institutional and program accreditation is implemented by the National

Accreditation Commission, which legally
started operating in 2007.
The Competitive Fund began to support enhanced teacher and student
learning, doctoral program development and management capacity building in universities. This included library
modernization, more spaces for student
learning, information access and management, integration of information
technology into programs for better
learning, new laboratory equipment and
technologies, modern lecture rooms, use
of multimedia, new science instrumentation and doctoral scholarships. In Phase
I, the general hypothesis was that investment in academic infrastructure would
improve teaching and learning and,
therefore, employability to graduates.
As an institutional capacity building instrument, the Competitive Fund
was the first organization in Chile to
introduce accountability measures that
led to long-term and strategic planning
and management through well-designed
proposals and monitoring and evaluation of results and impact.
This Fund, after five years of convocations and competitions, supported 400
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projects with a grant investment averaging US$550,000. Regional universities
outside Santiago received 70 percent of
the total amount for undergraduate support. Improvement and development of
new doctoral programs accounted for
20 percent of the investments, and the
remaining 10 percent for vocational education to improve teaching and learning
in technological areas needed by the productive sector.
PHASE II. PERFORMANCE-BASED
PILOT PROGRAM
The next stage was to allocate funds to institutions according to the results of their
management. Eligibility was extended
to new private universities in a limited
number of specific areas related to teacher training and doctoral programs.
With the implementation of the
MECESUP Program, the Chilean higher
education system had made significant
changes and improvements. However, the
Competitive Fund—the sole incremental funding allocation mechanism—had
showed some weaknesses. One of these
was the difficulty of addressing complex institutional issues such as strategic

New engineering facility at the Universidad
de Magallanes (in Punta Arenas, 3,860 km
from Arica; 70 percent of MECESUP resources were allocated to regional institutions.

planning, extent of impact on student
learning and employability, and overall
management improvement.
In 2005, as a result of lessons learned
during implementation, the government
decided to complement the Competitive
Fund with a pilot program that would
target changes at the institutional level.
For this second phase, it signed another
agreement with the World Bank (Loan
7317-CH). The level of funding was
maintained at US$50 million per year.
The former Competitive Fund became
the Academic Innovation Fund. Between
2006 and 2008, it funded 371 projects.
Strong emphasis was placed on staff
development and doctoral programs,
moving away from a teacher-centered
undergraduate educational model to a
student-centered learning one, continuing support of innovation in academia,
and improving academic management
through institutional research and academic staff training.

DRCLAS.HARVARD.EDU/PUBLICATIONS/REVISTAONLINE

ReVista 33

New library at Universidad de Tarapacá
(in Arica, close to the Northern border). All
CRUCH university libraries were modernized
or built new: new architectural designs for
better learning; open shelves; many study
areas and rooms; full Wi-Fi.

For the first time, pilot performancebased agreements had been negotiated
and agreed upon with the Universidad
de Tarapacá (in Arica), the Universidad
del Bío-Bío (in Concepción), the Universidad de La Frontera (in Temuco)
and the Universidad de Chile (in Santiago). The agreements, with a budget of
US$20 million, were signed for a threeyear period in 2007. After a successful
international mid-term evaluation in
2010, the agreements finally ended during the first semester of 2011 with notable outcomes. The international evaluation recommended the expansion of
the program to reach more institutions
and produce faster and deeper change.
Also, in 2008, special resources (US$72
million) were designated for the improvement of humanities, arts and social sciences at the Universidad de Chile
and five other state universities. These
incremental funds were negotiated and
allocated under the same performancebased funding model; the institutional
improvement plans are presently being
implemented.
PHASE III. PERFORMANCE-BASED
AGREEMENT EXPANSION
Beginning in 2010, the current government has scaled up the performancebased agreement pilot and financing
model to a new program to be implemented during 2012-2016. The plan is
to allocate a “set-aside” fund of about
US$90 million per year to provide incentives for faster institutional changes in
areas of specific public policy priorities.
The main focus will be the improvement of teacher training institutions and
programs, the re-design of the undergraduate curriculum, the improvement
of doctoral programs with a focus on
internationalization and innovation, the
34 ReVista

FALL 2012

upgrade of the vocational education sector and the synergy of regional higher
education institutions with their stakeholders. All Chilean higher education
institutions that have been granted full
institutional accreditation will be eligible.
This program will form part of a new
agreement with the World Bank for the
support of Tertiary Education in Chile, to
take effect in the second half of 2012. The
new loan—and significant state funding—will support performance goals, the
adoption of best international practices,
consulting costs, and quality assurance.
The impact of these important national
and institutional efforts will hopefully
be felt in positive results during the next
five to ten years. Chile urgently needs
positive outcomes in education and innovation in order to increase its global
competitiveness.
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