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School effectiveness or school handpicking?  

The effect of student selection on academic performance and the school 

socioeconomic composition using Chilean panel data 
 

Constanza Gonzalez Parrao* 

 

Socioeconomic segregation in education is a contentious topic, yet in Chile it has been 
rarely empirically connected to selective school admission practices. Student selection is 
a widespread practice in Chile, both in primary and secondary education, especially within 
private-subsidised and private schools, and in schools with higher socioeconomic 
composition. Then, it could be hypothesised that selective school admissions are 
associated with the levels of segregation in the education system: the more the schools 
can shape their student body, the more segregated the students will be. This paper 
intends to develop the evidence on this topic by examining whether the effect of student 
selection practices on academic performance may be associated with the effect of these 
selective admissions on the socioeconomic segregation of the Chilean education system. 
The research focuses on the use of entry tests and parent interviews in the admission 
processes as archetypes of student selection by individual ability and family background. 
Linking administrative data from years 2004-2013, we use school- and student-level data 
for 4th and 8th grades (students aged 9-10 and 13-14, respectively). Following a panel of 
schools, we use a flexible differences-in-differences approach and a linear regression 
model with school and time fixed effects. By accounting for the schools’ past usage of 
admission mechanisms, we estimate the effect of student selection by comparing the 
changes in academic performance and the socioeconomic composition in schools with 
different types of usage of admission mechanisms, to those in schools that have never 
used these admission mechanisms. We find that selective schools show larger academic 
gains, higher average school socioeconomic composition, and higher average 
homogeneity in the distribution of this composition, compared to non-selective schools. 
Results suggest that selective schools would be effective given their higher academic 
gains, yet by their impact on the socioeconomic school composition and its distribution, 
these schools would be handpicking students, which makes them more likely to show 
better academic performance. The policy implications of these results seem especially 
relevant in the context of the current Chilean school reform, which contemplates 
structural changes for the school’s admission processes. 
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