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ABSTRACT

In 2004, ‘Chile bilingüe’ marked the launch of a system
for teaching English in Chile. The goal of this language
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policy is to provide students with an intermediate proficiency level upon graduation. Proficiency is measured by
the ‘SIMCE de inglés’ national test, with the results indicating a gap between private and public sector institutions.
It is in this context that this article addresses this gap, focusing on the issue as revealed by the ‘SIMCE’ results in the
province of Copiapó, as well as offering suggestions on
how the gap could be narrowed. The methodology employed to conduct this research is a multi-method approach,
involving surveys and archival studies. The results indicate a correlation between student numbers, resources and
teaching hours, and proficiency results among students. In
addition, teachers provide suggestions on how to address
the problem. The aim of this study is to suggest ways of
making English teaching more equitable, as well as encouraging further research on the topic.
KEYWORDS

English language teaching, Chile bilingüe, SIMCE, inequality, assessment
RESUMEN

En 2004, Chile Bilingüe marca el inicio de un nuevo sistema de enseñanza del inglés en Chile. La política lingüística apunta a entregar a los estudiantes un nivel básico de
competencia al momento de graduarse. La competencia
se mide por la prueba nacional SIMCE de Inglés, cuyos
resultados muestran la brecha entre la educación municipal y privada. Así, este artículo problematiza esta brecha
y apunta a desvelarla en los resultados de la prueba nacional en la provincia de Copiapó y también entregar sugerencias de cómo reducir dicha brecha. La metodología
empleada en este estudio es métodos mixtos. Los instrumentos son una encuesta, una entrevista y el estudio de
archivos. Los resultados muestran correlación entre el número de estudiantes, los recursos, las horas de clases y los
resultados obtenidos por los estudiantes. Los profesores
entregan sugerencias para resolver el problema. La contribución del estudio sugiere formas de democratizar el
aprendizaje del inglés y así iluminar la dirección para mayor estudio del tema.
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Introduction
Reviewing previous literature regarding the teaching of English as a
foreign language (TESOL) in Chile and ‘SIMCE de Inglés’ test results, this
multi-method research explores the unequal access to English language
learning (ELL) observed in public and private sector secondary schools
from seventh to twelfth grade in the northern Chilean province of Copiapó. Factors such as the number of students per class, the number of teaching hours per week during which students are exposed to the language,
among other aspects, are reflected in the results of the ‘SIMCE de Inglés’, a
standardized nationwide graduation exam introduced in 2004. Access to
foreign language learning is associated with socioeconomic status in Chile, and the aim of this study is to explore the socioeconomic factors that
may have an impact on English language learning in public and private
sector secondary schools in the province of Copiapó, by drawing upon
‘SIMCE de Inglés’ national evaluation test results, and upon the experiences
of English language teachers themselves.
In order to be part of the global economy, since the early 2000s Chilean governments have signed free trade agreements with many nations,
such as the United States of America and Canada, among others (Harvey,
2007). The major obstacle to the implementation of such agreements was
the paucity of English speakers within the labor force. This issue delayed
the arrival of international companies in the country, as well as the investment and economic growth they bring to the local economy. Thus, there
was an urgent need to train an English speaking workforce able to meet
the requirements of a global economy which communicates through
the contemporary lingua franca, English (Torrico-Ávila, 2016). This urgent
need to increase the teaching of English among Chilean students led to
the introduction and implementation of a language policy with the specific goal of mandating the teaching of English as a foreign language, as
part of the national curriculum. Known as ‘Decreto 81’, this language policy
defines the plan to teach English in Chile to all students, from the fifth
grade of elementary education until graduation from high school. The ultimate aim of the plan was to further the nation’s development and its
insertion into the global economy. However, these efforts have had the
effect of deepening class divisions in Chile, since access to quality education is linked with socioeconomic status. The origin of this class division can be traced to the neoliberal model introduced in Chile during the
Desde el Sur | Volumen 13, número 3
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military regime (Harvey, 2005, 2007). In this context, equal access to
English language learning was affected by considerations associated with
the social class differences that permeated the educational system. Access
to education in Chile is associated with social class (Matear, 2007a). The
educational system is divided into municipal public schools, paid for by
the state, private subsidized schools, paid for by parents and the state, and
wholly private schools, paid for by parents whose salaries are sufficient to
meet the costs of high school tuition fees. The outcome of this situation
is that English language acquisition functions as an indicator of social differentiation (Byrd, 2013; Torrico-Ávila, 2016), since ‘SIMCE de Inglés’ results
featured prominently in students’ résumés mark the beginning of unequal
competition. In this context, we maintain that inequality of access in Chilean education is the result of societal social class divisions, enhanced by
the market-oriented education established by post-military governments
(Matear, 2008).
Believing that there exist differences in terms of the quality of the
English language classes provided by public and private sector high
schools in the province of Copiapó, which negatively impact the exam
results and competency of students, in order to research this topic, we
contacted the forty English teachers in the province of Copiapó and asked
them to complete an online survey. The province of Copiapó is composed
of Copiapó, Caldera and Tierra Amarilla. While the results of this study may
seem obvious, in fact no previous research in this field has been conducted in this province, making this study even more relevant to research in
the field of English Language Teaching (ELT), and the enabling of a better understanding of the factors that may lead to differences in access to
English language study among all Chilean students. At the same time,
it offers evidence of how students from different socioeconomic backgrounds perform under the current language teaching policy, as defined
by the 2004 ‘Decreto 81’ and tested by ‘SIMCE de Inglés’ results. This multimethod approach provides valid research results, since quantitative and
qualitative data can be triangulated in order to produce reliable analysis
and interpretation of the information obtained. This research is also intended to contribute to the educational tools designed for English teachers,
thereby helping to bridge the gap in «SIMCE de Inglés» test results by minimizing the differences found across educational institutions, in terms of
teaching activities.

Theoretical framework
In order to contextualize this research, it is necessary to review relevant information regarding ELT associated with the political, economic
and social aspects which, in turn, influence English proficiency outcomes
4
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in Chile. Therefore, we will rely on the work of authors such as Matear
(2007a, 2007b, 2008), Menard-Warwick (2008, 2009), Byrd (2013), McKay
(2003), and their contributions to a solid understanding of the issue at
hand. In order to achieve our goal, we will organize this section as follows:
a) Education for a global world; b) The Focus of ELT as a means of economic growth in Chile and social stratification in Chile; c) Chilean educational reforms and the impact on ELT; and, d) English teaching policies in
Chile and the ‘SIMCE de Inglés’ exam.

Education for a global world
Byrd (2013) offers a definition of globalization as «sharing information,
for example, ideas, technology and culture in a worldwide scope» (p. 6).
Globalization demands a universal language, or lingua franca. For his part,
McKay (2003) maintains that many countries promote ELT in the context
of national export-oriented economic policies, designing education as a
means to develop and improve their economy in the global market. According to Rohter (2004), the minister of education for the government of
President Lagos, Sergio Bitar, described the learning of a foreign language, in this case English, as a tool to aid in national development, given that
it improves the educational training of citizens with the goal of increasing
foreign exports.
Moreover, English promotes ‘effective communication’ in the exchange of information between countries (TESOL, 2007). According to MenardWarwick (2008), English has been used as an instrument of globalization
closely associated with the international free market economy, and with
the relationships between countries worldwide (pp. 1-2). This approach
contrasts with the humanistic approach to language, not only by exploiting language acquisition and transforming it into a tool for economic development, but also by commodifying it through the business of English
language textbooks, exams and institutes (Torrico-Avila, 2016).
In this vein, Ricento’s (2012a, 2012b) understanding of language
policies and the effect they have on societies is in line with the arguments
proposed by this research, given that both agree on the relevance that
language policies have not only on the life of other languages within a
given context, but also on the educational and employment opportunities
that citizens may access. While Bruthiaux (2002) argues that it is more
economically relevant in low income countries to learn the native
language, rather than English, Brutt-Griffler (2005) maintains that people
should learn English if it can aid in the alleviation of poverty, and Pennycook
(2004) thinks that competence in English and another skill can help
individuals to succeed in a globalized economy. At the same time,
Desde el Sur | Volumen 13, número 3
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Blommaert (2009) disagrees with these scholars, adding that successful
skilled professionals with a strong accent in English have limited job
opportunities; thus, English as a tool for personal and national economic
development is dependent upon individual circumstances and conditions,
and cannot be contextualized according to more generalized factors.

ELT as a means of economic growth and social stratification in
Chile
Chilean leaders have used education as a means to increase national
economic production through education policies. In 2004, ELT was implemented in public schools as a mandatory subject from fifth grade in elementary school through the final year of high school (Decreto 81/2004). As
Byrd (2013) has pointed out, Chilean leaders’ goals have focused principally on the country’s integration into the global economy (p. 4). These politicians have understood that in order to achieve this aim, citizens should
be educated through ELL, because as a global language English opens
up access to communication, information and the exporting of products
(Rohter, 2004).
The fact of Chile’s integration into the global economy through the
process of globalization is regarded as positive by Glas (2008, p. 112), who
also maintains that increased access to ELT serves to democratize opportunities for access to the English language. This was the goal of the
‘English Opens Doors Program’, under Decreto 81/2004, which is an improved version of the ‘Chile bilingüe’ program. However, we remain skeptical
regarding equal access to foreign language learning in Chile, given the
country’s strong neoliberal composition, which has permeated every aspect of the social, economic and cultural life of the community, and this
leads us to ask the following question: Is the English language accessible to all citizens in Chile? In order to address this question, it is essential
to understand the current neoliberal Chilean context. Glas (2008), aware
of social disparities (Harvey, 2007), highlights the two conflicting factors
which impact the educational environment in Chile: economic growth
and inequality in access to education (Bordel, 2020). While the government advocates for economic betterment, the cost falls upon the citizenry, in a context in which the structure of the Chilean educational system
stresses social class divisions. Chilean education is controlled by the Ministry of Education. This entity is responsible for standardizing the educational structure, from pre-school to high school education, in terms of
time, content, objectives, skills, etc. It also classifies institutions into three
types: state or public, private-subsidized, and private. Because education
in Chile is a commodity, elite groups are able to access better educational
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opportunities. In her work, Matear (2007a) focuses extensively on the differences created by social divisions, citing public and private schools as
evidence of such divisions (p. 102).
Public and private schools have contrasting teaching and learning
environments. Education in public schools is given to the poorest
sectors of the country’s population, while private schools cater to the
upper classes, who therefore receive a higher quality of education
(Matear, 2007a, pp. 103, 105-106; Glas, 2008, pp. 117-118). While public
schools teach English in Spanish to a classroom of at least 45 students
for 90 minutes per week, in private classrooms there are no more than
20 students per class, with more frequent access available to classes
taught by native speakers, for at least 5 hours per week. Thus, exposure
to the language and the opportunity to communicate in English
is greater. The results of a study conducted by McKay (2003) have
shown that public schools prefer bilingual teachers because they are
conscious of the students’ economic reality. Conversely, private schools
prefer native speaker teaching staff because of the perceived prestige
given to native speaker-like pronunciation (pp. 144-145). This is why
McKay (2003) believes that the teaching of English, as an international
language, is appropriate in the national context, as it takes students’
daily reality and culture into account when designing methodological
approaches.

Chilean educational reforms and the impact on ELT
National governments believe that English as a Foreign Language
(EFL) helps to improve prospects for their citizens because a command
of English increases employment and educational opportunities (Byrd,
2013, p. 25; Niño-Murcia, 2003, p. 183). Thus, English is regarded as an important tool for improving access to employment (Delicio, 2009, p. 89).
This view is supported by the educational reforms implemented in Chile,
such as ‘Decreto 81/2004’, introduced by the government of Ricardo Lagos
and overseen by his Minister of Education Sergio Bitar, as well as the ‘Ley
Orgánica de la Calidad de la Educación’, ‘Ley 20.370’ or ‘Ley General de Educación’ (‘LGE’), and the ‘Estrategia Nacional de Inglés 2014-2030’. All these
initiatives place English in a strategic position within the curriculum, establishing teaching hours and including a foreign language examination
in order to measure national results and facilitate further improvements
in the program.
Under the provisions of ‘Decreto 81/2004’, the current English language policy is expected to consolidate economic international ties with the
United States, Europe and Asia, through free trade agreements involving
Desde el Sur | Volumen 13, número 3
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an English-speaking workforce. It is through such ties that Chile is able to
participate in the global economy and exploit new economic opportunities, as stated by the former Minister of Education, Sergio Bitar:
We have some of the most advanced trade agreements in the world,
but that is not enough. We know our lives are aligned more than ever
with an international presence, and if you cannot speak English, you
cannot sell, and you cannot learn [sic] (Rohter, 2004).

With government intervention in EFL, an increase in employment
opportunities and an improvement in the lives of Chilean citizens could
be generated (Byrd, 2013, p. 25). Under the Bachelet government (20062010), there was an amendment to ‘LGE’, with the modification of certain
provisions of the law in order to focus on creating an educational system
characterized by equity and quality in its service to society, with the inclusion of knowledge of a second language accessible to all (Law 20.370,
2009, pp. 1-10). Article 3 states that one of the rights and principles of
Chilean education is quality, under which each student must attain every
general objective and learning standard imposed by this law, regardless
of their condition or circumstances:
Equity in the educational system. The system will seek to ensure that
all students have the same opportunities to receive a quality education, with special attention given to those individuals or groups
requiring special support (Law N° 20.370, 2009, p. 2).

This is a key point, because quality of education is subject to prevailing social class divisions (Matear, 2007a, pp. 102-103). Matear (2007a)
questions these provisions, maintaining that such characteristics are not
present in the educational system, given that receipt of a quality education remains dependent upon the economic resources of an individual
student’s parents or guardians (pp. 105-107).

English teaching policies in Chile
Under ‘Decreto 81/2004’, English teaching policy incorporates the program known as the ‘English Opens Doors Program’ (EODP). The program
includes: English Summer/Winter Camps and English Summer Town/
Winter retreat activities; nationwide training of teachers; the voluntario
angloparlante system; the national ‘SIMCE de Inglés’ exam; spelling bee
competitions; and teachers’ networks. According to the Chilean Ministry
of Education (MINEDUC), the purpose of this program is to regulate the
time Chilean public school students spend studying English, while also
standardizing the ELL materials used by teachers. The provisions of Article
2 regulate such activities:
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Article 2: The goal of the program is to improve the level of English
learned by students from the fifth grade of elementary school to the
fourth grade of high school within the subsidized educational system, in accordance with Decree N° 3.166, 1980 and the provisions
for the defining of national standards for the learning of English,
professional teacher development strategy, and support for English
teachers in the classroom (Decree 81, 2004, pp. 1-2)6.

Having incorporated ‘Decree 81/2004’ into the educational system, Bitar (2004) argued that the English Language Policy was ‘an instrument of
equality for all children in Chile’ (p. 4). The minister went on to comment
that the decree took into account working class families, by striving to
bridge the gap opened up by the neoliberal economic model, in the form
of social class division. This is evidenced by the curriculum implemented:
in accordance with the policy, English is a compulsory subject from fifth
grade in Chilean public schools, but private schools teach English from
pre-school (Torrico-Ávila, 2016).
According to Rodrigo Fábrega, the director of the education ministry’s
EODP from 2004 to 2008, one of the weaknesses of the program is the
lack of qualified English teachers in Chile. Therefore, the success of the
program is reliant upon the training of «an army of English teachers» in
the ‘Chilean-style’, meaning language learning used as a tool for understanding content, while relegating to second place other aspects of the
language (Rohter, 2004).

‘SIMCE de Inglés’
According to Ortiz (2010), ‘SIMCE’ has its origins in the 1980s, under
the name Programa de Evaluación del Rendimiento (p. 1). Matear (2007a)
maintains that the contribution of ‘SIMCE’ is of great importance in Chilean
education because of its reporting of indicators, such as socioeconomic
data (low, lower-middle, middle, upper-middle classes) and average
scores by schools (municipal, subsidized-private, and private schools) (p.
103). Additionally, the information collected as part of the ‘SIMCE’ results
categorized the schools throughout Chile in order to give feedback
on what the students learned, as well as providing information about
students’ socioeconomic groups, and how they would function in the
global economy (Ortiz, 2010, p. 2; Matear, 2007a, p. 103). This measurement
method provoked criticism, not only within the educational field, as well as
to the stigmatizing of teachers, school management and the students of
those schools where results were low (Ortiz, 2010, p. 2). This phenomenon

6 Authors’ translation.
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also permeated the ‘SIMCE de Inglés’ exam results, a test which was
implemented from 2004 until 2018. This exam is the ALTE test, overseen
by the Association of Language Testers in Europe, and also forms part of
the Common European Framework of Reference for Languages (CEFR). An
example of the quality stratification can be seen in ‘SIMCE de inglés’ results
for 2010, when it was found that 11% of third-year high school students
in public schools only understood everyday phrases and short texts in
English, and that 89% did not achieve the basic level for certification in
English (La Tercera, 2011).
Among private schools, exam results were as follows: Nido de Águilas,
100% accreditation at the required English level; in second place, the subsidized private school Patagonia College de Puerto Montt, with 72% accreditation at the required level; in third place, the Hispano Britanico school
in Iquique, with 70% accreditation; in fourth place, the public school Liceo
Carmela Carvajal, with 58% accreditation; and in fifth place, the Instituto
Nacional, with 57% accreditation (La Tercera, 2011).
As a result, according to the report ‘Objetivos fundamentales y contenidos mínimos obligatorios de la educación básica y media’ (2009) and
‘Fundamentos bases curriculares 2011’ produced by MINEDUC, ELT enables
students to access a more prosperous future, with proficiency in English
helping them in the workplace (p. 85, p. 42). To achieve this goal, students
must actively collaborate in the learning process, expressing their opinion
in English. Nevertheless, the ‘SIMCE de Inglés’ results contradict these reports, because the main goal is clearly not being achieved; namely, the
development of language learning skills in the classroom (The Clinic,
2010; De Améstica, 2013; La Tercera, 2011). In fact, students’ results are not
in line with the B1 level of comprehension established by CEFR for their
final year of high school, and by MINEDUC in their own document, ‘Bases
curriculares 3.° y 4.° medio’ (Unidad de Currículum y Evaluación, 2019, p. 76).
It should also be noted that this research focuses on a comparison between public and private schools and the implementation of the national
curriculum to teach English in Chile, which is standardized and follows the
provisions of the ‘English Opens Doors Program’ language policy, a continuation of the program originally known as ‘Chile bilingüe’. Policies, curriculum, institutions, types of education and examinations all fall under
the domain of the Ministry of Education, and therefore the factors, components, strategies and results we are focusing on also fall under their remit. External factors, such as access to extra classes provided by language
institutes, are not included in this research. Also, the data collected for this
study is mainly in the form of policy documents and regulations. Subjects
were interviewed regarding their experience in face-to-face instruction,
10
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because the latest available ‘SIMCE de Inglés’ results date from 2018, before
the 2019 Chilean social uprising and the 2020 health crisis. Therefore, the
social uprising and the impact of Covid-19 are not taken into account, due
to the absence of measurable evidence for the impact of these events on
ELT.
To summarize, when reviewing previous literature, we identified a lack
of awareness and knowledge gap regarding unequal access to ELT in high
schools. In the following sections, we will focus specifically on exploring
the reality in the province of Copiapó.

Methodological framework
Since 2003, successive Chilean governments have pursued the goal of
greater participation in the global economy and the achieving of improved opportunities in a globalized world. Language is a key component
in forming part of the international economic community, and English is
the lingua franca (Byrd, 2013, p. 6). In the current globalized market, it is
language that is the tool which enables societies to achieve their goals in
terms of education, economic growth and trade (Byrd, 2013, p. 9). In order
to make such goals a reality, in Chile local governments delegated this
task to the Ministry of Education. The aim was to train an army of English
speaking Chilean citizens, because the absence of a Spanish-English bilingual population was identified as the reason why international companies
were reluctant to base themselves in the country. Such companies were
expected to arrive once free trade agreements had been signed between
Chile and several countries, including the United States and Canada (Torrico-Ávila, 2016).
In order to train this Spanish-English bilingual force, MINEDUC,
through the ‘Chile bilingüe’ program, reinforced the EFL syllabus within the
Chilean national curriculum. Changes included initiating exposure to EFL
from fifth grade in elementary school to the fourth and final year of senior
high school. The number of study hours over those years would result in
an intermediate level of competence in English, which would be reflected
in the ‘SIMCE de Inglés’ national examination.
However, as we outlined in our theoretical framework, we addressed
equal access to English language learning with a focus on the social class
differences that permeate the educational system, meaning that access
to quality education in Chile is associated with social class (Matear, 2007,
2008). The Chilean educational system is divided into state schools, private subsidized and private schools. This results in proficiency in the English
language being perceived as an indicator of social difference (Byrd, 2013;
Torrico-Ávila, 2016) since ‘SIMCE de Inglés’ results feature prominently in
Desde el Sur | Volumen 13, número 3
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students’ résumés, marking the beginning of unequal competition. In this
context, we maintain that inequality of access in Chilean education is the
result of societal social class divisions, enhanced by the market-oriented
education established by post-military governments (Matear, 2008). Therefore, we hypothesized that there existed inequalities in access to English
language learning between private and public sector high schools in the
province of Copiapó.
The scope of the research is limited to the province of Copiapó, including the cities of Copiapó, Tierra Amarilla and Caldera, and takes the form
of online research supported by the province’s English teachers. The subjects of the research were high school English teachers in the province’s
municipal-public and private schools, during the 2020 academic year.
The goals of the research were divided into general and the following
specific objectives, which are: 1) Overall aim: explore the socioeconomic
factors that may have an impact on English Language learning in public
and private high schools in the province of Copiapó, based on the ‘SIMCE
de Inglés’ national evaluation results and English teachers’ experiences.
The specific aims are: 1) Observe English language results of the ‘SIMCE
de Inglés’ national examination in public and private high schools in the
province of Copiapó; 2) Examine how economic factors might impact
English language results in public and private high schools in the province of Copiapó; 3) Explore English language teachers’ responses regarding
ways to address unequal English language teaching conditions in public
and private high schools in the province of Copiapó. The research questions that emerge from these specific aims are: 1) What are the differences
in the ‘SIMCE de Inglés’ results between public and private schools in the
province of Copiapó? 2) What are the economic factors that may influence
English language learning results in the public and private high schools of
the province of Copiapó? 3) What do English language teachers suggest
in order to make ELT access as equal as possible for every student in public
and private high schools in the province of Copiapó?
The design of this research takes the form of a multi-method approach, consisting of a survey and the analysis of documentation. Validity
and reliability are ensured by the triangulation method. Quantitative and
qualitative data were obtained from the following documents:

12

Desde el Sur | Volumen 13, número 3

Uncovering the unequal access to English language
learning in the high schools of the Province of Copiapó

MINEDUC DOCUMENTS

GOVERNMENT
DOCUMENTS

- Data Chile
Decree 81/2004
- Planes y programas inglés (English plans and programs) Decree 632/1999
- Resultados SIMCE de Inglés (English SIMCE results) 2010,
2012, 2014 and 2017
- Bases curriculares y programas (Curricular bases and
programs)
Objetivos Fundamentales y Contenidos Mínimos Obligatorios de la Educación Básica y Media (Fundamental objectives and mandatory minimum content of primary and
secondary education)
- Marco Curricular Educación Media (Secondary Education
Curriculum Framework)
- Estrategia Nacional de Inglés 2014-2030 (National
English Strategy)

DATA
COLLECTION
INSTRUMENT
Online survey
Online interview

The public and private sector high schools of the province of Copiapó
are listed below:
PUBLIC SCHOOLS (DAEM)

PRIVATE SCHOOLS
COPIAPÓ

1. Liceo Palomar

1. Colegio San Lorenzo

2. Liceo Tecnológico

2. Colegio Almenar

3. Liceo Mercedes Fritis Mackenney

3. Colegio San Francisco de la Selva

4. Liceo José Antonio Carvajal

4. Scuola Italiana Giuseppe Verdi

5. Colegio Buen Pastor

5. Colegio de Artes Marta Colvin

6. Liceo de Música

6. Colegio Particular Alicanto

7. Instituto Comercial Alejandro Rivera Díaz
8. Liceo Fernando Ariztía Ruiz
9. Escuela El Chañar
10. Escuela José Manso de Velasco
11. Escuela Pedro León Gallo
12. Escuela Vicente Sepúlveda Rojo
13. Escuela Los Estandartes
14. Escuela Hernán Márquez Huerta
CALDERA
1. Liceo Manuel Blanco Encalada
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TIERRA AMARILLA
1. Escuela de Concentración
2. Liceo Jorge Alessandri Rodríguez
3. Escuela Marta Emiliana Aguilar Zerón
The subjects of this study were 40 teachers from the public and private
sector high schools of the province of Copiapó, composed of 32 women
and 8 men, whose ages ranged from 24 to 66. They shared their experiences, difficulties and differences regarding teaching English in both
types of educational institutions. In addition, they were asked to apply
their cultural understanding, professional skills, methods and strategies
and techniques, gained from their own teaching experience, in order to
suggest activities that would help bridge the gap between the two types
of institutions.
Two data collection instruments were employed in the research: 1) An
online survey applied to EFL teachers from public and private sector high
schools in the province of Copiapó, and 2) Documentary archives. The online survey provided information to complement the data gathered from
documentary analysis.
The procedure employed to conduct the research was the application
of an online survey to English teachers from public and private sector high
schools in the province of Copiapó, in order to collect information regarding their teaching and how they engaged with strategies and activities
in the classroom. In addition, we conducted archival research. We examined the MINEDUC and other government documents regarding the teaching of English in Chile. From those, we selected extracts which addressed inequality in ELT, employing them as research data, which was then
analyzed and discussed in the results and discussion sections of our study.

Results
In the following section, we will set out the results obtained from our
multi-method research. The outcomes were divided into subsections: a)
Qualitative results composed of ‘Decreto 81/2004’ and ‘Decreto 632/1999’,
‘Bases curriculares’, ‘Planes y programas de estudio’, ‘Objetivos fundamentales y contenidos mínimos obligatorios de la educación básica y media’, ‘Marco
curricular educación media’, ‘Estrategia Nacional de Inglés 2014-2030’ and interview results; and b) Quantitative results taken from ‘SIMCE de Inglés’ test
results, survey results, DataChile and educational documents provided by
MINEDUC. The findings were as follows:
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Qualitative Results
In this subsection, we list the qualitative results obtained through the
data collection. These will be analyzed in the discussion section.
The extract from ‘Decreto 81/2004’ explains the benefits of learning the
English language in Chile, through the equality that the education system
ought to guarantee.
Extract 1
[...] people who possess a basic and functional competence in
[English] will have better employment and salary opportunities, be
more successful at the university, be able to apply for scholarships,
start an export business, and access new information via the internet,
among many other advantages and opportunities (Decreto 81, 2004,
p. 1)7.

In a similar way to Extract 1, Extract 2 provides an explanation of the
purpose of ELT in the Chilean context, as described in the document ‘Fundamentos Bases Curriculares 2011’, contained in the ‘Unidad de Currículum y
Evaluación’ (2011). It outlines the benefits students who learn English can
gain in their lives by developing their language skills.
Extract 2
Within this context, the purpose of English as a foreign language
subject is that students learn the language and use it as a tool to interact in their everyday lives, in communicative situations, and also
when accessing new information. To achieve these goals, students
are expected to develop the four English language skills (listening
comprehension, reading comprehension, written and oral expression), through meaningful and authentic communicative tasks. At
the same time, students are expected to develop cognitive skills that
will help them to develop, organize and internalize the information
they are able to access through proficiency in English (‘Unidad de Currículum y Evaluación’, 2011, p. 78)8.

Extract 3 features a response from an interviewed teacher. The teacher
elaborates on the differences between public and private sector institutions in the province of Copiapó:
Extract 3
In my opinion there are a lot of differences between these kinds of
schools: Private schools: Family engagement with studies, good resources (teachers, books, pleasant classrooms, fewer students in each
class, foreign volunteers), school environments conducive to the

7 Authors’ translation.
8 Authors’ translation.
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learning of a second language, where students can use English. Disadvantages of public schools: knowledge and cultural development
in the family, unemployment among students’ family members, poor
attendance, little motivation among students to learn English as a second language, lack of graduate teacher training, problem behavior
among students, lack of technology in the classroom to assist with
the learning process (see Appendix 2).

In Extract 4, the interviewed teacher suggests some activities that
would, in his/her opinion, help to reduce the inequalities in the teaching
of English between public and private sector schools in the province of
Copiapó.
Extract 4
I believe that as teachers we need to know how to combine several
types of strategies in order to find those which are most effective for
each group of students. TPR9 can be used equally in both municipal
and private schools, but some institutions may not have the sufficient resources or installations, and the same problem may be encountered when employing strategies in which we would need to
use TICS10. Conditions may vary from school to school. In conclusion,
I think that we need to do what we can with the resources we get. I
mean, we can engage in the same activities in both types of establishments, but the resources we will use will be different. That is when
we need to use our intelligence and know how to improvise (see Appendix 2).

In the following extract, the teacher argues that the issues associated
with the differences in the education provided by the two types of institution are complex, and that more is needed beyond suggesting activities
to bridge the gap:
Extract 5
I am not sure that designing an activity would be enough to standardize the teaching of English in both types of institution, because the
issue is more complex and needs to be examined from the roots of
the education system; that is to say, when the students begin preschool, parents must be encouraged to have a participatory attitude
in the educational process, which must then be maintained up to
graduation (see Appendix 2)11.

9 TPR = Total Physical Response (Authors’ note).
10 TICS = Tecnologías de información y comunicación (Authors’ note).
11 Authors’ translation.
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In Extract 6, the teacher interviewed suggests collaborative efforts
between public and private sector schools as a way to solve the problematic gap:
Extract 6
There needs to be collaboration between public and private schools:
singing contests, talent shows, spelling bees, public speaking, debates, theater, etc. Social work, sponsoring schools, work on community
projects (see Appendix 1)12.

In Extract 7, the teacher recommends some materials, activities and
modifications to the current system for teaching English in the province
of Copiapó:
Extract 7
Gamification (pedagogical games using modern technology), preparation and access to international English exams (Cambridge exams),
different teaching strategies in classes, different methodologies
(project-based learning), use of English text books focused on higher
levels of English (A1-A2) or English International Exams, provision of
more hours of English per week, inviting students to be part of local
initiatives in order to get them more involved in the subject (see Appendix 2).

Quantitative Results
In this subsection, we list the quantitative results obtained through
the data collection. These will be analyzed in the discussion section.
The following figure provides information regarding the vulnerabilities
present in the schools situated in ‘El Departamento de Administración de
Educación Municipal’ (DAEM) of the Atacama region, which contains the
province of Copiapó. The classifications range from “first priority”, being
the most vulnerable, to «not vulnerable». Figure 1 shows that 42.2% of the
municipal schools are first priority, while 17.7% of the subsidized private
schools are first priority. The figure also illustrates the major differences in
the vulnerability of municipal schools compared to those of the region’s
private schools.

12 Authors’ translation.
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FIGURE 1. Percentage of vulnerability by school in the Atacama Region
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Figure 2, below, contains information on 2017 ‘SIMCE de Inglés’
results. The percentage of Chilean students who obtained from basic
to intermediate levels (A2 and B1) of English, according to CEFR, varies
from 9% to 85% due to their socioeconomic groups (from low to high), as
indicated in the following graph.
FIGURE 2. Percentage of students who obtained basic or intermediate CEFR levels in Chile per their
socioeconomic levels, according to 2017 ‘SIMCE de Inglés’ results
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Source: Agencia de Calidad, 2017, p. 10
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Table 1, below, contains the summary of the school course plans available on the school websites, and shows the number of English hours in
public high schools in the province of Copiapó. The differences in the
number of hours provided in public and private institutions in the province are apparent. In the Scuola Italiana Giuseppe Verdi private school,
English instruction begins in kindergarten.
TABLE 1. Comparison of ELT hours between public and private schools in the province of Copiapó

PUBLIC SCHOOLS

PRIVATE SCHOOLS

SCHOOLS

GRADE

WEEKLY
HOURS

ANNUAL SCHOOL
HOURS

GRADE

WEEKLY ANNUAL
HOURS HOURS

Liceo
Palomar
Liceo
Tecnológico
Liceo
Mercedes
Fritis Mackenney
Liceo José
Antonio
Carvajal
Colegio
Buen Pastor
Liceo de
Música
Instituto
Comercial
Alejandro
Rivera Díaz

Kindergar- Optional Optional Scuola
Pre-kinderten- 4th
Italiana garten
elementary
Giuseppe
school grade
Verdi

2

76

5th-6th
elementary
school grade

3

114

Kindergarten

2

76

7th-8th
secondary
school grade

3

114

1st-4th
elementary
school grade

4

152

1st-2nd
secondary
school grade

4

152

5th-6th
elementary
school grade

4

152

3th-4th
secondary
school grade
(C-H)

3

114

7th-8th
secondary
school grade

4

152

3th-4th
secondary
school grade
(TÉCNICO)

2

76

1st-2nd
secondary
school grade

4

152

3rd-4th
secondary
school grade
(C-H)

4

152

Table 2, below, shows the results for the Reading and Listening Comprehension sections of the 2017 ‘SIMCE de Inglés’ exam taken by students
from third year secondary schools in the Atacama region, including the
province of Copiapó.
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TABLE 2. Average score obtained by region in the reading and listening comprehension sections of the
2017 ‘SIMCE de Inglés’ test

Region

Section
Reading Comprehension

Listening Comprehension

Arica and Parinacota

17 (medio bajo)

24 (medio bajo)

Tarapacá

22 (medio bajo)

28 (medio)

Antofagasta

22 (medio bajo)

28 (medio)

Atacama

17 (medio bajo)

25 (medio bajo)

Coquimbo

19 (medio bajo)

26 (medio bajo)

Source: Agencia de Calidad, 2017, p. 12

In Table 3, below, the 2013 ‘SIMCE de Inglés’ results show that only one
public school on the list achieved the level of competence required by MINEDUC, which is basic to intermediate. Contrastingly, three of the region’s
and province’s private schools achieved certification level.
TABLE 3. Atacama Region 2013 ‘SIMCE de Inglés’ Results

PRIVATE SECONDARY SCHOOL

PRIVATE SECONDARY SCHOOL

COLEGIO PARTICULAR SAN LORENZO, Copiapó, LICEO DE MUSICA, Copiapó, public school:
private school: 98,20%, 91 pts.
34,80%, 60 pts.
SCUOLA ITALIANA GIUSSEPPE VERDI, Copiapó,
private school: 70,80%, 77 pts.
COLEGIO ALMENAR DE COPIAPO, Copiapó, private
school: 2%, 55 pts.
Source: Cooperativa, 2013

Discussion
Regarding the results set out in the previous section, we can conclude
the following: First, there exists the promise of employment, economic
development and educational opportunities for students who learn
English (See Extract 1), on the part of the state and MINEDUC, through
the English language policy as defined by ‘Decreto 81/2004’. That promise
also claims to offer the possibility of communicating in everyday contexts
and learning new information by using the English language (see Extract
2). However, in the Results section, Table 3 and Figure 2 demonstrate
that according to the 2013 and 2017 ‘SIMCE de Inglés’ results, there is a
difference in the English language levels achieved by students in the public
and private schools of the province of Copiapó. Table 3 makes it clear that
only one municipal school made it onto the list of schools that achieved
the level of certification in English established by the government,
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whereas three of the province’s private schools achieved that level. As
of 2017, economic considerations were a crucial factor in language
certification. Figure 2 shows that 70% of high income institutions achieved
the desired level of English language certification. For the Atacama region,
where the province of Copiapó is located, Table 2 contains detailed
information on the average level of certification achieved. In fact, Atacama
has the lowest results in northern Chile, achieving only grades classified
as ‘medio bajo’. This average is explained by the small number of private
schools in the region, which are so few in number they are unable to
compensate for the low performing results obtained by the other schools
in the region.
With regard to the economic factors that may influence the teaching
of English in the province of Copiapó, teachers have shed some light
on the issues. In Extract 3 of the previous section, a teacher shares the
reasons why she believes there exist differences between public and
private education. According to her, the number of English teaching hours
per week, number of students in each class, parental or guardians’ support
for students’ activities and native speaker interaction are the key factors
influencing results in the national examination. These factors negatively
affect public schools, where they have only 2 hours of English per week,
at least 45 students per class, and family or personal problems among
students. The Atacama region exhibits a high level of vulnerability to such
factors, which places it in the ‘first priority’ classification, as shown in Figure
1. Extract 3 provides information concerning differences in the number of
teaching hours per week between public and private secondary schools
in the province of Copiapó. Table 1 contains full details on the number
of teaching hours per school, showing that public institutions follow
MINEDUC regulations in the number of hours, providing 76 hours per
year, whereas the area’s private schools teach more hours than required
by MINEDUC, providing 152 hours per year. As we have shown, frequency
of exposure to the English language contributes to good exam results, as
evidenced by the outcomes for A1 to B1 CEFR English level certification
(see Figure 2 and Table 2).
Regarding comments made by English language teachers in the Province of Copiapó concerning ways to bridge the gap in ‘SIMCE de Inglés’
test results, Extract 4 provides a list of suggestions, such as combining
teaching strategies, using TPR activities as well as TICs, and being more
creative in terms of individual teaching methods. In the same vein, Extract
5 contains practical activities that public secondary school teachers could
employ in order to improve national test results, such as community projects and social work. Such activities complement the work that already
Desde el Sur | Volumen 13, número 3
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forms part of the ‘English Opens Doors Program’, such as spelling bees,
public debates, and talent shows, for example. Of particular interest in Extract 6 is the proposal for implementing a system that would enable private schools to sponsor their public sector counterparts’ English teaching
activities. This suggestion may be something that could be considered
and explored as part of further research in this field.
Conversely, other teachers have expressed skepticism regarding the
possibility of improving English exam results through activities and teaching strategies. Rather than supporting activities and strategies to address this problem, they argue (see Extract 5) that the issues are more
complex, and that solutions should be sought in the foundations of the
educational system. They also maintain that students’ and parents’ attitudes play a crucial role in the learning process, and that parental support
must be maintained right through to graduation.
In conclusion, in this section we have attempted to address the questions that led this study, exposing how economic factors influence the
type of education parents can afford and how that affects the national
problem of ‘SIMCE de Inglés’ results. Because no previous data was available for the province of Copiapó, this research has attempted to fill that
void.

Conclusion
The aim of this research was to explore the socioeconomic factors that
may have an impact on English language learning in public and private
sector high schools in the province of Copiapó, by analyzing ‘SIMCE de Inglés’ national evaluation results, as well as English teachers’ own individual
experiences. In order to achieve this goal, we designed a multi-method
project that included analysis of MINEDUC documents, as well as the conducting of interviews and a survey, in order to facilitate the triangulating
of data. Our results have shown that ‘SIMCE de Inglés’ exam scores for the
province of Copiapó are closely linked to the degree of economic access
experienced by students across public and private schools.
The strengths of this research lie in the inclusion of data regarding
‘SIMCE de Inglés’ results in the province of Copiapó, as well as in the exploration of influencing factors. The principal limiting factor of this study is the limited information regarding the individual results of each of
the region’s institutions. Such information would enable teachers to plan
remedial programs designed to improve individual student outcomes. In
conclusion, while this research has contributed information regarding the
economic differences that influence English exam results in the province of Copiapó, further research will be required in the Atacama region in
22
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order to minimize the discrepancies in results, while in addition teachers’
suggestions should be considered, with regard to exploring how collaboration between private and public sector high schools in a sponsoring system might improve the ‘SIMCE de Inglés’ results of public schools, thereby
helping to resolve what is, at its root, an issue of inequality.
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APPENDIX 1: SURVEY OF HIGH SCHOOL ENGLISH TEACHERS
In order to contribute to our research project, ‘Uncovering the Unequal
Access to English Language Learning in the High Schools of the Province
of Copiapó’, this online survey seeks to explore the differences between
teaching English in public and private high schools in Copiapó from the
teachers’ perspective. It should be noted that the information provided by
teachers was treated with the utmost confidentiality, and that any and all
use of the data collected by this survey will remain confidential.
Please note: This survey will take 5-8 minutes to complete.
1. Email address *
____________________________________
PARTICIPANT’S INFORMATION
You must answer the following question with your personal information.
2. Age*
________________________________
3. Gender:*
Male
Female
Other
4. Name of Institution*
___________________________________________
5. Years of teaching experience*
___________________________________________
6. Levels at which you teach*
___________________________________________
7. How many hours per week do you teach at each level?*
__________________________________________
8. How many students do you have per level?*
__________________________________________
9. How many English teachers are there in the school where you work?*
__________________________________________
10. Postgraduate education: (You can choose more than one alternative)*
Diploma
Master’s degree
Workshops
Other: ________________________________________
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11. Resources provided to the teacher by his/her institution for each class
(You can choose more than one alternative)*
Data show
Computer/laptop
Photocopies for each student
Moodle online application
Classroom online application
Blackboard online application
Zoom
Meet
Hangout
WhatsApp group
Language lab
English teaching software
MINEDUC teacher’s and student's textbook
Teacher’s and student's textbook bought by parents
Radio
Smart board
Flashcards
Bilingual dictionaries
English speaking volunteer
Other: ______________________________________________
12. Activities you use the most (You can choose more than one alternative)*
Group work
Student oriented lessons
Dialogue
Filling in handouts/textbook activities
Dynamic plays
Reading out loud
Singing songs
Individual tasks
Pronunciation activities
Language games
Other: ______________________________________________

28

Desde el Sur | Volumen 13, número 3

Uncovering the unequal access to English language
learning in the high schools of the Province of Copiapó

13. What range of grades do most students attain in English classes? (online/school classes)*
6.0 - 7.0
5.0 - 6.0
4.0 - 5.0
3.0 - 4.0
2.0 - 3.0
1.0 - 2.0
14. What percentage of attendance do you usually have in your classes?*
80% - 100%
60% - 80%
40% - 60%
0% - 10%
15. What percentage of students' participation do you have in class?*
80% - 100%
60% - 80%
40% - 60% 0% - 10%
16. What kind of factors may be affecting students’ participation or motivation during your classes? (You can choose more than one alternative)*
Personal problems
Crowded classrooms
Lack of school material
Lesson time
Bullying
Special needs instruction
The teaching methodology/strategy
The activity
None
Other: ______________________________________________
17. Methodologies and/or strategies used in the classroom (You can choose more than one alternative)*
Total physical response
Task-based learning
Problem-solving
Grammar translation
Behaviorism
Other: ______________________________________________
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APPENDIX 2: INTERVIEW FOR SECONDARY SCHOOL ENGLISH
TEACHERS
In order to contribute to our research project, ‘Uncovering the Unequal
Access to English Language Learning in the High Schools of the Province
of Copiapó’, this online survey seeks to explore the differences between
teaching English in public and private high schools in Copiapó from the
teachers’ perspective. It should be noted that the information provided by
teachers was treated with the utmost confidentiality, and that any and all
use of the data collected by this survey will remain confidential.
ONLINE INTERVIEW
18. What are the differences between teaching English in municipal and
private schools?*
____________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________
____________________________________
19. What activities and strategies do you think would improve equality in
English language teaching in both types of institutions (municipal/private)?*
____________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________
____________________________________
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