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Abstract. 

This contribution deals with the perceptions of the quality of education of school principals in 

poor neighborhoods in Santiago, Chile. Through a comparative, qualitative study, using semi-

directed interviews in private subsidized schools and municipal schools in peripheral 

communes. The principals place living and environmental conditions as the main factor that 

determines the quality of education, distinguishing themselves from the rest of the schools. 

The results show that the quality of education is a concept that is adapted and molded to the 

realities of these neighborhoods, beyond the achievement of school results.  
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Introduction 

The quality of education is a topic that has been much in question in recent decades. Both in 

political discourses and in educational science research, quality has taken on different 

nuances in analyses (González, 2017; Bellei, 2013). From the results of national and 

international standardized assessments to the measurement of schools, teachers and 

managers, and, finally, countless processes and structures of education systems, quality has 

taken centre stage in recent years.  

This paper aims to observe these contexts in seven schools: four public schools (private 

subsidized schools) and three public schools (municipal schools) located in peripheral 

communes of the Metropolitan Region. Based on an analysis of semi-directed interviews with 

principals, we will present the principals' representations of the quality of education, 

establishing links with the students' neighborhoods and the difficulties and experiences in 

these contexts.  

The quality of education seems to have taken other forms. In addition to school results in 

national and international standardized assessments, governments have integrated other 

criteria that measure quality in disadvantaged contexts into their manuals and benchmarks. 

Thus, situations such as school dropout and retention. In this sense, the measurement of 

urgent need becomes a quality criterion (Correa & Javier 2011). To understand the adaptation 

of education quality to social strata, we must look at the unequal distribution of children from 

different socio-economic backgrounds across schools (Rosetti, 2014). 

Our research found the values disseminated by both subsidized and municipal schools in their 

religious and secular educational projects, as well as in municipal schools, in addition to 

criteria such as the organization of the institution, the regulation of behavior and the 

transformation of adverse situations, such as grade repetition or dropping out of school, 

which are very sensitive issues for school managers. The data show that the comparison 
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between schools deserves to be analyzed from various positions in order to understand the 

decisions and approaches of schools. Thus, the quality of education has other meanings that 

do not appear on the front page of public debate. 

2. Evolution of the quality of education  

In order to understand the quality of education in schools in poor sectors, it is necessary to 

analyze the schooling of the poorest social strata in a systemic way. Thus, we started with the 

school coverage of low-income children (Aguerrondo, 1993; Williamson, 2004; San Miguel, 

2005); we then moved on to a comparison between these sectors (Larrañaga, 1996), and 

gradually focused on schools and, more specifically, on management teams, teachers and 

educational communities (Bellei, Muñoz, Pérez & Raczynski, 2003). 

One of the first areas where education policy focused on the quality of education was student 

performance on standardized tests. Thus, the most significant event in this area occurred in 

1995 with the first publication of SIMCE test results. Under this parameter, national research 

shows the first steps of a line of work that continued for at least a decade and a half. 

In this sense, a very relevant study of this period is "El sistema de vouchers en la educación: 

una revisión de la teora y la evidencia emprica para Chile", 2001 (Aedo & Sapelli, 2001), a 

text analyzing the demand-side financing system in place in the country since the 1980s. At 

the level of schools in poverty sectors, this study advances a policy that would see the light of 

day eight years later: the differentiated voucher, currently known as the "subsidies escolar 

preferential" (preferential school subsidy). This funding system consists of increasing the 

amount of the voucher according to the socio-economic characteristics of the students, i.e. 

spending per poor student is increased. Aedo and Sapelli argue that an increase in the voucher 

per poor (or priority) student would allow the entry of private agents in vulnerable sectors, 

introducing competition between schools and generating better results. 

However, since the mid-2000s, there has been a more explicit shift in the discussion: from 

system coverage to quality (Assaél et al., 2011). Thus, the notion of educational attainment 

appears more clearly. Thus, when we talk about educational attainment, we are talking about 

not only the academic competencies of the students, but also the quality of the school. In poor 

areas, this criterion is called an "effective school", i.e. a school that, despite disadvantages 

and lack of resources, achieves good results. 

The character of good or bad results is absolutely proportional to the deficiencies detected, 

and their evaluation is focused on their progress rather than on the increase in scores in a 

particular year. Since the first publication of SIMCE test results that public schools (private 

paid and mainly private subsidized schools) obtain better results than municipal schools 

(Aedo, 1996; Parry, 1996; Larrañaga, 1995; McEwan, 2001). 

Some studies on the quality of education in poor sectors argue that it is determined by 

exogenous factors: urban segregation; also, there are phenomena inherent to school systems, 

therefore endogenous, such as parental choice of school and student selection, which will 

deepen such unequal distribution between schools (Valenzuela, Bellei & De los Ríos, 2010), 

concentrating those students with less outstanding academic performance. One element worth 
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highlighting is the choice in poor sectors. Here, school results in national standardized 

assessments do not have the preponderance when it comes to motivating school choice. 

Cordoba (2014) states that the school attended by parents or relatives, plus the information 

collected in the neighborhood, are two factors that most influence school choice.  

Another element that emerges when talking about quality is the educational project. In the 

study "El sector particular subvencionado en Chile. Tipologización y perspectivas frente a las 

nuevas regulaciones" of 2017, carried out by Javier Corvalán, Gregory Elacqua and Felipe 

Salazar, regarding the discussion on the irruption and consolidation of the private subsidized 

sector. The difference between private subsidized schools, those that are for-profit and those 

that are not. The trends say that, in general, for-profit schools focus on academic results in the 

SIMCE and non-profit schools on value projects. 

Finally, we look at the role of actors. Rosetti (2014) points out that the participation of low-

income families is characterized by their passivity in accompanying their children's 

educational process and their inability to choose a school outside their own territory, due to a 

lack of the necessary training, social capital, and available information. In the same way, the 

behavior of the teaching management teams in these contexts is evidenced by Falabella 

(2016) as a disposition to personalized treatment and attention to socio-emotional problems; 

although, at the same time, there is pressure to meet goals, which directs the focus to the 

cognitive, creating tensions in the school. 

This last look at schools in poor sectors shows that research has moved from a global 

perspective on the most deprived strata to an interest in school members and their experience 

within the school. In this way, the literature has moved from a rather rigid view of the poor 

(poor background, lack of opportunities, low achievement, poor social capital, etc.) to a more 

dynamic approach, which finds approaches and determinations of actors in the midst of such 

difficulties. 

3. Vulnerability, poverty, and schooling. 

Schooling appears as an institution of society that legitimizes or recognizes subjects 

(Sánchez-Mazas et al., 2018); however, in other fields, illegitimacy or invisibility occurs 

simultaneously, generating a contradiction (for example, in the same household, long-term 

unemployed family members, or entering the informal economy sharing a roof with workers 

or domestic employees, the latter recognized within the labour market). The communes that 

are part of our research give a good account of this fact. The peripheral sectors of Latin 

American cities accumulate real structural heterogeneity; this refers to the plurality of 

histories, living conditions, forms of social marginalization that are due to different 

phenomena: material poverty, tragic family histories, indebtedness, unemployment, informal 

employment, among other phenomena (Quijano, 1972, 2014; Cortés, 2017).   

With neighboring neighborhoods with very different income levels, the communes on the 

periphery of the Metropolitan Region show, in various dimensions, the aforementioned 

hybridization of public-private borders (Akkari, 2012), with schools and colleges for different 

audiences, depending on their ability to pay, as well as neighborhoods with different types of 

houses and neighborhoods (closed condominiums bordering social housing), with 
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differentiating supermarkets (for example, the supermarket brand may indicate a public with 

a different purchasing power). The presence of poverty must be understood from hybrid 

dimensions: On the one hand, lack of resources remains the number one criterion and limited 

access to the institutions of Chilean society. 

3. Method  

Our research consists of a case study analysis, based on qualitative interviews with members 

of school communities. In this respect, we preceded with the study of seven schools -four 

private subsidized and three municipal- in the communes of La Pintana, Recoleta and 

Quilicura, by means of semi-directed interviews with all the principals of the schools in 

question. Our corpus also included interviews with language and communication and 

mathematics teachers, as well as five parents (parents of some students).   

We have designed a comparison between private and municipal schools in the same social 

sector. The reason for making such a methodological distinction is to observe the functioning 

of both types of schools within a quasi-market education system (Hernández-Pedreño, 2010). 

In this case, we have sought to answer the question: Are there differences in the quality of 

education in private subsidized schools in relation to municipal schools belonging to the same 

sector? 

The reflections were collected through semi-structured interviews with school principals. The 

categories will explore the way schools observe the quality of education in the neighborhoods 

where schools are located, as well as the relationships they establish with pupils and parents. 

Here we will inquire about contexts, poverty, vulnerability, priorities of principals in the 

context. The interviewees were coded with the initials DE and each school was assigned a 

number. At the end of each paragraph from the interviews, the coding of the head teachers 

will appear. 

The categories of analysis have been constituted after a careful reading of each interview and 

a classification by thematic area, which generated subthemes in the notions we worked on. 

Likewise, each category of analysis is composed of subcategories that group the main 

definitions of the schools according to type of administration, i.e. private subsidized schools 

and municipal schools. The subcategories have allowed us to create categories of analysis in 

order to propose larger analytical categories. After the transcriptions, all the information was 

processed with the Nvivo 11 programme. The categories of analysis are as follows: 

Theme: Relationship between the quality of education, the school, and the neighborhood. 

Categories 

1. Private subsidized schools: school culture versus vulnerability. 

2. Municipal schools: difficulties in children's homes. 

By analyzing the reality of each school, we seek to establish common patterns of schooling in 

poor neighborhoods. We present below the categories of analysis from interviews with school 

principals. 
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4. Results 

4.1 Theme: Relationship between the quality of education, the school, and the neighborhood. 

  

4.1.1. Category 1.  

Private subsidized schools: school culture versus vulnerability 

In the following, we will look at the main paragraphs extracted from our interviews with head 

teachers. We have structured these fragments according to the responses of each private 

subsidized school head teacher and would like to rise, as a thread running through this small 

part, some definitions and characterizations of poverty, and then how schools deal with this 

condition. 

"The Foundation had in mind the creation of these schools in La Pintana, in the El Castillo 

population, and now the new schools that are being set up in the B. de M. sector, that is, a 

very unprotected area, where there is a lot of overcrowding, and very few green areas; they 

were called ghettos of poverty, so it is not easy to work what the school has done here" 

(Director, PS_Pint). 

This director identifies vulnerability primarily as a poverty ghetto, i.e. a small, cramped place 

where a community is concentrated and its members have common characteristics and are 

separated from the rest of society. Poverty is, at the same time, the cause that prevents 

participation in society, which does not accept or tolerate such a condition. Poverty is 

therefore a general neglect, both in urban planning and living conditions and in society's 

representation of this community. 

  

"New parents who come to school see a way of working and follow that way. When you go 

to a new school, where they don't know you, it is not easy, because you have to establish that 

school culture, but they see the results and a plan of virtues that produce results, which is 

worked on in the school and the family" (DPS_Pint). 

Establishing a school culture is presented as the form of participation that parents will have to 

incorporate into their school customs the patterns demanded by this institution. As this is a 

Catholic school, terminology of this type takes precedence: developing virtues under a 

conception of the family as the nucleus of society and as an educator in virtues par 

excellence. Impregnating oneself with the project is the seed of quality education. 

"The child cannot be tidy at school and disorderly at home. He is a person and has to be the 

same person all the time, so I cannot talk about the virtue of order at school if the child does 

not do anything at home and leaves the bed untidy and the clothes lying around. We are 

educating her. As parents are the first educators, we have to have this home-school unity; we 

talk to them like this: home-school unity, they are the pillars we have..." (Director, PS_Rec). 

Here, the headmistress develops virtue and its relation to the space-time of the pupils. Virtue 

is order and this is exercised in every work that everyone does, from making the bed to the 
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order that is practiced in the school, which is also Catholic-oriented. Here, through this virtue, 

the headmistress hints at the fact that disorder is a very common fault in these contexts. At 

the same time, the structure of the family, very much in line with the Christian religion, 

becomes the basis of the school. It is the parents who must provide the first education. 

"This school was repeatedly assaulted with firearms, and the nuns themselves were arrested... 

we are surrounded by communities where there are many drugs, probably under the influence 

of drugs and alcohol and without measuring anything. So, at some point, this led us to think 

about closing the school... But a new challenge began in 2012 and we said: we are going to 

make the last attempt, if this work is of God, we are going to continue it, and thanks be to 

God, we have taken all the precautions during the last four years; we have worked a lot with 

the family..." (Director, PS_Rec). 

We look at the school in the face of external dangers. The dangers that exist in the population 

make it necessary to deploy a project or a specific work plan in the face of these difficulties. 

In some cases, this can even lead to the school being closed because of theft. There is an 

association between these criminal acts and the identification of the populations surrounding 

the school and the arrival of parents who have been identified as delinquents. In other words, 

the problem manifested itself inside the school. This situation generated a work and/or 

protection plan for possible threats involving all actors: families, teachers, and education 

assistants.  

"These children are so good that they work, so they are used to speed, to speed; if they have 

to do three maths exercises, they do twenty, they have greater skills than the others. There is a 

communal mathematics competition, we always win it and it is a product of the children's 

effort and that also gives them different values and they are reinforcing them during their 

time here" (Director PS1_Quili). 

In this paragraph, the headmaster refers to the way pupils behave in mathematics class. There 

is an emphasis on effort as an outstanding value in these pupils. This characteristic suggests 

that, in the populations, the children lack this element, so that the methodology used by this 

school would be a factor for change in the face of the shortcoming detected. Quality is 

generated in the school. 

"I did a master's degree, I couldn't say much, but when it was my turn to speak, I did and they 

couldn't believe it, I told them to come and see: when recess comes, recess ends, and there are 

five pieces of paper on the floor, in other schools there are hundreds, and we have never told 

them to pick up the papers, we simply educate them to be aware... so when you are aware, 

why don't the people of Las Condes throw papers on the floor, they deduce and they will 

never throw papers again" (Director PS1_Quili). 

The way of educating children is presented as novel: removing punishment from their 

perspectives, generating awareness in them. The comparison with the children of Las Condes, 

a commune with high purchasing power in the Metropolitan Region as an example to follow, 

shows that there is a view of poverty as the consequence of a habitus, a no virtuous conduct 

that generates all kinds of defects, and a vicious circle of poverty and marginality, which has 

its alter ego in the rich communes, an example of progress that must be reached. 
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"I think there is a lack of humanity (in the schools): school phobia, child stress, excessive 

Saturday and Sunday guides... they arrive hating school, they arrive sick; then, our role is to 

heal them... and there are results: children come who are expelled, with behavioral problems 

that we work on. That is why they arrive" (Director PS2_Quili). 

These ways of understanding the child and the families of the populations undoubtedly have 

an impact on the educational project, on the implementation of work plans, on study 

methodologies and, finally, on a more participatory form of governance. Schools seek to 

change these realities through improvement within the establishment. Here, we see how the 

quality of education does not appear only in the performances in standardized evaluations, 

but that there is a ground that is prepared to create the ad hoc conditions. 

4.1.2. Category 2. Municipal schools: difficulties in children's homes 

At the level of municipal schools, the link between the quality of education and the context of 

poverty provides us with additional elements to those outlined for private subsidized schools. 

A historical contextualization of the origins of one of the populations visited undoubtedly 

provides us with interesting clues that would allow us to establish links with the problems 

described in the daily life of the schools. 

We will now look at the main ideas about vulnerability, how it is represented, how it is 

defined, and establish links between the aforementioned historical context and vulnerability, 

as well as a relationship between the origin of these populations, framed in a housing and/or 

urban planning policy of the Metropolitan Region of Santiago, with the tasks of the school 

principal, the educational community, and the management team, in order to see how the 

quality of education is articulated on the basis of these contexts. 

"(The students) suddenly have to travel quite far and, in reality, a big problem that Quilicura 

has is the road problem, because the streets in Quilicura are narrow, there are many buses, so 

the traffic jams are very big, but there are still people who sometimes bring them on foot... 

that is our environment: many times many parents come to our school, but they cannot afford 

to pay for a van, they cannot come to drop them off every day..." (Director M_Quili). 

Most in the students of this school belong to a village. They travel quite long distances within 

the commune to get to this school. This results in a meeting of young people from different 

villages in one place. This fact shows that the proliferation of towns in our country is an 

urgent issue that has not ceased, despite the announcements of growth, modernity, 

improvement of educational indices that the country is proclaiming; it seems to hide or take 

life on the outskirts of the city for granted; nevertheless, the coetaneity of the population with 

the urban or communal centre, in this case, is still as latent and this headmistress testifies to it 

empirically, as most of her pupils are young people from the town. 

"We have a vulnerability index, 76 and that's how high we are at the moment. Honestly, if 

you ask me, if you ask me, the children who come in here, in my opinion they all lack 

something, they don't have good lives, because I can have very well-formed families, but they 

are very sacrificing parents, who both have to work, with very demanding schedules, from 
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eight in the morning until seven in the evening, which is when the school is open" 

(DM_Quili). 

Vulnerability has been defined in many ways, but there are basically two visions of it. Firstly, 

it refers to the direct exposure of an individual or a group to a social hazard, and secondly, it 

refers to the absence or lack of certain material conditions that have an impact on greater 

protection from danger. Poverty, for example, has been characterized by establishing a line or 

threshold that defines when a person is poor and when he or she is not. There are, in turn, 

other dangers such as violence or crime, to which an individual or a social group is more 

exposed. This view is close to what in Latin America has been known as an "ethic of life", 

that is, an ethic that defines life itself as its end (Dussel, 1988, 1998). The quality of 

education, understood as the result of a task, or rather, the process, dismantled of any 

contextual component, removes from its gaze the protagonists of the educational process: the 

children, that is to say, it disregards the human being. 

"There are sectors of people with great family dysfunction, there are drugs, there is 

alcoholism, and one perceives this especially in the children in seventh and eighth grade, 

which really exists here, that we have to be seeing with them, always doing prevention 

courses. We work a lot with Previewed with the National Service, where we give talks about 

the use of drugs, tobacco, alcohol, but yes, there are parents who are drug addicts, parents 

who are alcoholics, quite a large number, in my opinion; and that is really very difficult, to 

get the child out of that environment, because school is like a second home, but the first is the 

family, yes, the family is the first" (Director M_Quili).  

Can schools objectively remove these children from this environment? This headmistress 

tells us that, first of all, the diagnosis of vulnerability is presented as the presence of drugs 

and alcoholism within families, revealing that vulnerability manifests itself both in the family 

space and in the neighborhood, in the public space of the population, the street. The school's 

priority is this urgency. It is completely overwhelmed by the current culture. 

"In the environment we have, there is a vulnerability index of 93%. Almost all the students 

are in priority status and that implies many things: it implies that we have a population whose 

grandparents belonged to the people who lived over there, in the Mapocho sector, up there in 

L. C., who were eradicated at one point, by the military government. Those people didn't fit 

in with the tone of the people in the area, so they took them out and gave them houses here. 

And all those people got hooked, because if they were given houses, those people forgot that 

it wasn't just the house - the house was already small, twenty-eight square meters where four 

to six people lived. But those people needed public services, health, education, public safety, 

police, public services to pay for water, electricity... that wasn't there and as there was 

nothing, those young people at that time stopped studying" (Director M_Pint). 

The following quote tells us the story of the formation of the El Castillo population, a 

population that was the result of an urban displacement carried out during the 1980s and 

which corresponded to the housing policy of the dictatorship. The urban displacement of 

human groups, as the director says, is carried out because of the social difference between 

them and the people who lived in Las Condes - a commune belonging to the highest 
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socioeconomic quintile. This measure is the reproduction of a Chilean housing policy that 

dates back to the very origin of the republic and which consisted of the constant transfer, 

outside the city, of a countless number of citizens, showing a rather conservative continuity 

(Miranda & Torres, 2020) of thinking the school in the image and likeness of the social 

structure itself. 

The problems mentioned by the new inhabitants of the El Castillo population reflect the 

vulnerability defined as material deprivation, outlined by the previous director, the lack of 

public services, lack of drinking water, electricity, basic services, schools, etcetera. Lack of 

participation is synonymous with state and market neglect in these sectors. Faced with this, 

schools take on different roles, ranging from training in religious values, as is the case in 

most private subsidized schools, to social or public service work, in which municipal schools 

are involved. These subjects mean quality in these schools. The focus of both types of 

schools is not on reducing the number of people affected by the deficiencies described, but on 

attending to each case with the depth it deserves.  

"The people who worked there, who were the gardeners, the nannies, who at that time 

travelled two hours there and two hours here: as they had to get in before eight o'clock, they 

left before six in the morning, to earn what was the minimum wage. What happened is that 

when they lived there, it was all the minimum wage, plus everything they contributed to the 

house where they worked, well, that stopped... and the PEM and POJH jobs earned twenty 

thousand pesos more; so the people stopped working there and stayed here, with the same 

shortages, the children stopped studying, those children were four, six, eight years old and, 

therefore, studying stopped being something vital for their lives. Their need was to survive. 

And some jobs from the judicial point of view, illegal, they quickly became delinquent 

because they earned more, under the pretext that they earned little, they were given little in 

the jobs of the PEM and the POJH; then, drugs arrived and without a vision of the future" 

(Director M_Pint). 

Continuing with the history of the El Castillo population, this director narrates the daily life 

of the first years of residence in the new territory. At that time, the debt crisis of the 1980s 

(Mosquera, 2020) had significant consequences for most of Chilean society: unemployment 

rose to 30%, the dictatorship's employment plans disguised this figure, creating emergency 

jobs in the aforementioned plans: the Minimum Employment Plan (PEM) and the Heads of 

Household Occupation Plan (POJH); however, beyond the economic crisis, what this 

paragraph reflects is that life in the population is a state of permanent crisis. The ups and 

downs of the economy do not seem to be reflected in these contexts, as there is a state of 

constant economic precariousness. Thus, the installation in the new context brought with it a 

great lack of schooling, which has repercussions today in this establishment, particularly in 

the relationship between teachers and directors with the parents of the pupils, who have 

experienced first-hand the dropout, thus increasing the permanent state of precariousness. 

"When they make decisions about Chile's education policy, they should leave the America 

Vespucci avenue because something different is happening that the authorities are not seeing. 

If I think about State policies with the Instituto Nacional in mind, this is not going to change: 

not because they deserve it, but the child who goes to the Instituto Nacional has a clear 
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picture, the family has a clear picture of what they have to do, and their goal is to get there, 

and they come from all sectors" (DM_Pint). 

"When education policy leaves the Américo Vespucio avenue". This statement reveals, to a 

large extent, the main characteristic of our school system, since the design of educational 

policies has its origin in the urban centre, which is characterized by being the political centre 

from which most of the legal bodies that govern the rule of law emanate. It is from this 

political centre that the quality of education has been planned and said. In the Metropolitan 

Region, this fact has been widely researched, mainly by historiography, showing how groups 

of people, called undesirables, were placed on the outskirts of the centre (Leyton Robinson, 

2020). The municipalisation of education in the 1980s was nothing more than a reproduction 

by the municipalities of an education policy that had always been devised in the centre. 

"H. was a boy who was with us until last year: he went to the middle school. From there the 

children said that H. was left alone. What happened! His uncles, his father, and mother are in 

prison, so he lives with a neighbor. The neighbor already has problems to support his family. 

He took care of him, that's not anywhere, it doesn't appear anywhere, so when H. was here, 

the school supported him. This child is going to be left alone and he has two options: the 

family puts up with him and he supports himself or he falls into the nets and becomes another 

soldier because his life experience says that his father has been in prison for many years, so 

the father gets out of prison and goes back to crime and falls again" (Director M_Pint).  

H.'s story expresses a precarious life without the possibility of participating in society. His 

parents suffered the same consequences of social vulnerability and experience it in their lives, 

related to delinquency and prison. This has repercussions on the life of this child, and the one 

who takes care of him is a neighbor, who in turn experiences the consequences of this 

marginalization provoked by central politics. The case of H. requires special attention; it 

summarizes the marginalization of these subjects (an identification, a name, a human face), 

which can be the beginning of a school education policy that seeks to go beyond the 

technocratic measures emanating from the centre. Are quality education systems capable of 

dealing with borderline situations in childhood? 

In a paradigm of quality, the adapted is the one who performs regardless of the place and the 

conditions under which the tasks are performed. Achieving school results is the form of 

social participation according to this paradigm.  In this way, quality erases the place where 

the subjects live, focusing everything on performance and result. Thus, to be a misfit could be 

to not think of oneself as a subject of quality. On the other hand, the solutions given to get out 

of maladjustment is to turn to professionals. Professionalization is another form of 

privatization, as it reduces and ramifies the problems, by omitting the place as part of the 

problem itself and focusing on the managerial solution. As we have mentioned, the periphery 

of Santiago does not form spontaneously, but is the product of policies planned throughout 

Chile's history, based on the displacement of populations. 

"Discipline problems do not always have a behavioral origin, inappropriate behavior, but 

rather children have many difficulties and these difficulties are externalized; for this we need 

to have specialists, diagnoses, convincing parents to collaborate, convincing the teacher to 
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accept that the child has a difficulty and that it is not because he wants to do it, because there 

is only a social maladjustment" (Director M_Rec).  

Discipline, understood as the control of behavior and technical conversations, is related to the 

material conditions in which children live on a daily basis. The director locates the origin of 

"bad" behaviors not in the moral that comes from a national, family, and/or religious 

construction, but as a product of the shortcomings experienced by the children, which are 

transmitted from generation to generation, since they have been lived by their parents, 

grandparents, and previous generations. Episodes of violence - both physical and verbal - are 

the visible manifestation of hindrances directly associated with vulnerability. 

"We managed to do activities, disarming; we started to create what we call the positive 

scandal: to gather the children in a formation, to highlight the child who had mediated in a 

fight, in a conflict, who had separated and that child was a hero for a day. The parent was 

informed in a letter that the child had separated (the participants in the fight); the child found 

what you know! It was rare for a child to return money, at that time all things were lost, so we 

started to reward this. It showed us that he had a trait of honesty, so with a small option we 

started timidly, with a coin, a pencil, a piece of rubber, we accepted it at the beginning 

because there was no habit of returning money, a mobile phone, or an object of value" 

(Director M_Rec). 

To speak of a "school of delinquents" is to speak of the subject of the population, which lacks 

moral values that lead it to disrespect private property. Now, what is the basis for this idea 

that the subject of the population is, by definition, a thief? What is the construct that allows 

us to sustain this sentence? Are we talking about a construct, or will we follow the line of 

argument that says that the nature of the marginal leads him to this type of act? However, 

whatever the answer (nature or habitus), the quality of education does not seem to be able to 

enter its official version in these contexts. The question is whether inculcating not stealing 

and respecting the right to private property is the axis on which the school should be based, 

should it go in another direction, putting more emphasis on public property, on the commons, 

on the idea of community? This is a debate that is still not being addressed in Chilean 

education, even though there are numerous groups within and outside formal education that 

are calling for this paradigm shift. 

"We have been increasing enrolment, unlike all municipal schools in Chile, and attendance 

has increased. Parents appreciate that the child feels that he/she is not at risk of being killed" 

(DM_Pint).  

People appreciate that this school protects children from death. This short paragraph sums up 

the daily life of this municipal school; it sums up, in the same way, the daily life of the 

population and the fundamental problem of the people who live and go to school in this 

establishment: live or die. We are not exaggerating when we point out that protecting oneself 

from death is the objective or the raison d'être of this population. When we refer to dying or 

not dying, it is important to mention that we are talking about a context where life and death 

become two very different conceptions from what is evident in the urban centre, in this case 
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the city of Santiago. Dying has become customary. Given this, how important is it to increase 

the scores in a standardized evaluation? 

Likewise, dying is unfortunately becoming a habit: murders, crimes, armed robberies, crazy 

bullets, reflect the daily life of the more than five hundred towns in Chile that have been 

literally taken over by drug trafficking, organized arms trafficking and, unfortunately, by 

human beings who join these groups, particularly children who leave school and attend the 

trafficker leader, including giving their lives or killing, if necessary, for this cause. Death is 

expressed in the crudest way, to the point that those who perish are not even registered, and it 

is not known when they died; similarly, there is often no record of who was born in these 

sectors, revealing the extent of the abandonment of institutions, of society, both public and 

private. In this context, the school becomes a place of security rather than a high-performance 

academy. 

"Formerly, an image of the school of delinquents, who were passing by with the insignia of 

the school, anything was expected of them; therefore, the external image always that it does 

not have much proximity, no contact; we have heard but very little and they enter and do not 

know that this was the school of delinquents; they are playing, they are amazed, there are still 

people who have no contact or information, but that was the image, there was no need to 

come into contact with the school" (Director M_Rec). 

For this headmaster, the work carried out in the school improvement plan has borne fruit. The 

"school of delinquents" is a term that not only stigmatizes the establishment, but also reflects 

an image of the school as a prison that houses subjects, understanding that the public space, 

namely the street, represents the space of freedom and danger which, together with the home, 

is like the spatial-physical representation of the private sphere, where subjects can declare 

themselves free. On the other hand, the valuation of the school in the context of poverty is 

highlighted by a way of being and/or management of its officials, based on generating 

expectations in the future in the pupils (in other words, constituting themselves as 

economically autonomous subjects in the future), in addition to agreeing actions with the 

families, aiming to meet coexistence standards and aspiring to improve their results. 

5. Conclusions 

The quality of education manifests itself differently in the schools we have addressed in our 

research. In general, neighborhoods are perceived as a focus of conflict and violence, which 

generates other challenges for schools. They generate plans and projects that seek to reverse 

this behavior brought in from the population and associated with poverty. In this way, 

children are characterized as different, since, during the school process, they are inculcated 

with values considered positive, in opposition to the customs, practices, and ways of life of 

the population, ant values that would constitute the way of being poor. This is presented as 

the main criterion for the quality of education. 

In municipal schools, the name of the school for delinquents, a definition that falls on a 

particular case, reinforces the bad reputation of public education. 
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Vulnerability was defined as sensitive exposure to dangers such as drugs trafficking, the arms 

trade, and real exposure to death. When we talk about the poor, we point out two ways of 

understanding them: firstly, bad habits attributed to the nature of the poor themselves; and 

secondly, bad habits attributed to the culture of structural exclusion, which are still 

unresolved elements of discussion and where the interviews have reinforced this problem for 

us. 

The quality of education takes different paths. There are differences between subsidized 

public schools and municipal schools in relation to the work on values in schools, especially 

in denominational schools. According to this value base, they propose a school plan or 

contract to families, who, for their part, accept it. In the case of municipal schools, although it 

is true that the educational project exists and the distribution of roles is a common pattern, the 

imponderable need of these schools to constitute themselves as safety zones that avoid the 

dangers described above is positioned as the main objective of these establishments, which 

can be summarized as protection from death. In this way, private, subsidized and municipal 

schools are torn between educating the poor in habits and values, assuming deficiencies that 

would explain the almost perennial condition of backwardness; on the other hand, assuming 

family and neighborhood deficiencies and difficulties raises the question of how to participate 

in society even when conditions are very adverse. In all these cases, the representations of the 

quality of education have finally adapted to the realities that schools experience on a day-to-

day basis, and to the conceptions of the schools and their directors. 
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