
Summary of Gifted and Talented Education in Chile 

NAGTY's research team travelled to Chile in Spring 2005 to undertake a comparative study. 
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Background 

Chile has a population of around 15 million and has the highest GDP per capita in Latin America. 

The education system 

The administration of education is conducted through four levels: the central ministry of education; 

thirteen regional directorates; provinces; and 334 municipalities (similar to English LEAs). 

There are three types of school; municipal schools maintained by the municipalities (1.9 million 

children); state-subsidised private schools (students do not pay fees) (1.4 million children) and 

private fee paying schools (0.4 million students). 

There are reported systemic problems of quality, efficiency and equity in education, especially in 

low-income urban and rural communities. Primary and secondary schools do not equip students 

with mastery of curriculum subjects and are generally inefficient, reflected in late primary school 

entrance, high repetition rates and high drop out rates, especially in rural areas. Secondary 

education fails to provide students with higher order thinking and problem solving skills required by 

tertiary institutions and the labour market. 

The main factors in this poor performance include: lack of well-trained and motivated teachers; out 

of date pedagogy; poor subject knowledge; shortages of educational materials; inadequate facilities; 

lack of effective monitoring and supervision. 

In 1991, Chile launched an educational reform program which was extended to secondary school in 

1995, involving school improvement projects, in-service training, textbooks and a pilot ICT network, 

although the ICT network was not referred to in discussions with representatives and was not seen 

operating in the schools visited. By the mid-1990s, the education system was well-developed. 
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Chileans attained an average of ten years schooling. Access to primary education was essentially 

universal, secondary education was available to 82% of the population. Retention rates have 

improved. 

Sources of evidence gathered during the NAGTY research visit to Chile, 

April 6- 14, 2005 

We met and had substantive interviews or discussions with over fifteen 

key people responsible for the direction, management and delivery of the 

programmes for gifted education in Chile, as well as other experts. We 

also participated in seminars at Santiago and Concepcion, attended by 

approximately 200 professionals, including university academics, policy makers’ graduate students 

and school teachers. 

We observed seven classes for gifted students covering a range of subjects 

at the universities and discussed the teaching and learning with tutors and 

students. Student ages ranged from 9 to 17. 140 students were observed 

in the presence of interpreters and over 60 students were involved in 

informal and brief interviews. 

We visited two municipal schools in the San Pedro municipality near 

Concepcion, one of which was relatively affluent while the other was in a 

shanty town of severe poverty. Both schools had a small number (one or 

two) of students identified as gifted in the Concepcion programme. This 

enabled us to see the normal school context in which gifted students were taught. Of the 16 

students identified as gifted in the San Pedro municipalities, 1 was in an affluent area and 15 were 

from areas of poverty. We saw very large class sizes (over 40 students) and students working on 

written exercises from the same page of the same textbook, despite wide variation in attainment 

within the classes. 

Gifted and talented education in Chile 

There is no national programme at present in Chile and the legal framework makes no specific 

reference to gifted students. A committee of experts under the leadership of Dr Rosa Blanco of 

UNESCO has taken the view that reversing this lack of policy should be a strong priority. Blanco and 

her colleagues have just published a report for UNESCO on the education of gifted students in Latin 

America, which includes an analysis of the education of gifted students in Chile. 

Programmes for gifted students 

The current provision for G&T education is made through a programme at the Catholic University of 

Chile at Santiago (PENTA-UC) and at three other Universities (Concepcion, Aftogusta and Frontera). 

These programmes build on the PENTA-UC programme, but are independently managed. The four 

programmes have so far involved 1050 students, from an estimated 350,000 very able students (10% 

of the school population). 



We visited the two largest programmes, at Santiago and Concepcion, with 700 students between 

them. Both programmes select students by a three step process – teacher identification, teacher 

nomination and university-administered tests of intelligence (Ravens matrices) and motivation, 

when about 70% of nominated students are rejected. 

Both programmes take children on Friday afternoon and all day Saturday. 

They are presented as offering enrichment, with greater depth and 

concern for the processes and skills of learning, rather than new content 

(although some courses taken were new material). The programmes focus 

on academic disciplines, such as mathematics, sciences and language, and 

thus work on an assumption that giftedness means high academic ability, but students can choose 

the course they wish to follow which may not be in their area of giftedness. The programmes are 

tutored by university academics, usually supported by graduate assistants. Class size is at most 20 

and usually about 12-15. 

The students stressed that a major difference for them was the small 

classes, the high motivation for learning amongst the other gifted 

students, the practical and experimental approaches to learning, the 

individual attention from tutors and the high esteem held by their parents 

for the programme. 

The involvement of leading university academics was explained by the civic responsibility dimension, 

which was supported by discussions with tutors. In addition, they saw it as personally rewarding and 

an opportunity to revitalise their teaching skills. Tutors were paid a small honorarium, though not 

large enough to be a strong incentive. 

Funding 

Funding for the programmes comes from a consortium of university, business or charitable 

foundations, the municipalities and the ministry of education. We were given an estimate of the 

overall costs of 800 US dollars per student per year, (over 800,000 USD for the four programmes), 

although the full economic cost is likely to be 1000 USD per student per year. The idea of the 

collective financing was to reinforce the idea that the education of gifted students was a joint social 

responsibility. 

Each student receives 360 hours of free tuition per year, transport, free learning materials, use of 

equipment, access to the university library and limited subsistence. The programmes also include 

introductory sessions for teachers and parents and some coordination at municipality level. 

Assessment of effectiveness and quality 

Programme directors monitor and support university tutors, tutors evaluate the work of their classes 

qualitatively through reflection on the students’ performance and engagement (although there is no 

formal testing or grading) and students evaluate their experience in relation to the challenge and 

level of work set. At PENTA-UC, there has also been some systematic analysis of impact in relation to 

self-concept and growth in learning. The findings are presented as very positive about the impact of 

the programme. 



Santiago, the Catholic University’s Centre for the Study and Development of Talent, has an 

established programme, formally begun in 2001. What follows is an edited version of a document 

written for NAGTY outlining the work of the centre, which can be taken as a reflection of the 

programmes in all centres, although the other centres are in only their second year. 

Center for the Study and Development of Talent 

Pontificia Universidad Católica de Chile, one of the most prestigious universities in Chile, has created 

the Center for the Study and Development of Talent, an interdisciplinary initiative which seeks to 

generate scientific knowledge, increase public interest and influence public policy on the provision of 

educational and psychological services for gifted children and youth. 

To do this, the Center generates knowledge and practice in the following areas: 

1. Educational Programs 

PENTA-UC: Since 2001, the Center has carried out an enrichment program for academically talented 

students, most of which come from underprivileged environments. The aim is to identify creative, 

critical and proactive individuals and develop their academic talent, including cognitive, personal and 

social growth, self-esteem, positive self-concept and faith in themselves and in their abilities. The 

programs also aim to develop ethical attitudes to society in addition to intellectual growth amongst 

the students. 

Classes are given by University Professors on Friday afternoons and Saturdays. Each student takes 

two courses and a workshop each semester, from a wide range of disciplines, and will stay with the 

Program for up to 7 years (from 6th grade to senior year). 

A team of psychologists coordinates the process of identifying and selecting students, which consists 

of teacher identification via a common checklist designed by the Program and a general intelligence 

test, Raven’s Progressive Matrices for Adults. About 30% of nominated students are selected. 

PENTA-UC also offers counseling for parents and students and teacher training. 

Summer School: This intensive 2-week programme offers opportunities for talented students who 

do not have access to the regular PENTA-UC programme. It has been running for two summers now 

with approximately 50 and 70 students out of 100 applicants selected. A few of these decided to 

stay with the regular program after the summer experience. 

2. Research 

These innovative programmes help with knowledge generation in gifted students in Chile and in 

evaluation of impact of provision. Research activities are carried out by means of graduate thesis in 

Master or Ph. D. Programs in Psychology and Education, plus different grants. 

One of the most important investigations is a three-year research project, involving an evaluation of 

the identification process, the quality of instruction, its impact on students’ socio-affective 

development and impact on school and family and an in-service teacher training design and 

evaluation. Current theses include a study of the characteristics of gifted students and their families, 

the evaluation of an e-learning community, a study of attachment between gifted children with 



positive self-concept and their mothers and a study of talented woman’s perception of the 

experience of having talent. 

The newest research project, seeking for alternatives to implement gifted programs in the regular 

school system, is completely new within Chile. 

3. Human Resources 

The Center aims to establish itself nationally and internationally as a reference in the education of 

gifted students, contributing towards the formation of specialized professionals. It offers the 

following in this aim: 

 Pasantías PENTA-UC, an internship program, in which school teachers observe and learn 

from the experience of the Programme’s classes for one semester, at the end of which they 

develop a transference program to apply in their school 

 ECHA Diploma, to train specialists in gifted education 

 Project of a Master's degree in gifted education 

 Transference Project, whereby the PENTA-UC programme has been transferred to three 

Universities of Chile via seminars, qualification activities and materials. This has helped to 

initiate provision for gifted students in different locations. A new University will also 

participate 

4. Psychoeducational Counseling Center 

This provides support to parents, psychologists and teachers about gifted children, with the aim of 

giving parents the best chance to support their talented children. 

5. Outreach 

Through open seminars and other communication means, the Center aims to raise public interest 

and awareness in gifted children. 

6. Teacher development 

The programmes also provide teacher training, through seminars, immersion in the student 

programme and more formal masters-level training. This latter is linked to through other universities 

in USA and Europe and to the European Council for High Ability, with the intention of obtaining 

recognised European accreditation. 

Emerging Issues 

Although the programmes might be judged effective overall, the fact that only 0.3% of the student 

population in Chile gains access raises concerns about a policy founded on social inclusion and 

avoiding wastage of intelligent children, especially since there are only very modest plans for 

expansion. Furthermore, the programmes focus on students in poverty. This seems admirable, but in 

fact runs the risk of raising the expectations of children who are highly unlikely to be able to meet 

the cost of attending university in the long term, especially since bursaries are so limited.  



Since gifted and talented education in Chile is not integrated into the maintained sector, the only 

feasible model is the current one, that of students being taken out of school to attend university. 

However, in a country so geographically dispersed and educationally devolved as Chile, it seems 

unlikely that large growth of this model is possible, especially given the significant tuition and travel 

costs involved, unless one of the main programme benefits, small class sizes, is forfeited. 

A third problem might be the emphasis on methods of identifying gifted pupils rather than 

understanding effective pedagogies and evaluating the benefits of the current programmes. 

What can NAGTY learn from the programmes? 

There are three distinctive strengths of the Chile model to which NAGTY 

should give serious consideration. The first is the strong social and ethical 

objective for the development of the students’ moral character. The 

second is the use of the student programmes as a resource for capacity 

building in the teaching profession, through the immersion of school 

teachers in the programmes as students and observers themselves. Third, the teacher training 

programmes at masters level which have the ambition of European-wide accreditation. 

 


