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Chapter 3
Pontificia Universidad Católica Support 
for the School System During the Covid-19 
Pandemic in Chile

Ernesto Treviño, Magdalena Claro, and Lorena Medina

Abstract This chapter presents the case of the Pontificia Universidad Católica de 
Chile in supporting the school system during the Covid-19 pandemic. It shows how 
supporting individual faculty initiatives as well as interinstitutional collaborations 
and participating in and supporting specific policies shaped a complex array of sup-
port for a highly atomized school system because of its market-driven arrangements. 
The case study also shows that, beyond individual initiatives, collaboration among 
Chilean universities was key for rapidly responding to the emerging needs of 
schools.

3.1  Introduction

The role that universities take in supporting schools during the Covid-19 pandemic 
is highly dependent on context. This chapter focuses on the role of the Pontificia 
Universidad Católica de Chile (PUC) in supporting educational continuity in Chile 
through both a partnership with Universidad de Chile, to coordinate university pro-
posals to advise the government through the Mesa Social Covid-19 (Covid-19 
Social Roundtable), and institutional initiatives.

This chapter presents these two interlinked initiatives for education continuity 
and is organized into five sections. First, it presents the context of the pandemic in 
Chile, which is critical to understand this case. The second section presents PUC’s 
mission and role in society as a framework to explain the initiatives to support 
school continuity. The third focuses on the Joint Venture between PUC and 
Universidad de Chile to lead a collaborative effort to support school continuity. The 
fourth section describes and explains, in a timeline format, the different initiatives 
to support school continuity at PUC. Lastly, the fifth section delves into the main 
concepts that help to delineate institutional efforts to support school continuity.
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3.2  Chilean Context During Covid-19

The Chilean government asked academic institutions for assistance to create an 
advisory committee known as “Mesa Social Covid-19,” which began its operations 
on March 22, 2020. The academic committee of the Mesa Social is led by the presi-
dents of the Pontificia Universidad Católica (PUC) and the University of Chile 
(UCh) and aims to promote evidence-based decision-making within the govern-
ment. The Mesa Social focused its attention on different issues starting with public 
health, epidemiology, and mental health, followed by education and the economy.

As noted, the work of the Mesa Social initially focused on public health issues. 
However, by the first days of April 2020, the dean of the Faculty of Education pro-
posed to the authorities (Highest Direction or Dirección Superior, in Spanish) of 
PUC to add a specific multi-disciplinary group on education, healthcare, and the 
economy to the Mesa Social. This recommendation was accepted and immediately 
implemented through collaborative work between PUC and Universidad de Chile. 
The newly established group worked on proposals and specific guidelines to help 
the school system on the necessary measures to provide socioemotional and aca-
demic support to students and their families.

The Chilean educational context has particularities that are important to consider 
when examining universities’ joint efforts to support school continuity. First, it is 
one of the most privatized school systems in the world, with two-thirds of the enroll-
ment attending private-subsidized schools. These private-subsidized schools, 
funded with public resources, are primarily schools owned by one individual, not 
part of a larger network of schools, nor receiving pedagogical support directly from 
educational authorities. Moreover, since privatization and competition are also cen-
tral features in the higher education sector, therefore collaboration among leading 
institutions is less common due to the existing incentives of the system. Additionally, 
Chile is a national unitarian country, whereas the Ministry of Education, a national 
government entity, has direct influence over all the schools receiving public funds in 
the country. These three contextual elements are crucial for understanding the pro-
cess of supporting schools during the pandemic in Chile, and their obvious frag-
mentation, which aims at covering a wide range of schools in the initiatives. Finally, 
it is worth mentioning that several protests had already disrupted schooling between 
October and December 2019, especially for students in urban areas near places of 
gathering for protesting. Therefore, the challenges for school continuity in Chile 
combined previous social unrest with the effects of the pandemic.

3.3  PUC’s Mission and Role in Society

Institutionally, PUC’s mission includes key concepts that serve as guidelines to deal 
with the pandemic. Before the arrival of Covid-19, PUC has prioritized public com-
mitment to transfer knowledge and contribute to the improvement of quality of life. 
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Within this framework, the Faculty of Education had already structured its develop-
ment around the concepts of educational justice, pedagogies of the practice, and 
digital educational practices, always considering the link between research and 
practices as a central part of its public commitment.

During the pandemic, PUC’s work on school continuity was guided by several 
principles. First, there is a growing sentiment that the work at the university and 
faculty level requires a deeper and stronger connection to the daily challenges faced 
by schools. Second, this connectedness requires a more holistic and interdisciplin-
ary focus to promote students’ well-being in schools. This means re-thinking the 
logic of educational research to take into consideration different aspects of well- 
being of the students alongside academic achievement. Such change entails aiming 
at a more profound comprehension of the personal and social situations of children 
attending school to craft teaching strategies that promote their holistic development. 
Third, the challenge of supporting schools requires collaboration rather than com-
petition among universities. For instance, although PUC is a leading research uni-
versity in Chile, it has a limited scope to cover the needs of the school system just 
like other institutions. Accordingly, PUC and Universidad de Chile decided to join 
forces under the umbrella of the Mesa Social to coordinate efforts to support educa-
tion continuity and invite academics from various universities in the country to con-
tribute according to their different specializations.

3.4  Collaboration Venue: Joint Venture 
of Leading Universities

As previously mentioned, PUC joined forces with the Universidad de Chile (UCh) 
to provide academic advice to the government on pandemic decision-making. The 
PUC is a private institution whereas the UCh is a public university, and both are in 
the capital city of Santiago. It is worth noting that these two universities are the most 
prestigious, oldest, and selective in Chile. Both are research-oriented institutions, 
and their graduates usually take leadership positions nationally. They also form part 
of the University Presidents’ Council, an entity created in 1954 by the Chilean gov-
ernment to support the development of the country via a network of public and 
private- traditional universities which receive financial support from the government 
(Consejo de Rectores, 2020).

The joint venture to address the challenges of the pandemic consisted of a strate-
gic plan of three phases within the framework of the Mesa Social. First, PUC and 
UCh presented proposals to the Mesa Social on school continuity, starting with a 
report with guidelines and recommendations for policy and practice with short-, 
mid-, and long-term perspectives entitled “Proposals for Education – Inter-university 
report of the Social Table  3B Covid-19” (Propuestas Educación -Trabajo 
Interuniversitario Mesa Social 3B Covid-19) (Mesa Social, 2020c). Both universi-
ties convened a steering committee to coordinate the preparation of this document 

3 Pontificia Universidad Católica Support for the School System During the Covid-19…



60

during March, when the government planned vacations during the two last weeks of 
April and stated that students would be back in schools by April 27. The recommen-
dations prepared for school continuity were published on April 24 and delivered to 
the Minister of Education. At the time of this presentation, the government had 
already announced that there was not a fixed date to return to school because such a 
decision was dependent upon the progression of the pandemic.

The proposals in the document had three aims. First, it recommended measures 
to provide emotional support for students affected by post-traumatic stress with 
consideration to the degree of intensity. Second, it provided guidelines to develop 
curriculum adjustments and suggestions to create remote education strategies. 
Third, the document provided guidelines for policies in terms of curriculum adjust-
ments, flexibilization of funding, cancellation or diminishing of assessments, and 
high stakes accountability measures.

In the second phase, the steering committee convened experts from different 
universities to develop guidelines and pedagogical strategies to work in the priori-
tized curriculum for 2020 and 2021 (two different school years), proposed by the 
Ministry of Education through by June 20, 2020 (MINEDUC, 2020). More than 90 
academics from PUC, UCh, and other universities, alongside schoolteachers, devel-
oped specific and adaptive guidelines to implement the streamlined curriculum, 
based on principles such as prioritization, flexibility, integration, and fostering stu-
dent agency. More specifically, the document provides recommendations to follow 
learning pathways in Arts, Science, Physical Education, History, Geography, Social 
Sciences, English, Language (Spanish), and Mathematics (Mesa Social, 2020a). In 
addition, the recommendations consider three different connectivity situations: (a) 
students and teachers with access to the Internet for synchronous classes, (b) stu-
dents and teachers with limited access to Internet that may need a-synchronous 
classes, and (c) students without access to Internet, in which case teachers and 
schools are organizing the delivery of printed educational materials (Mesa Social, 
2020a). The guidelines follow a modular approach that allows for high flexibility in 
their usage depending on the different school contexts and needs. As such, these 
recommendations are intended to be useful beyond the emergency of this pandemic. 
The document was entitled “Pedagogies of the proximity: Learning in times of cri-
sis,” available in Spanish as Didácticas de la Proximidad: Aprendiendo en tiempos 
de crisis (Mesa social, 2020a).

Also, academics from PUC, the UCh, and Pontifical Catholic University of 
Valparaiso created a series of recommendations to support school leaders entitled 
“School leadership: Learning in times of crisis”—in Spanish, Liderazgo Escolar: 
Aprendiendo en tiempos de crisis (Mesa Social, 2020b). These recommendations 
focus on three different moments for school continuity: (a) leadership during the 
pandemic and school closures; (b) leadership focused on teaching and learning dur-
ing the pandemic; and (c) preparing the schools for returning to in person education. 
Connectedness, collaboration, contention, training, and trust are the key concepts 
behind the leadership guidelines (Mesa Social, 2020b).

Both documents with recommendations for teaching and leadership were pre-
sented on July 23  in an open webinar with the presence of the presidents and 
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authorities of PUC and UCh, the leaders of the Steering Committee, academics, as 
well as two classroom teachers and school principals. Nearly 10,000 people viewed 
the presentation at some point, and more than 2000 people stayed for the whole 
webinar. Furthermore, by the end of July more than 1000 people had downloaded 
the document on teaching, and nearly 300 downloaded the guidelines for leadership.

3.5  PUC’s Efforts to Support the School System: A Timeline

As stated before, efforts to support school continuity started within the framework 
of the Mesa Social with the launch of proposals for education on April 24, 2020 
(Mesa Social, 2020c). Since the university has supported school continuity in both 
collaborative and institutional initiatives, this section provides a timeline of the spe-
cific actions and a brief explanation of their content.

In terms of the social and political situation, these proposals helped to delineate 
the significance and long-lasting adverse effects that the pandemic could have if 
authorities and stakeholders in the education system did not implement adjustments 
to the education services.

After the release of the report on proposals for education, PUC continued devel-
oping institutional efforts to support school continuity. Specifically, PUC organized 
12 webinars, via its Center for Educational Justice with the Faculty of Education, on 
topics ranging from digital teaching strategies to teaching math, language, science, 
as well as project-based learning and curricular prioritization. These webinars 
started in May and continued through September. This initiative was a response to 
the decentralized organization of the school system and the delay in support 
responses from the national authorities due to the uncertainty introduced by the 
pandemic. In this way, it was possible to offer ample national coverage to those 
schools and teachers in need of support. Nearly 5000 teachers from schools from 
across the country had participated in the webinars until the end of June. This has 
been a highly flexible support strategy to adapt to the needs of the school system.

The System of Practices, a program in PUC’s Faculty of Education for students 
in initial teacher training programs, was one of the main direct connections to the 
school system prior to Covid-19. Student teaching is a requirement for graduation, 
and the pandemic opened an opportunity to reframe the logic of the teaching prac-
tices to support school continuity. The main adaptations to the System of Practices 
to address challenges caused by the pandemic consisted of:

 (a) A series of online training for teaching teams in kindergartens through audio 
presentations, teaching guides, and some online synchronic sessions to explain 
the contents

 (b) Workshops implemented by student-teachers on topics related to teaching dur-
ing the pandemic for schools with connectivity limitations

 (c) Short videos on the implementation of curricular contents for each discipline 
and school grade available at each school
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 (d) Audio recommendations on how to work with families and teaching teams in 
the school community during the pandemic

 (e) Online classes with the participation of student-teachers in schools implement-
ing virtual education during the pandemic

 (f) Coaching to groups of students in the classroom in several schools that required 
differentiated support

 (g) The design and distribution of educational lessons to families to support school 
continuity

 (h) Design and dissemination of learning resources for remote development of 
skills and knowledge for each curriculum discipline and school grade

These initiatives have supported 60 schools (31% public, 30% private- subsidized, 
and 39% private schools) that have been connected to the Faculty of Education 
System of Practices before the pandemic. Lastly, the System of Practices of the 
Faculty of Education at PUC has also contributed to school continuity through the 
sharing of electronic bulletins that contain recommendations for education and sur-
veys to collect information regarding school needs. These latter actions were imple-
mented in collaboration with the Observatory of Digital Education Practices (OPED, 
in Spanish Observatorio de Prácticas Educativas Digitales).

The Faculty of Education of PUC also joined a governmental program designed 
and implemented by the Ministry of Education called “Network of Coaches for 
Chile”—in Spanish Red de Tutores para Chile. This initiative offers students in 
initial teacher training programs (student-teachers) opportunities to develop in- 
classroom practices required by their initial teacher training programs through vir-
tual education. At the same time, such programs allow students from different 
universities across the country to provide coaching or tutoring to students in differ-
ent schools to support classroom teachers. This approach can offer more individual-
ized attention and, especially, a method for self-study and self-learning that can 
have long-lasting effects developing independent studying and learning skills 
among students.

In terms of school continuity, the Center for Educational Transformation 
(CENTRE UC), which oversees providing in-service teacher training and coaching 
to teachers and school communities, has changed all its programs to be offered vir-
tually, including those involving coaching and feedback. Also, CENTRE has con-
tributed to supporting school continuity by participating in the Group of Innovation 
on Early Childhood Education from the Ministry of Education which started in July 
2020 to develop policy guidelines to face the pandemic in this educational level 
from 2020 and beyond.

Finally, the Agency for International Cooperation and Development of Chile 
(AGCID) asked PUC to design and implement a series of webinars to support the 
continuity of education in other South American countries during the months of 
September through November. These seminars focused on (a) continuity of educa-
tion during the pandemic; (b) challenges of the pandemic for pre-service and in- 
service teacher training; (c) how to prioritize the curriculum to promote development 
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and learning among students; and (d) current situation of the education systems and 
challenges for an after-pandemic world.

3.6  Concepts that Frame Efforts to Support School 
Continuity at PUC

The conceptual elements that can explain PUC’s commitment to supporting school 
continuity can be classified into institutional concepts aligned to PUC’s mission and 
emerging concepts necessary to expand the scope of such a mission in the face of 
the pandemic.

Five concepts were already present in the PUC and its Faculty of Education 
when the pandemic arrived, which allowed the institution to frame the challenge of 
school continuity. First, public commitment is part of the PUC’s mission, a concept 
that entails strengthening links with society to contribute to solving social chal-
lenges. The second concept is the link between research and practice, which has 
been developed by the Center of Studies of Educational Policies and Practices since 
it was launched in 2010. Educational justice is the third concept, in which the Center 
for Advanced Studies on Educational Justice of PUC has been researching aspects 
of policy and practice that influence the possibility of reaching more justice and 
equality in terms of supporting the most disadvantaged groups of students and criti-
cally questioning social expectations based on stereotypes or prejudices since 2017. 
Fourth, the concept regarding pedagogies of the practice has been used to structure 
initial and continuous teacher training in the Faculty of Education. Finally, digital 
education practices were a fifth concept that was already present in the Faculty of 
Education of PUC.  In fact, the Faculty created an Observatory of Educational 
Digital Practices in 2017 with the aim of supporting academics within the Faculty 
to incorporate technology in their own teaching and develop student-teachers’ digi-
tal skills and knowledge. The observatory has also participated in several research 
projects on remote education in Chile, and most importantly, it has been an invalu-
able asset to help PUC and the Faculty of Education face the challenge of support-
ing school continuity. Without this institutional arrangement, it would have been 
more difficult to respond to the needs of school continuity. Therefore, the combina-
tion of having this institutional arrangement and the knowledge accumulated 
through research has allowed PUC to design responses for school continuity that 
include digital strategies.

These five principles have allowed training programs to be better designed with 
solid theoretical bases and an intensive system of practices and coaching to support 
students in initial teacher training programs in learning how to implement classes 
that are aligned with evidence and are successful in promoting student learning.

The concepts that PUC had cultivated as an institution before the pandemic were 
of great help in framing the challenge of school continuity for the wider education 
community. However, they were insufficient to genuinely respond to the needs 
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posed by the pandemic. At the institutional level, there are two elements that have 
been magnified due to the pandemic: collaboration and connectedness.

In this new context, the pandemic has shown us that the magnitude of the chal-
lenges is well beyond the scope and capacity of one institution. The notion of col-
laboration to solve problems has emerged as a critical element even in an education 
system traditionally marked by high levels of market competition among educa-
tional institutions. In this sense, having the public and the private leading universi-
ties in Chile collaborating instead of competing represents a profound change in 
perspective. There has also been a newly applied element of connectedness with the 
wider school system. As such, the intentional reflection at the Faculty of Education 
at PUC has focused on redefining the ways in which PUC connects to the school 
system. On one hand, the conversations among academics have led to initial defini-
tions of relevant research that intends to improve schools, especially learning and 
development opportunities for the most disadvantaged children. This dialogue has 
led to an agreement between the Faculty of Education at PUC and the Local Service 
of Public Education Gabriela Mistral, which is primarily a school district of public 
schools in a territory serving a low SES population in the surroundings of the PUC 
San Joaquín Campus. This relationship was formed to support schools with student- 
teachers doing their practical training and offer different levels of support to the 
schools.

At the research level, the element of connectedness has been bidirectional. From 
PUC to the school system, research conducted must consider the evident needs of 
the population under study, the contextual and bureaucratic demands that schools 
face, and the requirements of the policy. The other direction of connectedness refers 
to a more fluid, horizontal, and holistic dialogue between universities and the school 
system. Consequently, future research projects may evolve toward including more 
collaboration with school actors in the design, implementation, and production of 
research results with schools. Although this is not the only way to address connect-
edness in research, it is a working definition presently used at the university. During 
a webinar on July 23, the president of PUC pointed out that collaboration needs to 
lead to connectedness in multidirectional dialogues between universities, school 
system, academics, teachers, and principals along the country as a way to overcome 
the crisis and build durable ties for the improvement of education.

Beyond the concepts of connectedness and collaboration, during the social pro-
tests at the end of 2019 and throughout 2020, two other elements emerged as con-
cerns in relation to the role of the university to support the school system.

First, the element of holistic well-being among children and school communities 
regarding the school system was exposed as a primary concern. Chile is one of the 
most unequal countries of the OECD, a feature that can negatively impact a child’s 
mental health because of the effects of marginalization (OECD, 2020; Treviño, 
Villalobos & Castillo, 2020). Chile also has high levels of child abuse and maltreat-
ment, which must be addressed in the school system since the national health sys-
tem offers limited support for mental health conditions (Treviño, Villalobos & 
Castillo, 2020). The interrelation between the cognitive, social, emotional, and 
physical elements of child development (Shonkoff & Phillips, 2000)  has been 
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routinely neglected by the school system, whereas incentives and accountability of 
schools is primarily based on the school average test score results as stated in 
both national laws for the quality of education  (No. 20.529) and the preferential 
voucher regulation (No. 20.248) in Chile.

Another emergent element is evidence-based guidance for schools from univer-
sities. In this context, evidence-based guidance means providing recommendations 
to overcome the challenges of the pandemic utilizing accumulated knowledge. This 
required universities to adapt research results, analyzing the existing literature on 
education during emergencies, and compiling recommendations with the best pro-
fessional judgment to collectively face an unprecedented situation. The collabora-
tion between academics, teachers, and principals was key in shaping such 
recommendations. It is important to also note that this guidance must not be misin-
terpreted as a straightforward prescription. The range of specific situations happen-
ing in schools across the country is difficult to predict, and therefore evidence-based 
guidance aims at providing recommendations that can be adapted and flexible to 
form a measured response to local needs.

This approach to guidance is especially necessary given the geographic context 
of Chile. The continental part of the country is long and thin with more than 6000 
kilometers of seacoast to the west and guarded by the Cordillera de Los Andes to the 
east. The maximum width of this long territory is 360 kilometers from the border in 
Los Andes mountains to the sea, and its minimum width is 17 kilometers. 
Furthermore, the geography of Chile also includes several islands in the Pacific and 
Antarctic oceans.

The elements described above define the rationale of PUC’s efforts to effectively 
gather evidence, provide guidelines for the school system, and inform policymaking 
to ultimately provide locally legitimate support to teachers and schools.

Lastly, it is noteworthy that PUC structured these efforts without providing addi-
tional resources to support them. Instead, different actors within the university re- 
organized their time and resources to serve the needs of the school system. The 
president of PUC and the dean of the Faculty of Education provided moral, but not 
financial, support.

3.7  Conclusion

The Covid-19 pandemic has impacted the social and economic life of vast propor-
tions of the population around the globe. And while the effects of the pandemic on 
school continuity have been adverse, higher education institutions have been 
attempting to contribute positively to the effort of continuity in various ways.

In Chile, the establishment of the Mesa Social to advise the government with the 
participation of the presidents of both PUC and UCh represented an important mile-
stone in the process of supporting school continuity. Originally thought as a group 
to provide advice on health issues, the Mesa Social included a chapter on education 
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thanks to the commitment of both the Faculty of Education and the highest authori-
ties of PUC.

There are several concepts that were already central to the mission of PUC that 
were useful guidelines to frame the efforts of school continuity: public commitment 
of the university to its surrounding environment, the link between research and 
practice, the notion of educational justice, the development of digital education 
practices, and pedagogies of the practice. On the other hand, collaboration and con-
nectedness are newly incorporated concepts that emerged as key conceptual orienta-
tions for future work with the school system. The practice of collaboration has 
resulted in growth in the capacity of universities and schools to work together even 
in a highly privatized and competitive educational environment, in which these edu-
cational institutions typically compete for students and funds. Moreover, due to 
increased connectedness, there has been an expansion of the capacity of universities 
and schools to mutually learn how to address educational, pedagogical, or organiza-
tional issues that may impede schools to fully achieve their mission.

This pandemic has already provided several enduring lessons for Chile, consid-
ered one of the most advanced in education and most developed in the Latin 
American region. The pandemic first exposed how profound educational inequali-
ties are in the Chilean school system and the disparities in access to the Internet 
between the advantaged and disadvantaged populations.

The shortcomings of the existing regulatory framework, which focuses on high- 
stakes testing, privatization, and universal voucher funding, were made evident by 
the extraordinary situation created by the pandemic. Even despite the obvious dif-
ficulties of conducting examinations during Covid-19, the national assessment sys-
tem insisted on applying the national high stakes tests, a decision which was finally 
reversed by July.

School communities have also been leading impressive efforts to deliver educa-
tional services to their students at a time when authorities focused on short-term 
issues without a systemic and coordinated plan that allowed schools to adapt to this 
new environment. However, it is difficult to estimate the magnitude of these efforts 
in the school system.

Within the Faculty of Education at PUC, there is a shared notion that several of 
these noted changes in the school system and the Faculty itself should be enduring 
to continue to best support the school system and teachers to shape opportunities for 
students, with a focus on educational justice, to develop the twenty-first-century 
skills required to participate in a post-pandemic world.

Although the efforts from authorities and universities to ensure school continuity 
have been substantial, facing the pandemic has been a challenge in Chile due to 
inequalities in the access to Internet in the country. Nearly 44% of the population 
does not have household Internet connection, and 13% of the population does not 
have any type of connection. Furthermore, the digital gap is significant in the case 
of low-income households and the elderly (Subtel, 2017). For that reason, the rec-
ommendations were designed with this context in mind.
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At the moment of finishing this chapter, April 2021, the evolution of the pan-
demic in Chile and the world is far from being under control. The Ministry of 
Education in Chile has insisted prioritizing in-person classes over virtual or hybrid 
models. The ministry announced an in-person beginning of the school year in 
March, subsequently changing this decision without a robust plan for considering 
the scenario of the pandemic disrupting school in 2021. Today universities are 
designing new strategies of support for schools in alignment with their aims toward 
initial and continuous teacher training, among other priorities.
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