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Informed School Choice, and What Happens at Scale

Evidence from a Randomized Trial and an Equilibrium Model in Chile

Executive Summary

In 2010, a low-cost information intervention was delivered to families of children in public Pre-K
centers in Chile, at the moment they were choosing a primary school: a short video on why school
quality matters, and a personalized report card comparing nearby schools on test scores, fees, and
distance. Families reached before they had enrolled their child chose measurably better schools,
and those children scored about 0.2 standard deviations higher on fourth-grade national tests. The
harder question is what the same policy would do if every family received it. The study answers
it with a structural model of school choice and competition, and the answer is not the small-scale
result scaled up. Two forces pull against each other. Congestion at popular schools cuts the gain
by roughly two-�fths, because informing everyone does not create seats. But stronger demand for
quality also sharpens schools' incentives to improve, and that supply response roughly cancels the
congestion loss. The policy lesson is that neither force can be assumed away, and that their balance
is a property of the market that has to be measured rather than presumed.

Key Information Policy Implications

� Research Question: Does information

change school choice, and does the e�ect

survive at scale?

� Primary Recommendation: Deliver

information before families commit to a

school

� Data Source: RCT with 1,832 Pre-K

families in 133 preschools, Chile, 2010, plus

national administrative records

� Measured Impact: About 0.2 SD on

fourth-grade test scores, among families

reached before enrollment

� Methodology: Randomized trial, with

the experimental demand shift embedded

in a structural model of choice and compe-

tition

� At Scale: Congestion removes about

two-�fths of the gain; the supply-side qual-

ity response roughly restores it

� Timeline: 2010 intervention; outcomes

followed for more than a decade

� Caution: The net e�ect is close to the

small-scale estimate, but for o�setting rea-

sons, not because scale is neutral

Background and Context

The Problem: In education markets with extensive private provision, families often lack usable

information about school quality. Chile publishes school performance data, but it is rarely

tailored to the schools in a family's immediate neighborhood, or timed to reach parents while they

are actively choosing. The gap falls hardest on disadvantaged families, who may have less access

to information about their options and less reason to see quality di�erences as consequential for

their child's future.
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Why Scale Is the Hard Part: A successful small trial does not settle what a national policy

would achieve. When only a few families are informed, they can move into better schools without

a�ecting anyone else. When everyone is informed, they compete for the same seats, and the

schools themselves respond. Evaluating the policy therefore requires more than the experiment:

it requires a model of how the market adjusts.

The Intervention and Research Design

The intervention was delivered at regular parent meetings in preschool centers of Fundación

Integra, a national network of roughly 1,000 public centers serving predominantly low- and

lower-middle-income families. It had two components:

1. Motivational Video: A short video linking school quality to future educational and labor-

market opportunities, featuring role models from low-income neighborhoods who had gone on

to better opportunities through education.

2. Personalized Report Card: A comparison of the primary schools near the family's home,

showing:

� SIMCE test scores in mathematics and language

� Fees and expected out-of-pocket costs

� Location, with a map of the listed schools

Research Design: The study was implemented in the three largest regions of Chile�Valparaíso,

Biobío, and Santiago. Of 143 eligible urban preschools, 133 participated and were randomly as-

signed to treatment or control before visits were arranged, strati�ed by region, grades o�ered,

and the number of primary schools within 2 km. Between August and December 2010, 1,832

parents gave consent and completed a baseline survey before receiving any information. Families

were re-surveyed in 2011, and 98% of the sample was matched to administrative records and

followed for more than a decade. Two treatment intensities were originally planned but could

not be separated in implementation, so the estimates are intent-to-treat e�ects of the bundled

package.

A design feature that turned out to matter: because the intervention arrived at parent

meetings, it reached some families who had already chosen a school and others who had not.

That distinction drives the results.

Key Research Findings

E�ects concentrate among families reached before they had enrolled. Among families

who had already committed to a school, none of the school-choice estimates is statistically

signi�cant, and of their fourteen choice and outcome coe�cients only one rejects zero�which

does not survive correction for multiple testing. Among families who had not yet enrolled:

� School Choice: Treated families chose schools with higher value added and higher

fourth-grade mathematics scores, travelled about 0.2 km farther, and were 12.3 percent-

age points more likely to choose a fee-charging school. The shift in chosen-school value

added�about 0.10 in the study's normalized quality measure�is the input to the model.

2 of 4



Policy Brief

� Academic Outcomes: Fourth-grade SIMCE scores were 0.24 SD higher in language

and 0.21 SD higher in mathematics.

� Later Outcomes: Eighth-grade estimates are 0.18 and 0.26 SD, and college entrance

exam scores, conditional on sitting the exam, are 0.19 and 0.15 SD. These are observed for

smaller samples selected by test participation, and one eighth-grade cohort's assessment

was cancelled. The study treats them as supporting evidence, not as a separate long-

run �nding. The treatment did not a�ect reaching twelfth grade or sitting the entrance

exam.

� Delivery Cost: The intervention used an existing meeting, a short video, and printed

material, which is what makes national delivery plausible.

Scaling and Equilibrium Considerations

The central contribution is what happens when the policy is no longer small. The experimentally

identi�ed demand shift is applied to all eligible families across 53 urban markets in a model where

schools choose quality and price and seats are �nite. E�ects are reported for low-income (SEP)

families as expected value added of the school attended, in standard deviations:

� Demand only: +0.191 SD, if school characteristics and capacity are held �xed. This

is the naive extrapolation.

� Adding capacity constraints and centralized assignment: +0.115 SD. Congestion

at popular schools removes about two-�fths of the gain, because informing every family

does not create a single seat.

� Allowing schools to respond: +0.226 SD. More quality-responsive demand raises the

return to improving quality, and private schools invest.

The supply response (+0.111 SD) is statistically signi�cant and roughly o�sets the congestion

loss. But the �nal �gure sits only 0.036 SD above the demand-only benchmark, and that

di�erence is not statistically distinguishable from zero. The honest reading is not that scale

ampli�es the policy. It is that two large forces nearly cancel, so the naive number happens to

land close to the equilibrium one�and would not have, in a market where the balance di�ered.

The supply response also depends on what it costs schools to improve. Raising the marginal cost

of quality by 5% lowers the e�ect from 0.226 to 0.184 SD; a 10% increase lowers it to 0.144 SD,

and cuts the all-family e�ect from 0.152 to 0.044 SD. These are sensitivity exercises rather than

estimates of how wages would actually respond, but they show the result is not robust to a large

cost increase. The estimates also hold public-school quality �xed.

Policy Recommendations

� Target the decision window, not the population. The e�ects come almost entirely

from families who had not yet chosen a school. Chile's centralized admissions system

now provides exactly this: a common application calendar with a predictable point before

rankings are submitted. Information delivered after a family has committed did nothing

measurable.
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� Make the information personalized and local. What moved choices was a comparison

of the speci�c schools near a family's home, on dimensions they could act on, alongside a

reason to care about quality.

� Pair information with capacity. Congestion is the single largest drag on the policy

at scale. Information redistributes access to existing quality; it does not create seats.

Measures that relax capacity at good schools protect the gains.

� Do not assume the supply response. It is what rescues the policy here, and it depends

on providers being able to respond and on the cost of quality not rising sharply. In a system

where providers cannot adjust, the congestion loss stands.

� Design the evaluation for equilibrium e�ects. An individual-level trial cannot detect

them: treating one family a�ects its neighbors. The study shows how the model can select

clusters and bu�er zones for a larger trial, trading precision against contamination from

spillovers.

Implementation and Broader Implications

For policymakers, the Chilean case is a worked example of taking a credible small experiment

and asking what it implies for a national policy, rather than assuming the answer transfers.

The intervention itself succeeded on three ordinary grounds: it used infrastructure that already

existed, the data were credible and local, and the framing connected school quality to something

parents already wanted for their children.

The wider lesson is methodological and applies well beyond information policy. Scaling a

demand-shifting policy in a market with �nite capacity and responsive providers sets two forces

against each other. Which dominates is an empirical property of that market, and it cannot

be read o� the experimental estimate. A partial-equilibrium calculation that ignores congestion

will overstate the short-run gain; one that adds congestion but not the supply response will

understate the medium-run gain. Both errors are avoidable, and both are common.
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