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This paper aims to analyze how students attending six of the most prestigious, selective, and high-performing public schools in Chile perceive the concept of excellence and what factors influence their perceptions. A survey was administered to 1,828 students enrolled in 11th and 12th grade. The results show that students share a multidimensional idea of excellence. Five dimensions are identified but, according to students’ perceptions, there were two constructs that stood out the most: “effort and self-improvement’” and ‘”social commitment and thoughtfulness.” We find that variables such as expectations about the future and perceptions about schools explain the dissimilar ideas of excellence shared by students. This research gives voice to students on a current topic of the educational agenda –the concept of excellence– and invites researchers to re-think this construct from perspectives other than academic achievements
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INTRODUCTION
High-Performing Public Schools (HPPS) are an important tool to enhance public education for various educational systems worldwide. Since their implementation during the twentieth century, these schools have had sought to transmit national ideals and promote high levels of knowledge for all social classes (Serrano et al., 2012; Valenzuela and Allende, 2012). In general, research on those schools highlights the importance of HPPS in providing an education of excellence to the most talented students to confront and overcome social inequality (Bailey et al., 2012; Matthews and Dai, 2014; Plucker and Callahan, 2014). One of the main expressions of these discussions has been the boom of highly selective schools in the United States (Finn and Hockett, 2012).
Several studies have investigated the effects of this type of school. One body of research focuses on the relationship between self-concept and academic performance in HPPS (Wolff et al., 2018; Sewasew and Schroeders, 2019). However, there is no conclusive evidence on the direction of the relationship between these two variables (Sánchez and Peralta, 2003). Moreover, the evidence on the impact of HPPS on students’ self-concept is under debate. On the one hand, drawing on the notion that self-concept is constructed from a continuous process of comparison with classmates (Marsh and Parker, 1984; Seaton et al., 2010), various researchers have indicated that high-achieving students in high-achieving schools have more negative self-concepts. This is a result of comparing themselves to more able students (Huang, 2011; Marsh et al., 2014), which is an effect also called BFLPE (Big-Fish-Little-Pond-Effect). On the other hand, as BIRGE (Basking-In-Reflected-Glory-Effect) or the assimilation effect hypothesizes, self-concept could be enhanced if students are enrolled in schools with high social status, contributing to their sense of pride, and consequently, to their positive self-concept (Müller and Zurbriggen, 2016).
Another set of research studies discuss the added value that high-performing schools deliver to their students. Some studies measure the effect that these schools have on the academic trajectory of their students, the role of the selective admissions process, and the relevance of family background in successful academic careers (Angrist and Rokkanen, 2015; Allensworth et al., 2016; Barker and Hoskins, 2017). The results show that, in general, HPPS provide little or no added value, primarily in developed countries. In the United States, as well as in England (Clark, 2010), students attending these schools did not achieve better results in standardized tests or at most they achieved a little improvement on their academic results (Allensworth et al., 2016). Dobbie and Fryer (2014) also find evidence of a small impact of attending these schools in United States on college enrollment and college graduation. However, in developing countries such as Mexico (Dustan, 2010), Trinidad and Tobago (Jackson, 2010) and Chile (Bucarey et al., 2014), HPPS do have a positive effect, namely in scores obtained in the national examinations at the end of secondary education and in labor market outcomes.
Finally, various studies analyze the characteristics of students within HPPS (Neild, 2004; Peters and Engerrand, 2016). Results evidence that most high-achieving students with low incomes do not apply to selective schools, and that, in many cases, social minorities and vulnerable populations (e.g., the case of Hispanics /Latinos and African Americans in the United States) are underrepresented in these schools (Neild, 2004; Wright et al., 2017). This evidence questions the role that these schools play in social mobility and the reduction of inequalities.
Chile has fostered the creation of HPPS. These schools have a long tradition of excellence and a strong anchorage in the republican ideals (Fercovic, 2020). They represent the main path to elite universities and to the main social positions of power and prestige (Serrano, et al., 2012). While some studies on these schools have identified them as spaces where social mobility can be promoted (Ruiz, 2010), other researchers have shown that HPPS deliver little added value to their students, and that they are attended mainly by middle and high-class Chilean students (Allende, 2015).
The study of the notions of excellence, especially in the educational field, has been related to political and philosophical discussions on social justice, talent, meritocracy, and equal opportunities (Aubert and Gaulejac, 1991), central aspects in the configuration of HPPS. Studies on excellence have tended to focus on higher-education environments and on educational policies, leaving behind school contexts and relegated community perceptions (Gopinathan and Lee, 2018). Meanwhile, the few studies on students’ perceptions in gifted student education contexts have focused on the satisfaction they feel for belonging to their schools (Matthews and Kitchen, 2007). Hence, the evidence on the notions of excellence shared between gifted school communities is rare and matters mainly for three reasons. Firstly, it allows us to understand how students and teachers are making sense of this key concept within neoliberal educational policies and how they are reappropriating it as more than just academic performance. Secondly, understanding students’ subjectivities can be an important tool for policy makers who should pay attention to “real schools” and should listen to students and teachers’ perceptions instead of imposing “a theory from above” (Ball et al., 2012, p.149). Lastly, in an educational system as highly competitive and market oriented as Chile’s, it is relevant to know if students share a negative perception of excellence related to stress or, on the contrary, if they perceive it as a positive concept linked to the mainstream meritocratic vision of success based on effort and hard work.
Despite this evidence on HPPS, it is hard to find literature focused on HPPS and students’ perceptions of excellence. Thus, it seems relevant to study the concept of excellence that is generated within these schools and that is shared by these students.
Our main thesis states that the social representations of excellence shared by students attending HPPS in Chile present a multidimensional configuration of excellence not restricted to academic dimensions, in line with a holistic perspective of education and a goal of educating the whole person. We argue this for two reasons. Primarily, HPPS students in Chile are often part of social and/or political movements, and HPPS schools often have curriculums not restricted to training students according to national standards and national examinations. Secondly, these students are socialized around the ethical ideal of ‘constant improvement’, wanting to achieve the ‘ideal student’ model, which is even more complex and difficult to accomplish than academic performance.
The main objective of this research is to explore students’ perceptions of excellence in high-performing public secondary schools in Chile, through the following two research questions: 1) What are students’ perceptions of excellence, and 2) What are the factors related to these perceptions of excellence? To answer these questions, this study performed a quantitative explorative analysis based on a questionnaire applied to students belonging to a set of public high-performing high schools within Chile’s Metropolitan Region. Questionnaire results were then analyzed with multivariate analysis methods.
This article is divided into four parts, aside from this introduction. First, the notion of ‘excellence’ is conceptually described and analyzed, contextualized within the general Chilean educational system and HPPS in Chile. The methodology used is then detailed, elaborating on the sample, instrument and data analysis methods used. The fourth section analyzes the main results of the study, describing the sociodemographic characteristics of the interviewees, the various dimensions of the concept of excellence obtained from the analysis and the variables that are positively or negatively related to each of these dimensions. Lastly, the conclusions reflect on the relevance of this research on HPPS for public policy and knowledge in the educational field.
CONCEPTUAL AND CONTEXTUAL BACKGROUND
The Concept of Excellence: A State of the Art
The concept of excellence has become an important topic of discussion in the last decades (Hartley, 2006), raising multiple discussions on its definition. Duru-Bellat and Mingat (2011), who propose the existence of multiple dimensions of excellence, establish one interesting approach. For these authors, excellence may concurrently be understood as a measure related to the level of grades obtained by the students, as a concept related to cognition, values and abilities transmitted by the school, as an assessment of the career during or after schooling, and/or as an aspect of performance of some or all the students within an educational system.
From a similar perspective, Gillies (2007) suggests a definition of excellence based on three notions: n-excellence, i-excellence, and c-excellence. In the first case, excellence is norm-referenced, which qualifies as ‘excellent’ not only those who surpass this norm, but also those who achieve the highest and the best in relation to the norm. I-excellence is related to educational improvement based on personal performance rather than general criteria. Lastly, c-excellence is related to the general criteria of achievement, which are theoretically available to everyone. Another interesting distinction, although more focused on the individual perspective, is the one proposed by MacAllister et al. (2013). According to these authors, it is possible to conceive three different meanings of excellence: excellence as performance that surpasses others,’ excellence as the progress related to previous own performances, and excellence as the fostering of high levels of good personal qualities (virtues).
Regardless of their endorsement, all these definitions tend to center the dimensions of excellence on academic and value-related elements, focusing on the capabilities of the students and on the method in which their talents should be categorized. Nevertheless, excellence may also be measured through a dimensional plurality that goes beyond these cognitive aspects, where it can be perceived as a complex construct based on social competence and the students’ areas of interest (Van Avermaet et al., 2011). Consequently, it is important for school systems to recognize at least two big aspects or components of excellence: excellence as the core knowledge common to all students, and ‘differential excellence,’ based on abilities that each student develops according to their talents.
The development of this holistic vision of excellence has two important implications. On one hand, it develops a notion of excellence which simultaneously considers academic, artistic, socioemotional and value-related elements (Berger, 2003). This promotes dimensions that surpass the traditional limited approach restricted solely to cognitive aspects. On the other hand, this vision combines universal and personal conceptions, understanding excellence both as a shared and personal goal of achievement, prioritizing a holistic development of students’ abilities.
The Chilean School System and High-Performing Public Schools
From an international point of view, the Chilean school system is atypical. Organized around a model of competition, financed mainly by a system of universal voucher, and sustained through a robust compliance organization, this educational system can be understood as an extreme example of market logic applied to the educational field (Villalobos and Quaresma, 2015). One of the most important effects of this model has been the reduction in the role and value of the public sector. Within a period of 30 years, student enrollment in public education has been reduced from around 70% (Bellei et al., 2010) to 38% in 20181. In this context, HPPS have managed to still be considered paragons of public education, despite their diminished role, enrollment, and available resources. One of the policies that make this feasible is the possibility for some schools to select the best students and gifted children.
A High-Performing Public School in Chile, in general terms, can be distinguished from other public high schools in five ways. First, these establishments were, in general, founded at the beginning or middle of the twentieth century and developed an important role in the historical educational tradition of Chilean elites. A second, related characteristic of these schools is their social recognition. According to the 4th article of the Supreme Decree of Education N° 680 from 2008, a school is recognized as a Traditional HPPS “having fulfilled a historical role or being in full possession of social recognition,” therefore emphasizing the symbolic function of these establishments. Third, these schools count with high levels of academic performance in national rankings and university standardized tests, generating results that match or surpass those of private schools (Allende, 2015). Fourth, an important part of these establishments has selective admission, contrary to most public schools (Godoy et al., 2014). And fifth, these schools have played historic roles in social and school movements, especially in those of 2006 and 2011, which culminated with the 2019 social protest.
In recent years, most HPPS in Chile have experienced a reduction in enrollment2 a drop in their national examinations and university selection test scores, and a loss of public prestige. Many hypotheses could explain this low enrollment: the central role of HPPS students in the 2006, 2011 and 2019 protests, the long-lasting strikes in many of these schools, the changes in educational policy that have increased the choices available to families, the common HPPS budget reductions, which have not allowed for educational experimentation or substantial pedagogical improvements, and the creation of other selective schools by the government since 2011 (called Bicentennial Schools). Despite these difficulties, HPPS continue to be a relevant space for educational policy analysis for at least three reasons. Firstly, HPPS are still a treasured part of Chilean public education, both for their tradition and for their students’ academic results. Secondly, discussions on the importance of HPPS have reignited in the past few years, especially because the 2019 social outbreak placed the role of public education at the center of the debate around overcoming social inequalities. Lastly, studying HPPS allows us to understand the relationship between merit, excellence and social mobility, particularly because large part of the economic and political elites of the country were formed in these establishments. This is why it is of paramount importance to give HPPS students a voice and listen to their perceptions of such a central concept as excellence when defining public educational policy.
METHODS
This section presents the main methods used in this investigation. First, we describe the sample used, then we describe the main stages of survey development and validation, and finally we describe the statistical procedures used in this investigation.
Sample
The research was conducted in late 2015at six public schools recognized as High-Performing Public Schools, in the Santiago Metropolitan Region. These schools were selected on the basis of seven operational criteria: 1) at least 50 years of existence; 2) socially recognized for their prestige; 3) an institutional mission statement focusing on the ideals ‘sense of school belonging’ and “academic achievement”; 4) ranked in the top 20 average performance of public schools in the University Selection Test (PSU) in the last 5 years; 5) admission processes based on a strict academic selection criteria (previous academic results and scores in Reading and Mathematics entrance examinations), and on personal interviews with students and parents; 6) different gender compositions (coeducational, all-male, all-female); 7) provide only Scientific-Humanist curriculum, rather than vocational and technical curriculums that elite students rarely choose.
According to those criteria, we selected six High-Performing Public Schools. Three are boys-only, two are girls-only and one is coeducational. Four provide educational coverage from 7th to 12th grade, one from 9th to 12th grade, and one provides education for primary (1st–8th grade) and secondary (9th to 12th grade) students. Some of these schools have deep historical roots dating back to Chile’s independence. In the SIMCE3 and PSU4 standardized tests between 2009 and 2014, the average SIMCE test score of the six selected schools was almost 302 points in reading and 333 points in math, compared to the national average of about 250 points for both tests and to elite private school scores averaging 287 points in reading and 317 points in math. In the PSU, the selected schools obtained an average of 634 points in the language test and 640 points in the math test. For the same period, the national average was 497 points in language and 502 points in math, while elite private schools averaged 613 points in language and 631 points in math. If we consider excellence solely by measuring pupils’ attainment on standardized tests, these six schools were indeed high performing.
In order to learn about the students’ perceptions of excellence, a self-administered questionnaire was applied (N = 1,828) to students of the last 2 years of High School Education (11th and 12th grades) in 2015. Those students were selected for their greater age maturity and longer academic career, and also for their greater competence to answer conceptual questions that require greater levels of thoughtfulness. Because each of the six schools had several forms or classes per level, a random selection was conducted with a maximum of 12 classes in each school. Once we selected the classes, the questionnaire was administered to all students on one, specific day between May and August of 2015.
Instrument
The questionnaire5 is organized into several sections to capture the main sociological student characteristics that are essential to better understand the plurality of perceptions around the holistic concept of excellence (Berger, 2003), and to analyze how those variables are related to those perceptions. So, this questionnaire provides us information about who these students are (their academic experiences and sociocultural background), how they perceive their school, their future, the meanings of public education and the main educational policies being implemented in Chile and, lastly, how they perceive excellence.
As has been pointed out, if we follow the theoretical approach to excellence as a complex concept (Gillies, 2007; Duru-Bellat and Mingat, 2011; Van Avermaet et al., 2011; MacAllister et al., 2013) related to a plurality of variables (namely, socio-demographic ones), it is necessary to take in account all those questionnaire dimensions, analyzing students’ experiences, points of views and critical thinking. Moreover, the questionnaire is the quantitative technique that best allows us to capture those relationships and statistical analysis has been used in several studies on excellence (Duru-Bellat and Mingat, 2011).
Based on the dimensions analyzed in previous research on excellence (Aubert and Gaulejac, 1991; Berger, 2003; Gillies, 2007; Duru-Bellat and Mingat, 2011) and taking into consideration the particularities of the Chilean context (Bellei, 2015), we constructed 15 items (using a four point Likert scale, 1 = strongly disagree, 2 = disagree, 3 = agree and 4 = strongly agree) aiming to represent the main perceptions on academic excellence (see Table 1). In line with the holistic approach to education focused on the whole person that was discussed above, we included alternatives related to academic, social and civic dimensions of excellence, as well as individual and collective perspectives. These several dimensions of the concept of excellence were adapted from sociological studies developed by Duru-Bellat and Mingat (2011), Gillies (2007), MacAllister et al. (2013) and Berger (2003).
TABLE 1 | Factor loadings for varimax-rotated factor analysis of Notions on Excellence.
[image: Table 1]Validation of this survey was performed in three stages. First, a pilot test was conducted on two schools (N = 630), where we received student comments on specific questions. Second, a review of the individual items by three experts (Chilean and international researchers in Sociology and Educational Sciences) was conducted. Lastly, the internal consistency of the items was analyzed. The items related to the different dimensions of excellence obtained a consistency of α = 0.73, which, according to Hair et al. (2010), is acceptable for an exploratory factor analysis (EFA).
The questionnaire also includes questions about the students’ academic life and future projects, their perceptions about the mission of public education, their opinions about their current school, their extracurricular activities, and finally their sociodemographic characterization. These variables allow us to better characterize the students and understand their multidimensional concepts of excellence.
Procedure
In order to analyze the concept of excellence, a series of indices were constructed at the student level to capture various notions on excellence. The indices were constructed in three stages. First, Cronbach’s Alpha was estimated, verifying that the selected variables obtained a reliable result. Subsequently, we applied an exploratory factor analysis (EFA) using a principal axis factor with varimax rotation. We used this rotation because the correlation matrix for the estimated factors remains nearly orthogonal when using an oblique rotation (Tabachnick and Fidell, 2007, p.646). As an extraction method, we used a principal factors method fostered by the rejection of all multivariate normal distribution tests applied. Additionally, given that all variables were categorical, we used a polychoric correlation matrix to obtain robust estimations. The number of factors was determined via parallel analysis (Humphreys and Monatelli, 1975) and variables with factor loadings over 0.4 were selected to each retained factor. Considering the rules of thumb proposed by Hair et al. (2010), it could be considered an acceptable level for interpretation of the data structure. Table 1 shows the factor loadings.
Lastly, the Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin (KMO) test delivered a value of 0.8 and Bartlett’s test of sphericity rejected the null hypothesis. Both tests allow us to check the quality of our factorial analysis, showing that our data is be suitable for factor analysis and that the model was highly satisfactory (Hair et al., 2010).
The indices (factor scores) generated were obtained through a weighted average of the selected variables for each factor. The weighting criteria were obtained through the percentage of the variance explained by each variable within each factor (Table 2), which was rescaled for each factor in order to sum 1. This methodology corresponds to a non-refined method to estimate factor scores (DiStefano et al., 2009). In this case, it was determined to be a good strategy because it allows us to use the variables in one index at a time. The constructed indices were set on a scale from 1 to 4, where 1 represents the lowest degree of association by the students regarding the value of the index, and 4 the highest.
TABLE 2 | Estimated weights for indices related to notions of excellence.
[image: Table 2]Subsequently, in order to establish perception of excellence levels, we applied a K-Mean non-hierarchical clustering analysis with randomly selected initial values (Tryfos, 1998), dividing each index into four groups to analyze information in a similar way to the originally-used Likert scale.
Finally, we established the determinants of the different constructions that represent notions on excellence. In order to estimate the determinants of the notions on excellence perceived by the students, we estimated hierarchical random intercepts models. However, the LR test could not reject the null hypothesis of no random intercept for all estimated models (Model 1: X2 (1, N = 1,529) = 0.1, p = 0.376; Model 2: X2 (1, N = 1,545) = 4.1e-12, p = 1.0; Model 3: X2 (1, N = 1,531) = 1.8e-12, p = 1.0; Model 4: X2 (1, N = 1,545) = 0.62, p = 0.216: Model 5: X2 (1, N = 1,537) = 0.00, p = 1.0). Given those results, we can use ordinary least squares, as multilevel models do not provide any additional value to the estimation (Rabe-Hesketh and Skrondal, 2008).
As dependent variables, we used a set of indices representing the different notions on excellence, and we considered a set of variables related to the school and individual characteristics as explanatory variables. Within individual (personal) variables, we include gender, age, grade, grade retention, number of siblings that studied in the same school, mother’s educational attainment, number of books at home, and two variable groups. One set of variables represents the students’ life prospects: being happy regardless of their profession, having a stimulating and socially-recognized profession, raising a family with children, taking part in the country’s politics, taking part in social interventions, living a life without projects, achieving affective fulfillment, and working on self-improvement/trying to be the best. The other variable set relates to the students’ extracurricular activities: political or social participation, leisure and spending time with the family, reading, and participation in sports. School variables, on the other hand, include a set of student perceptions regarding their current school: school motivates students to think for themselves, school is too obsessed with students’ grades, school recognizes students’ effort, school motivates students to take part in extracurricular activities, school motivates students to help their schoolmates, school provides students with interesting and motivating classes, and school values student merit and excellence above all else.
RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
We present the main results in this section, starting with a sociodemographic description of the interviewed students. We then posit the five dimensions of excellence found reflecting on the multidimensional nature of this concept, according to the students’ perceptions, and analyze how the results relate to our initial research hypotheses and with current literature on the subject. We conclude by presenting a regression model that allows to analyze the independent variables most closely related to each of the five dimensions of excellence.
High-Performing Public Schools Student Characteristics
Table 3 shows the main descriptive results related to the sociodemographic characteristics of HPPS students. The sample comprises 11th grade students (45%) and 12th grade students (65%) with an average age of 17 (M = 16.9, SD = 0.85). Additionally, that most of the respondents (M = 0.58, SD = 0.49) attend their respective schools since seventh grade, which is the foundational entry point for almost all of the studied schools (five out of six). A more reduced number of students enrolls halfway through their school career, i.e., in 9th grade (M = 0.33, SD = 0.47).
TABLE 3 | (Selected) descriptive statistics of the sample.
[image: Table 3]In line with Allende (2015), it is possible to see that, on average, the students’ parents have high educational attainment levels (M = 14.18, SD = 3.01 for fathers; M = 14.12, SD = 2.77 for mothers) and high levels of cultural capital, measured by books kept in the household greater than 50 (M = 0.58, SD = 0.49). These students’ family background is evidently different to that of municipal school students in Chile, who are mainly youngsters from Chilean families with low income and from immigrant families (Castillo et al., 2018). Most of the mothers of students attending Chilean public schools have not completed their high school education (Carrasco et al., 2014). Regarding the international literature, these results are in line with other studies, such as Neild (2004) carried out in the United States, which reveals the low level of enrollment of vulnerable students in HPPS.
Regarding their previous school type, the results show that most of the students come from private subsidized schools (M = 0.52, SD = 0.50) or private non-subsidized schools (M = 0.06, SD = 0,24), similar to the findings by Allende (2015). Therefore, it is possible to infer that the parents who initially opt for private establishments do not definitively dismiss the idea of enrolling their children into public education when the educational quality of the school is guaranteed. So, the profile of these families is similar to that found in international studies, being strongly motivated regarding their children’s academic career and willing to make rational and strategic decisions to achieve their educational goals (Van Zanten, 2016).
Finally, it is important to mention that few students have failed the year (M = 0.22, SD = 0.42) and almost all the students in the sample (97%) have prospects of studying at college/university level. Almost a third of the sample even has the goal to complete a doctorate or post doctorate degree.
In summary, these results show that the students in the sampled schools have privileged sociocultural backgrounds and have set high standards for their futures.
The Concept of Excellence in High-Performing Public Schools Students
Table 4 shows the five factors constructed from our factor analysis, which seeks to account for the different notions of excellence expressed by the students. This implies that the identified notions are a product of the composition of the data instead of a grouping or previous conceptual selection. Additionally, the table presents the results obtained via the cluster analysis on the indices, which allows us to identify the percentage of the students who agree or not with the construct presented in each index.
TABLE 4 | Estimated indices, interpretation and percentage of students that agree or strongly agree on the notion of excellence.
[image: Table 4]The results show that the idea of excellence related to school meritocracy –understood as limitless effort and constant self-improvement– is shared by 84% of the students (M = 0.84, SD = 0.37). Perceptions of excellence such as “Not settling for having a degree and pursing further studies” and “Limitless effort” are those which make more sense to the students, which may be expected from students in high-performing schools who are indoctrinated with ideals of excellence and surpassing their own achievements, as well as students from families with high levels of cultural capital (Raveaud and Van Zanten, 2007).
However, as the literature documents (Moya Díaz and Hernández-Aracena, 2014; Courtois, 2018), education in schools of excellence is not characterized by an exclusive focus on the performance dimension. Therefore, the above-average results of their students are not just a consequence of blinkered training in test performance but rather is related to a holistic formation that encompasses accountability, love of learning or a critical outlook, creating a broad perception of the concept of excellence. It is no surprise, then, that 57% of students perceive excellence as having non-instrumental dimensions such as social commitment and involvement (M = 0.57, SD = 0.49). In this regard, perceptions such as “living in a country in which everyone has equal opportunities,” “being critical and thoughtful,” as well as “being smart” and “learning for the sake of knowledge,” are all seen as dimensions of excellence. Regardless of their differences, all these notions point to viewing success in a markedly expressive manner, loosely related to the instrumental dimension. This perception concurs with a greater receptivity to the idea of a holistic education by families with a higher level of cultural capital –such as the families of this study’s interviewees– who look for an education that can guarantee expressive well-being, instrumental success and intellectual development for their children (Raveaud and Van Zanten, 2007). This could mark the difference in access to a labor market that is no longer exclusively focused on competing with academic credentials (Brown, et al., 2016). Along the same lines, and in opposition to the more traditional perspective of success as “academic results” (Cress et al., 2010) and what might be expected from this demographic, only 52% of the students perceive excellence as being related to purely academic concepts (M = 0.52, SD = 0.50). These concepts include school performance (“being top of the class” and “studying hard”) and post-school achievements (“make it into the best college/university” or be enrolled in a “prestigious college/university degree”).
Another relevant aspect is the low degree of association between excellence and the idea of conformity; in other words, there is little perception of excellence as submission to the norm or limiting learning to what the school dictates (M = 0.31, SD = 0.46). This result might point to the students’ critical thinking and altering of the status quo, which might be related to the leading role assumed by HPPS students in the student movement throughout the past decade (UNICEF, 2014; Bellei, 2015) and to the empowerment and critical thinking it fostered in these social actors. It is relevant to mention that the notions related to negative perspectives of excellence found in the literature (Aubert & Gaulejac, 1991; Perrenoud, 1995) represent the least adhesion among the respondents. Students only relate excellence to stress and to giving up a social life to a lesser extent (M = 0.28, SD = 0.45). Therefore, expressions such as “living with stress and anxiety,” “not spending time with friends/giving up leisure activities” and “doing nothing but studying” are less commonly associated with the concept of excellence. These results differ from the conclusions of some previous studies, which recount the importance of these negative notions for their sample, pointing out that their students perceived excellence as the abnegation of their youth lifestyle and identity (Darmon, 2013) and suffered from depression, anxiety crises or obsessive behavior (Perrenoud, 1995).
As previously mentioned, the LR test could not reject the null hypothesis of no random intercept when multilevel models were applied. This implies the nonexistence of significant differences in terms of variance between schools, which in statistical terms means that the students perceived notions of excellence similarly across sampled schools. Although this does not imply that they hold the same notions, it is possible to say that they share many common aspects.
Factors That Explain the Perceptions of Excellence in High-Performing Public Schools Students
We estimated factors related to the five identified notions of excellence using an ordinary least squares regression method and five groups of variables (see Table 5): 1) students’ personal characteristics; 2) socioeconomic characteristics; 3) personal prospects; 4) extracurricular activities y; 5) school perceptions of students. The fit of the models (r-square) is better in profile 1 (academic development), profile 3 (social commitment and thoughtfulness) and profile 4 (conformity). In profiles 2 (feeling stressed and giving up social life) and 5 (excellence as effort and self-improvement), the fit of the model is lower.
TABLE 5 | Regression models for indices on the notions of excellence.
[image: Table 5]In order to understand students’ perceptions on excellence, it is necessary to analyze each group of variables separately. Regarding students’ personal characteristics, having previously attended “private non-subsidized schools” has a positive correlation with the construct of excellence as academic development (β = 0.12, p ≤ 0.01) and a negative correlation with excellence as social commitment and thoughtfulness (β = −0.2, p ≤ 0.05). This conception diverges with the holistic educational mission of private schools identified by some international researchers (Mension-Rigau, 2007; Quaresma, 2014), who have pointed out that upper classes’ private schools do not reduce excellence to mere academic performance, perceiving it as a multidimensional concept. A possible explanation for the correlations identified in this research may be found in the characteristics of Chilean private schools, mostly linked to the Catholic Church (Alarcón, 2017). As part of their educational mission, these institutions implement a skills-based pedagogy model (Madrid, 2016) but adopt silence on citizenship and democratic politics (Cox and Imbarack, 2017).
Gender and grade attended are other variables with relation with students’ perception on excellence. Being female and attending 12th grade is positively correlated with excellence as social commitment and thoughtfulness (β = 0.07, p ≤ 0.05, and β = 0.12, p ≤ 0.05, respectively) and negatively correlated with the idea of excellence as academic development (β = −0.10, p ≤ 0.1, and β = −0.12, p ≤ 0.01, respectively). On the one hand, in terms of gender dimension, these results confirm differential gender socialization (Bourdieu, 1998), which educates girls mainly in the expressive dimensions of life. On the other hand, the link between excellence and political or social participation is strongly linked to student age; in the 2006 mass student protests in Chile, the main spokespersons of the movement were those who were attending their last year of secondary school (Donoso, 2013). Stress about the costs of the university entry exam, high prices of university tuition and the perception of high levels of educational inequality may explain the last-year-students’ social and political participation (Castillo, 2017).
Students’ socioeconomic characteristics are not deeply related with students’ perceptions on excellence, except for the factor “mothers’ educational attainment.” This variable has a positive and significant association with the idea of excellence as social commitment and thoughtfulness (β = 0.01, p ≤ 0.05). Another important finding is related to students’ cultural capital: “having more than 51 books” decreases the probability of sharing the idea of excellence as academic development (β = −0.14, p ≤ 0.1). This narrow conception of excellence is not concurrent with the development of dimensions promoted by having books and reading, such as critical and analytical thinking, creativity, knowledge and openness of mind.
Concerning personal prospects, the more instrumental future ideal lifestyles are strongly related to more conservative ideals of excellence. For example, the idea of excellence as conformity has a positive and significant correlation with independent variables related to the desire to have a “high wage and a socially-recognized profession” (β = 0.23, p ≤ 0.01), “to raise a family with children” (β = 0.11, p ≤ 0.05) and to seek “self-improvement and always try to surpass own achievements” (β = 0.16, p ≤ 0.05). The two former variables are also correlated with the idea of “excellence as academic development” (β = 0.38, p ≤ 0.01 and β = 0.16, p ≤ 0.05, respectively) which -in line with other international studies (Quaresma, 2014)- presents a negative association with the students’ intention to “take part in social intervention initiatives” (β = −0.08, p ≤ 0.01) in the future. The last independent variable -to seek “self-improvement and always try to surpass own achievements”- has a significant and positive correlation with the idea of “excellence as effort and self-improvement” (β = 0.30, p ≤ 0.01).
More expressive and socially-engaged prospects have a positive correlation with the idea of excellence as social commitment and thoughtfulness. So, “taking part in the politics of the country” in the future (β = 0.17, p ≤ 0.01), “being involved in social movements” (β = 0.14, p ≤ 0.01) and achieving “affective fulfillment” (β = 0.22, p ≤ 0.05) predicts that expressive perception of excellence. Moreover, the prospect of “(being) happy regardless of the profession” (β = −0.22, p ≤ 0.05) is negatively correlated with the idea of excellence as effort and self-improvement, while the idea of “living life without projects” has a positive correlation with excellence as feeling stressed and giving up social life (β = 0.10, p ≤ 0.05).
Extracurricular activities have also an impact on students’ perceptions on excellence. “Reading” is an activity that is positively correlated with the construct of excellence as social commitment and thoughtfulness (β = 0.07, p ≤ 0.01) and negatively correlated with the idea of excellence as conformity (β = −0.14, p ≤ 0.05). In other words, students who are regular readers do not share a conformist vision on excellence. One possible explanation for this is that, through books, students find an alternative space of school culture, thereby not restricting excellence to the knowledge imparted in spaces of formal education. Another interesting factor to explain perceptions of excellence is “political or social participation” which has a similar impact on students’ perceptions on excellence as reading does, i.e., it has a positive and significant relation with perceptions of excellence as social commitment and thoughtfulness (β = 0.12, p ≤ 0.1) and a negative correlation with excellence as conformity (β = −0.14, p ≤ 0.1). The variable “leisure and spending time with the family” is correlated with more conservative perceptions of excellence: as academic development (β = 0.27, p ≤ 0.05) and as effort and self-improvement (β = 0.18, p ≤ 0.05), which is also positively related with sports enrollment (β = 0.06, p ≤ 0.01).
Finally, concerning students’ perceptions about their current school, the construct excellence as feeling stressed and giving up social life is influenced by three variables: the perception of their school as being “too obsessed with students’ grades” (β = 0.15, p ≤ 0.01), as “recognizing excellence and merit above all things” (β = 0.08, p ≤ 0.1), and as “motivating them to take part in extracurricular activities” (β = 0.06, p ≤ 0.05). This might be related to pressure on students to generate good test results and to balance curricular and extracurricular activities that take up the students’ limited free time, increasing their perception of excellence as a sacrifice of their leisure time (Glasman, 2005).
However, the same school characteristics described in the former independent variables also have a correlation with other positive perceptions on excellence, which may prove that the same school characteristic can be evaluated positively or negatively by students. For instance, attending a school that “recognizes excellence and merit above all things” can be seen as an educational support rather than as a stressful obligation. So, it is understandable that this variable is positively correlated with the idea of excellence as academic development (β = 0.16, p ≤ 0.01). Similarly, the variable “schools are too obsessed with students’ grades” and “they value merit and excellence above all other things” has a positive and significant correlation with excellence as effort and self-improvement (β = 0.13, p ≤ 0.01 and β = 0.09, p ≤ 0.1, respectively). This finding suggests that the pressure exerted by establishments can instill in their students the idea that effort and self-improvement are two fundamental factors in attaining excellence.
Lastly, still regarding school variables, there is also a significant and positive correlation between the perception of excellence as social commitment and thoughtfulness and the recognition of school as an establishment that “recognizes my efforts” (β = 0.05, p ≤ 0.05) and “motivates my involvement in extracurricular life” (β = 0.08, p ≤ 0.01). This implies that the expressive notion of excellence is important in schools where we can find programs that not only seek to recognize and foster the talents of the best students (through awards and honor rolls, among others), but also provide direct encouragement for student participation in extracurricular activities.
CONCLUSION
The purpose of this research was to study the notions of excellence shared by students enrolled in a group of High-Performing Public Schools in Chile, and to analyze the factors related to these perceived notions. In line with our general hypothesis, results show that student perceptions of excellence are related to issues beyond the school and family frameworks, and are related to instrumental and expressive dimensions, generating a polysemous understanding of this concept (Duru-Bellat and Mingat, 2011). The results also showed that the various notions of excellence are explained by several factors. On one hand, students who associate excellence with self-improvement and surpassing one’s own achievements are those who have the highest expectations for their academic and professional success. On the other hand, students with a negative view of excellence (associated with stress and abnegation) profess the intention to have a life without projects and based on “laissez-faire”. Lastly, students with more conservative school practices and life perspectives are the ones who most associate excellence with conformity and performance, while students who currently participate more in political and associative life, and who intend to do so in the future, are the ones who most associate excellence with commitment.
These findings have important implications for public policy and educational research on high-performing schools and gifted students. In terms of public policy, the results invite more nuanced discussion on the value and purpose of HPPS. Given the current HPPS restructuring and the decline in HPPS enrollment in Chile, these schools will have a different role to that held in the country for more than 100 years. This study -showing the centrality of merit in the construction of excellence- allow to re-evaluate the purpose of these schools, giving way to the design of new curricula that will allow these schools to be a vehicle for social mobility but, at the same time, to be a place of experimentation and creation, welcoming students with multiple abilities and interests. In this line, the results of the study shed light on the transformations that could be introduced in HPPS in the coming years.
This work can also contribute to knowledge on HPPS, which have been analyzed in dimensions that are detached from student subjectivities. These schools’ admissions criteria (Allensworth et al., 2016), the higher probability of being accepted to an elite university (Mansfield, 2019; Dickson and Macmillan, 2020), the impact of these establishments on school segregation processes (Gorard and Siddiqui, 2018) and the organizational practices adopted by these schools (Moraes et al., 2020) have been the most common topics related to HPPS research, to date. This article is therefore a valuable contribution to those studies, introducing HPPS student perceptions of excellence into the discussion—a significant current subject of discussion.
Related to the field of education research, the results permit a deeper exploration of the relationships between individual perceptions of excellence and structural educational dynamics. The results of the study allow thinking about how the projects of excellence imposed by educational establishments are perceived by students within those establishments. Taking into consideration the experiences and opinions shared by students –as well as by teachers and directors– regarding the different processes occurring in the educational field is important to sociological discussion on school culture and educational assessment. In this sense, the results of the study pose the question about one of the least-studied educational aspects in the last decades: what is the distance between institutional projects and the aspirations or perceptions of the students?
As with any other research, this study has some limitations that are important to recognize. First, the analysis developed in this investigation uses the results of a cross-sectional survey based on specific items intentionally built to capture the extreme opinions on notions of excellence by the surveyed students. Thus, these results do not clarify what changes occur in the concept of excellent throughout school life. Secondly, the questionnaire focused only on a few grades and only considered students, which excludes the analysis of how excellence is formed in the initial years and how the directors understand excellence. Thirdly, this research is only focused on one kind of school (HPPS) and a specific student profile (those belonging to middle-upper and upper classes), which does not allow any kind of dialogue or data comparison between privileged versus underprivileged students. Moreover, there are no studies in Chile that discuss students’ perceptions on excellence in other school contexts, which could have been useful to our data analysis and to contrast to our results with. Future research may find it relevant to complement our results with other school contexts. Other areas of extension include comparison with qualitative findings on excellence, in order to analyze the subjectivities experienced by students and by other educational actors (teachers, principals and parents), and identifying similarities and differences among these perceptions.
Lastly, although the Chilean educational system can be understood as an exceptional case study due to the centrality of a market-oriented educational system, these results can motivate educational and sociological discussions in other countries. The tensions between “public schools and equal opportunities” and “principles of excellence and merit” are, indeed, a major issue of concern in global educational contexts. It would be interesting and useful to promote and encourage comparative studies that investigate these types of schools in different cultural contexts that contrast with Chile’s and that analyze how the concept of excellence changes according to the organizational, ideological, and political orientations of various educational systems.
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FOOTNOTES
1Information available on The World Bank website: https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SE.SEC.PRIV.ZS
2This process has been so intense that, for example, in the most prestigious HPPS for boys in Chile, which used to have 2,000 to 3,000 applicants for 600 or 700 vacancies, in 2020 only 780 students applied for the 600 places offered (Delgado, 2019).
3SIMCE is a national test administered by the Ministry of Education, which evaluates academic achievement in reading and mathematics. It is applied every year to 4th grade students and in alternate years to 6th, 8th and 10th graders.
4PSU is the national university selection test taken every year by students graduated from 12th grade aiming to enter to the most selective colleges of the country.
5The research effort included 24 focus group discussions with students before the elaboration and application of the questionnaire. These focus groups covered various topics related to excellence: their perceptions on this concept, their student practices to achieve success, and their school experiences, among others. The information gleaned supported the construction of the instrument and contributed to the study’s general results. However, this article only addresses the quantitative analysis of the concepts of excellence gained from the administered questionnaire, without venturing into the subjective perceptions gathered from the focus groups.
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