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Introduction
A principal distinction must be made between access and admission if the goal is to
give vulnerable students the right not only to go to university but also to get a degree.
While admission refers to the mechanism where students are selected through
different processes, access is a much broader concept. As such, it does not exclude two
paramount issues: retention and graduation. Both are generally ignored when
admission policies are discussed. Therefore, it seems clear, as Stewart (1991) states,
“the major problem that a university faces in its admission process is not recruitment
(or admission) but retention, a main issue for students with no “university-life
background”. Then, the “first step in increasing the efficiency with which higher
education provides career preparation to students from socio-economic groups that do
not traditionally go to college is to recapture . . . [those] students who do not get their
degree” (1991, p. 204). Thus, no institution can claim to be both efficient and equitable
if is unable to graduate students who belonged to the lower socio-economic layers of
society.
Using statistics from the Secretariat for University Policies (SPU), entity in charge
of setting the rules that coordinate the whole university system, the objective of this
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chapter is to analyze the current admission, retention and graduation policies in public
universities in Argentina. When these three processes are analyzed as a unit, we get
into the notion of access. In this case, access to higher education. Since 1983, Argentina
implemented an open admission, free-for-all system of higher education that has
ended up benefiting the most favoured members of society (Corbacho 1999; Rabossi
2013). Alerted by these unwanted consequences, policymakers have put into practice
remedial mechanisms to increase the rate of participation and retention of vulnerable
students. For example, the number of scholarships programs has grown during the last
years. Also, with the intention of increasing the number of students coming from the
lowest socio-economic groups, the national state began the opening of new public
universities in neighbours where the average household income is well below the
mean. Both measures will be described in great detail.

Reflections about Equity and Educational Opportunities
An egalitarian system is based on the egalitarian philosophy that affirms that similar
cases should be accorded similar treatment. “A society in which every member holds
an equal quantity of property needs no justification; only a society in which property
is unequal needs it” (Berlin 1978:82). Equality “requires equal life prospects in all
sectors of society for those similarly endowed and motivated” (Rawls 1971:301). Thus,
if relevant socio-economic differences are observed among freshmen, each group of
students coming from different socio-economic backgrounds required unequal
treatment. It is clear that fair opportunities require greater compensation for the less
privileged. Rawls, in this case, assumes that the society as a whole will benefit from a
system that cares for the specific needs of the unprivileged. Consequently, an unequal
distribution of educational resources must be the dominant criteria from which we
must start looking.
When the selection of students are only based through the lens of admission, and
fundamentally when it is sustained through an open mechanisms, where the
secondary diploma is the only prerequisite to secure a place in the university, and
tuition is totally free, equality of educational opportunities reins over education equity.
Equality means the same rights for all, whether the individual belongs to a higher or
lower socio-economic layer. On the contrary, equity implies granting a greater aid to
those who need more. Rawls argues that in a fair society certain principles must govern
the actions of the individuals. In Rawls’ (1971) essay, a Theory of Justice, he suggests the
following two principles:


First Principle Each person is to have an equal right to the most extensive total
system of equal basic liberties compatible with a similar system of liberty for all.



Second Principle Social and economic inequalities are to be arranged so that
they are both:
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admission but graduation. While the admission refers to the mechanism through
which students are recruited and selected, the access takes into account the socioeconomic condition of enrollees, cognitive aspects of students, the process of
adaptation to the new academic life, and also students’ performance with the final
objective of getting a university degree. Also, student departures must be analyzed
through an interactional perspective. According to Tinto (1988), student attrition
reflects both individual and organizational behaviours. Personal interaction among
students and faculty members may affect the decision of staying or living. In this
dynamic, retention is a direct consequence of how the student adapts to a new culture
and organizational climate. Thus, if Argentina wants to truly achieve its theoretical
ambition of a post-secondary system that is both socially just and equitably accessible,
higher education policy must be redefined taking into account the needs of a student
body that in many cases is still ill-prepared and is more heterogenic than it used to be
when the university was just a place for training the elite of society. In the end, the idea
is to achieve greater equity of educational opportunity, not only in terms of admission
but also graduation.

Endnotes
Only a handful of national universities began to charge a kind of symbolic tuition.
However, many of them discontinued this practice.
1

Rooted in historical reasons, Argentina perceives private universities as inferior
alternatives to their public counterparts, this although the quality of some public
university can be questioned.
2

With alternative approaches and in different moments of time, Brazil, Chile and
Colombia are good examples where the private sector was used to decompress the
increasing demand for university education.
3

GER is the percentage of university population regardless of age in relation to the
whole country population between 20 and 24 years old.
4

Currently, non-university institutions enroll 30 per cent of all post-secondary students
but graduate the same number as its university counterparts (Rabossi 2013).
5
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