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Summary

Educational opportunities are diverse, finite, and dependent on many fac-
tors. Public policy in education is constantly looking for ways to improve
these opportunities and to increase students’ performance in an effort to
achieve a better society. The presence of inequality in access to (and the
quality of) education is a main concern that requires public intervention.
After setting the scene in Chapter 1, this dissertation explores the effect of
introducing the merit-based Ser Pilo Paga (SPP) scholarship to low-
income students in Colombia on their subsequent academic performance
and effort (Chapter 2). It also surveys low-income high school pupils to
explore their preferences for higher education over different hypothet-ical
scenarios, and tests whether the provision of basic information on
financial aid and the returns to education could alter those preferences
(Chapter 3). Furthermore, we exploit the SPP’s sudden cancellation in
2018 to study the consequences of this shock on the higher education
preferences of those who would have been eligible for the program based
on the family’s poverty index (Chapter 4). We find that the scholar-ship
raised the level of effort of high achievers (particularly males and students
living in urban areas). Moreover, we show that students´ ed-ucational 
choices are markedly determined by scholarship opportunities: after the
SPP was cancelled, eligible students’ educational aspirations fell
significantly; females and the lowest-income students were affected
particularly hard. Prior research has concluded that financial oppor-
tunities for low-income students are a key driver of their effort and an
important determinant of their decisions about whether to pursue higher
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education. Moreover, preferences for higher education can be mediated 
by the provision of information -particularly information about financial 
aid and the cost of tertiary education. Here, provision of information 
also benefited disproportionally more females than males, which shows a 
tool to alleviate academic gender inequalities perceived in several levels 
of education in Colombia, a country with one of the largest gender gaps 
in math and one of the smallest gender gaps in favor of girls in reading 
across PISA-participating countries (OECD, 2018).

Chapter 5 investigates the academic gender inequalities in Colombian 
secondary schools, which have been widely documented. This chapter ex-
plores gender peer effects, looking for insights as to how to increase aca-
demic performance in high school exit examinations, for female students 
in particular. In this chapter, we study how the conversion of single-sex 
schools into coeducational (coed) schools affected the academic achieve-
ment of incumbent students (Chapter 5). The results suggest that males 
in formerly male-only schools did not benefit, whereas females did so only 
marginally. The debate on the proper environment for students to max-
imize their learning is ongoing, although single-sex education is unlikely 
to return in many cases.

This study aims to provide new insights that can help students, par-
ents, schools, and governments close the academic gap between low- and 
high-income students, as well as between females and males. This thesis 
provides evidence-based insights to pursue this aim and discuss the policy 
implications of those findings. The results have important implications 
for developing countries like Colombia, where academic achievement is 
highly dependent on opportunities, income, and sex, rather than individ-
ual academic potential.

16




