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ABSTRACT  

Higher education has come to be included in the list of items considered to be of priority and of strategic 
importance for the future of a nation: a generally accepted conviction that development requires an ever 
increasing level of education in the population. In Brazil, however, only 10.6% of those aged between 18 and 
24 manage to enter higher education. How to increase access and obtain greater equity whilst providing 
quality education is a central issue in education policy. In the last decade solutions have been proposed to 
provide greater access and equity based on the diversification of the system with the creation of new types of 
HEIs, new types and modalities of courses, as well as those proposals including affirmative action (PROUNI 
and the policy of quotas). The analysis of statistical data, interviews, documents, and legislation reveals the 
current situation: the amplification of access as well as the implementation of social inclusion policies, has, 
particularly in the private higher education sector, resulted in the production of a socially perverse 
democratization effect.  
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1. Introduction  

How to increase access and reach a greater equity with quality education is a central question of 

education policy. In the last decade solutions have been proposed to provide greater access and equity based 

on the diversification of the system with the creation of new types of HEIs, new types and modalities of 

courses, as well as those proposals including affirmative action (PROUNI and the policy of quotas). The 

analysis of data reveals the current situation: the increase of access as well as the implementation of social 
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inclusion policies, has, particularly in the private higher education sector, resulted in the production of a 

socially perverse democratization effect.  

The democratization of access to quality higher education becomes, therefore, a matter of extreme 

importance. Higher education in Brazil is presently undergoing notable changes, and such experience 

becomes an important reference for the analysis of the challenges of higher education today, most 

particularly, in the case of the emerging nations. 

The question of access and of equity in education will be discussed and analyzed with respect to 

three fundamental aspects: a) has the process of expansion in higher education ensured the true 

democratization of access to quality higher education? b) to what degree can the diversification of post-

secondary education opportunities facilitate the democratization of access? c) how and to what extent can the 

social inclusion policies of higher education stimulate the democratization of access and the quality of 

education provided?  

 

2. The macro social context    

The transformations that have been occurring in the macro social context and their possible 

consequences for the higher education system should be analyzed with respect to two significant processes in 

particular:  globalization and the emergence of the knowledge society.  

Globalization is a multifaceted, complex phenomenon that is, above all contradictory. It refers to a 

process that, in the view of Fenzl (2000:45), presents the tragic aspects of the disintegration of nation states, 

social and cultural disorientation, and the positive aspects of hope and the possibility of the social and 

economic reorganization of humanity on a global scale. 

Globalization is a real, irreversible fact, characterized by the internationalization and 

interdependency of national economies across the planet, which are tending toward a single large financial, 

monetary and commercial market. Globalization is not a consensual process involving scholars. It is, in 

practice, a vast and intense battlefield between social groups. States and hegemonic interests on one side, 

social groups, states and alternative interests on the other. It is related to the emergence of a new 

international division of activity, based on the globalization of production that is being driven by 

multinational corporations, that are included as central actors in the new world economy.  

In this process some processes come immediately to attention: the impoverishment of the 

productive forces; the globalization of social contradictions, the weakening of nation states and consequently 

the disintegration of the political power of individual nation protagonists (SANTOS, 2003).Overall there is a 

separation between economic and transnational powers and public and local policies (BAUMAN, 2000).  

Giddens (1991:69) defines globalization as the “intensification of worldwide social relations that 

bring together distant places in such a manner that local events are determined by events that occur many 

miles away and vice-versa”. Thus, no matter how contradictory the process of globalization may be, it opens 
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space for the possibility of the reorganization of the web of social and economic relations on a worldwide 

scale as well as for the treatment of new questions. These relate to the internationalization of environmental 

problems, the instantaneity of information and the distribution of knowledge, the emergence of networks as a 

basis for an unprecedented revolution in all aspects of human work, the growth in the importance of 

organizations that represent multilateral interests and of international organs with increasing functions in the 

running of the new world order that stimulate the processes of the  emergence and awareness of world 

citizenship (Greenpeace, World Wide Fund for Nature-WWFN-, etc.) (Giddens, 1991; Ianni, 1996). 

The other process, the emergence of the knowledge and of the information society has as a 

backdrop the exponential progress of new information and communications technologies– ICTs. Advances in 

information technology reveal new forms of social organization which are provoking true social, economic 

and political revolutions. According to Castells (2004), the economy infrastructure of the last two decades of 

the 20th century, is in concordance with the new information and communication technologies, based on 

microelectronics, telecommunications and on computer software for network usage. The flexibility of the 

new technological system allows components to be chosen, which implies that peoples from economically 

worthless or devalued territories are left behind. This value is shown by constantly renewed and reconfigured 

knowledge, within the dynamics of the information society. As such the constant drive for knowledge has 

become a fundamental element of insertion in this globalized world and a condition for a person to assume 

the role of protagonist rather than that of a mere spectator. 

In this context there has occurred, however, an enormous revalorization of knowledge as a source 

of guidance for progress of the society (Brunner, 1997). For this reason, the rational administration, creation, 

diffusion and application of knowledge is now fundamental. Thus education has returned to the center of 

attention for public policy and private projects. 

[...] knowledge is seen as a fundamental mechanism by which the company, nation 
or region acquires the capacity to efficiently generate process and apply information 
which is transformed into knowledge. Thus the idea is displaced that an economy 
can only generate wealth through the use of physical capital, given that now the basis 
of any economy is intangible capital and human capital in the contemporary sense of 
the term (Garcia2003:126). 

 

To deal with these changes in such a way as to be positioned to their advantage in the current 

globalized context the Latin American countries need to think about the development project that they want: 

not just  the economic development but particularly a human and socially sustainable development. It is 

under this orientation that education, in general terms, has the fundamental role of strengthening the socio-

economic and cultural dimensions. Knowledge should be distributed and not be a source of exclusion. The 

distribution of knowledge amongst social groups is one of the challenges to guarantee democracy and greater 

social inclusion and global competitivity.  
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Guadilla (2002) drew attention to the possible scenarios that projected Latin America into the new 

context of relations between globalization, the internationalization of knowledge and the higher education 

system: 

a) localism with irrelevance, when the HEIs are excluded from globalization, be it from self- 

exclusion as a criticism of internationalization, or be it through the inability to connect to the worldwide 

knowledge networks; 

b) globalization with subordination, when the HEIs are connected to globalization through the 

consumption of knowledge produced externally (software clients); 

c) globalization with interaction, when the HEIs participate in an interactive manner in the 

globalization of knowledge, absorbing knowledge on one hand, but also producing relevant knowledge for 

the society. In this scenario the communicative and reflexive roles of the academic institutions are of 

fundamental importance. 

The author adds that reality certainly approaches different combinations of these scenarios. But in 

any case academic institutions should be committed to socially relevant knowledge and to the strengthening 

of civil society. It is very important, in this context of alternatives, that the educational systems present the 

conditions to sustain the continuous incorporation of students in an effective manner. 

 

3. The expansion of Higher Education and the Democratization of Access: equity, quality and social 

relevance. 

3.1 The performance of the Brazilian education system: primary and secondary education 

A thorough understanding of the relationship between access and equality in higher education in 

Brazil cannot be reached through the interpretation of the numerical data that characterize its recent process 

of expansion.  The numbers reveal significant changes; they haven’t been enough to eliminate the fact that, at 

the root of the problem there remains a highly perverse educational pyramid that only allows a very small 

fraction of students to have access to higher education. In spite the fact that Brazil has managed to become 

modern society, it still presents an extremely precarious performance in its educational system, which proves 

to be the greatest impediment to the future prospects. 

At the end of the nineties Brazil could claim universal access to primary education (96.8%), but 

the average time in education still remains very low – 5.75 years in the white population and 4.04 amongst 

non-whites – which includes the effect of legislation that made a minimum of 8 years of education 

obligatory. The average number of years in education amongst the active age population (AAP) is higher – 

being around 6.52 years (figure 1), but when this is examined by region it can be seen that the North and 

Northeast regions haven’t reached this average level (graph 1). This means that there are high levels of 

truancy and repetition in primary education, which implies that the matriculation rate remains dramatically 

low.  
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Figure 1: Average years of education of the Active Age Population – AAP  
(10 or more years of age) Brazil 

 

Source: Microdata – PNAD/IBGE, 2005. 
 

Graph 1: Average years of education of the Active Age Population – AAP  
(10 or more years of age) by region of Brazil  

 

Sources: Microdata – PNAD/IBGE, 2005. 
 

Figure 2 illustrates the fact that the rate of absence of children at school is connected to the income 

bracket of their family. It can be seen that between 7 and 14 years of age the data confirms presence at 

school, whilst between the ages of 15 and 17 the situation changes with a significant contingent still being 

out of education (PNAD/IBGE, 2004). 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 6 

             Figure 2: Percentage of children not attending school by income bracket 
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Source: PNAD/IBGE, 2004.    
SM = Minimum wage (salario minimo) 

 

The analysis of enrollment (tables 1 and 2) and conclusion (table 2) data, for the three levels of 

education, reveals that the educational pyramid in Brazil remains extreme. This implies that there is a severe 

problem in the conclusion and permanence of students, even during primary education. 

 

Table 1. Enrollment for preschool, school and higher education by year of education and the 
system used. 

Creche Preschool 1ª a 4ª 5ª a 8ª Not declared

57.592.749 1.546.897 6.824.501 34.277.849 17.851.021 15.237.228 403.072 10.130.940 4.812.562

Public 45.909.238 882.891 4.946.291 30.569.469 15.835.012 13.583.199 380.989 8.255.270 1.255.317

Private 11.676.009 664.006 1.876.727 3.704.510 2.014.197 1.652.871 22.083 1.873.521 3.557.245

7.502 1.483 3.870 1.812 1.158 2.149

Public and Private

ElementaryTotal Secondary H. Education 

Distribution by Level of Education

Child Education Total 

 

           Source: PNAD/IBGE, 2004.  
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Table 2. Number of enrollments and conclusions by level of education, Brazil, 1999-2005. 

Enrollments Conclusions

Elementary Secondary H. Education Elementary Secondary H. Education
36.059.742 7.769.199 2.369.945 2.484.972 1.786.827 324.734

35.717.948 8.192.948 2.694.245 2.648.638 1.836.130 352.305

35.298.089 8.398.008 3.030.754 2.707.683 1.855.419 395.988

35.150.362 8.710.584 3.479.913 2.778.033 1.884.874 466.260

34.438.749 9.072.942 3.887.022 2.668.605 1.851.834 528.223

34.012.434 9.169.357 4.163.733 2.462.319 1.879.044 626.617

33.534.561 9.031.302 ---- ---- ---- ----

Distributions by Level of Education

 
            Source: INEP/MEC, 1999-2006. 

 

Access has been practically universalized but that the children complete the eight years of 

obligatory education has still not been achieved. The very low completion numbers for primary education 

(2.4 million students per year-2004 data) is one of the major problems in Brazilian education. Another 

relevant fact (table 1), previously acknowledged, is the concentration of enrollments in primary education at 

88%, and secondary education at 80%, in the public system, whilst in higher education this proportion is 

inverted with around 70% of the enrollments being in the private sector (PNAD/IBGE; MEC/INEP)2.  

According to the data from PNAD/IBGE (2004) referring to age, 85% of the students from the 1st 

through the 4th grade are aged between 5 and 11 years old now. The problem of permanence in education 

starts at the moment of change from the 4th to the 5th grade and from the 8th grade to the first level of 

secondary education. Although students should complete primary education at the age of 14, only 66% of the 

students in the 5th through 8th grade are this age or younger. 15 to 17 year olds constitute 20% of the students 

with the remainder being 18 or above3. On the other hand, looking at the concern for equity of access and 

quality in the system, substantive differences, if not inequalities, appear between the data concerning the 

reality of public schools with the indices for private schools, which means that the social inequalities are 

reinforced by inequalities in school performance. Such reality will be reflected on the profile of the students 

of higher education who, as we shall be seeing below, are mostly from families of higher social economic 

levels.  

                                            

2 The difference in the data from INEP and IBGE is due to the fact that they are collected at different times: INEP in the 
first semester and IBGE in the second semester. 
3 Given the results obtained from SAEB and the Brazil Exams, it is noteworthy that our greatest challenge, in addition 
to increase the school attendance of our population, is to ensure learning. The institutional evaluations show that, in 
2001, 59% of students with 4 years of primary education could not read. This percentage fell to 55% in 2003, an 
absurdly high index. In 2001, 52.3% of these same students could not perform simple arithmetic operations. There was 
no significant change by 2003 given that the index then was 51.6%. In this period less than 5% of students reached 
adequate reading levels for the time spent in primary education, and less than 7% had adequate basic arithmetic skills. 
Additionally these evaluations revealed that of those who had concluded primary education, which means that they 
must have been 9 years in school, a little less than 10% could read adequately, whilst only 3% had the mathematical 
competencies considered adequate for that level. 
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The crucial issue is to understand the still low number of youngsters that complete primary 

education each year. Until 2002, a slight increase was recorded in the number of students completing primary 

school, but then the numbers started to fall down (table 2). 

Additionally, secondary education, despite the constant increase in the number of enrollments over 

recent years, shows a very low completion rate. Only 47% of the matriculated students are between 15 and 

17 years old, 35% are in the age range 18 to 24 with the remainder being 25 or over (PNAD/IBGE, 2004). 

The average number of enrollments over the three regular years of secondary education reveals that the 

expected number of graduates has not been reached; once again it is low, only around 1.8 million students 

per year. These data reveal the Brazilian educational pyramid (Figure 3).  

 
 

Figure 3. Percentage of persons in education, by age and gender, Brazil.  
 

 

Source: PNAD/IBGE, 2005. 
 

 
 

In order to understand the reasons for this educational backwardness, a further analysis is required. 

Failure of social policies and/or of recourse allocation could be indicated as a cause of it. It is worth noting, 

however, that data from 2002 shows that spending on education in Brazil is not low (4.1%) in comparison to 

that of European (Portugal, 5.9%; France, 5.6%; Spain, 4.5%) or other Latin American countries (Mexico, 

5.3%; Chile, 4.1%; Argentina, 4.0%, etc) (OECD, INEP/MEC, 2004). Such comparison, however, should 

consider the history of investment and educational quality, if not the cultural capital, pertinent to the each 

social group. In this manner, considering the social and educational debt owed to our population, one could 

conclude that this investment is no more than parsimonious. Of the total invested, 49% goes to primary 

education, 13% to Secondary education, 19% to higher education, 11% to youth and adult education (EJA) 

and 8% to pre-school education.  

In recent years a series of social policies and projects have been adopted in order to guarantee the 

permanence of children in school as presented in the table below: 
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Table 3. Public Education Policies and Projects, Brazil. 

Project Objective Investment 

School Meals  Helping States and Municipalities in providing 

school meals for pre-school and primary 

education. 

R$ 0,18 per student per 

day 

Youth and Adult 

Education(EJA) 

Complementary resources for the teaching of 

the  eighth years of primary education to youths 

and adults  

R$ 250.00 per student 

in 2003 

School Library To stimulate reading and to provide public 

schools with a minimum stock of books. 

The library of books 

for the 1st through 4th 

grade of primary 

education (more than 

150 books each in the 

census of 1999) 

Text books To guarantee that all the students in public 

schools in primary education have a text book. 

No fixed value. The 

department of 

education and culture 

centralizes the purchase 

of material and passes 

on to the schools and 

secretaries in 

accordance with the 

number of students.  

Direct school 

funding 

Passing resources directly to the schools, 

augmenting their autonomy and reducing 

bureaucracy. 

Depending on the 

number of students 

from R$600 to 

R$19,000 

School Allowance 

(substituted by 

Family Allowance 

2003) 

Passing resources directly to the families of 

children between 6 and 15 years old who attend 

school where the family income per capita is 

below R$90.00 per month. 

R$ 15.00 per month per 

student. 

FUNDEF 

(1996-2006) 

Redistribution of resources between the nation, 

states and municipalities to ensure the minimum 

R$ 537, 71 per year per 

student in 1st to 4th 
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expenditure per student throughout Brazil. year and R$ 564, 60 

per year per student in 

5th to 8th grade*. The 

prediction for 2006 is 

for a total investment 

of R$ 35.5 billion.  

FUNDEB 

(2007 - ) 

Amplification of the FUNDEB resources and 

the extension of the coverage to preschool and 

secondary education. The objective is to address 

the 0-5 and 15-17 age ranges which, contrary to 

primary education, have low rates of access and 

attendance.  

The prediction for the 

first year is R$43.1 

billion and is expected 

to rise to R$55.2 billion 

by the third year.  

 

Source: INEP/MEC. Note: *When the State or Municipality is unable to reach this figure with their own revenue the 

union transfers resources to meet the shortfall. Source: www.mec.gov.br /2004. 

 FUNDEF was nationally implemented on January 1st 1998, starting, then, to control a new system 

of redistribution of resources for primary education. At the moment, FUNDEF has been substituted by 

FUNDEB; the inclusion of preschool and secondary education has been approved by the chamber of 

representatives and by the senate, and is now waiting for approval and regulation by the President of the 

Republic.  

The most notable innovation of FUNDEF was in the changes made in the financing structure for 

primary education (1st to 8th grade) by allocating a portion of the resources constitutionally destined to 

education. According to the Constitution of 1988, 25% of the revenue of the States and Municipalities are 

directed to education. After the constitutional amendment 14/96, 60% of these resources, which represents 

15% of the total revenue of the states and municipalities, are funds destined to primary education. 

FUNDEF represents a genuine revolution in the handling of primary education in the Brazilian 

public school system, particularly with respect to the resource redistribution criteria. That model made it 

possible to direct resources to where the students, in fact, exist. After the institution of this fund, resources 

started to be moved from the financially better-off governments with low investment in education, though, to 

those municipalities with the inverse circumstances. In the first year of FUNDEF (1998) 2703 municipalities 

received financial help through the redistributive process. In 2001, 3404 municipalities benefited from an 

additional income of R$ 2.9 billion.  

The reservation of 60% of the resources of FUNDEF for teacher’s salaries represented a significant 

increase in their remuneration. From December 1997 to June 2000 the average pay increase for teachers was 

of 29.6%; regions, such as the Northeast, where primary teachers received an average increase of 59.6% both 
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in State and Municipal systems. With a higher income, the Northeastern municipalities managed to provide 

an increase of 70.2% on average, over the same period. 

At the end of 2003 the Family Allowance program was created, unifying various federal resource 

transference programs including the School Allowance, into one scheme directly associated with the 

President and administered by a special inter-ministerial council. The new program should provide a 

minimum income per capita of R$ 50.00 for every family where their income is less than R$ 50.00 with 

additional benefits for pregnant women, small children, children in school, and food and fuel subsidies which 

previously were parts of distinct programs.  

Recently, Constitutional Amendment number 53 (12/6/2006) created FUNDEB – Fund for the 

Maintenance and Development of Basic Education and Valorization of Education Professionals – which 

aims at raising the attendance rates, mainly in pre-school and secondary education and at getting a 

considerable increase in and new distribution of investment in education.  

Why, in spite of resources that Brazil invests in education and with the social policies directed 

toward social inclusion, does the educational performance in Brazil remain so low? On the one hand, it might 

be due to inadequate or inefficient investments and to the lack of control over the expenses, but, on the other, 

further increase in investment is needed to overcome the situation, particularly with regard to the salaries and 

training of teachers. 

Once this basic reality is understood, the principal reason for inequality in access to higher 

education can be seen to be the failure of the lower levels of education with regard to social inclusion, and it 

is possible to create better conditions to understand what has been happening in higher education over in the 

country.  

 

3.2 Access and equity in higher education 

The development of Higher Education is compatible with the reality described above, in which it 

serves only 10.6% of the population between 18 and 24 years of age. The table below reveals two important 

aspects of the exclusion process, considering all youngsters in the age group: the early exit from the 

educational system, where in fact 68% of youngsters stop studying, and the degree of tardiness in study 

related to this age group where 6.25% of them are still studying primary levels, and 15% in secondary 

education (tables 4 and 5). 

Table 4. Individuals of age 18 to 24, non students, students, and students by level of education 
being studied. 

Total Non Students Students Elementary Secondary H. Education

Young (18 to 24 years age)to 24 years old) 24,072,318 16,327,459 7,744,859 1,504,012 3,683,112 2,557,735

 (%) 100 67.83 32.17 6.25 15.3 10.63  
Source: PNAD/IBGE, 2004.  
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Table 5. Students of age 18 to 24 by level of education being studied. 

Total Elementary Secondary H. Education

Students  (18 to 24 years old) 7,744,859 1,504,012 3,683,112 2,557,735

 (%) 100 19.42 47.56 33.02  

Source: PNAD/IBGE, 2004.  

 

Table 6 presents the data of 2003, by region, confirming that the most positive indices are for the 

Southeast and South regions. 

 

Table 6. Students of age 18 to 24, total and their distribution by level of education being studied, Brazil 
and Regions, 2003. 

Distributions by Level of frequented education. (%)

Elementary Secondary 1
Higher 

Education 

    Brazil 7 945 747 20.4 41.8 5.3 31.7

North  578 913 27.2 49.7 5.6 16.7

Northweast 2 583 518 33.9 44.2 4.8 15.4

Southeastern 3 148 700 12.5 40.5 5.7 41.0

South 1 072 104 9.2 36.1 5.4 48.6

Center-west  552 379 16.1 41.3 3.9 38.1

Gret Regions Total

Students of 18 to 24 years age.

 
Source: INEP/MEC. Note: (1) Preparatory courses for entrance examination (vestibular). 

 

The basic question to be resolved is the following: what helps to explain this performance in the 

Brazilian education system, in particular in the higher education system that still shows overall levels of 

matriculation much lower than that of countries with a much lower level of development, such as our 

neighbors in South America (table 7)? 
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Table 7. Rate of access to higher education for selected countries of Latin America. 

 
 

Source: BADEINSO/CEPAL; IESALC/UNESCO. 
 

Taken as a whole, the expansion of higher education in Brazil, reveals a problematic situation if 

compared to the size of the population in the pre-universitarian age range, especially when compared to other 

nations of similar or lower level of development. The rate of matriculation in Brazil remains very low and is 

one of the lowest internationally. The same is true of the gross numbers, as table 8 shows. 

 

Table 8. Gross numbers and rate of access to higher education for the population aged 
from 18 to 24, selected countries, 2004. 

Population  18 to 24 
years age

Enrollments     18 
to 24 years

% Acess   18  
to 24 years

978402 547194 55,9

449567 293995 65,4

3408515 1111394 32,6

2289217 1163524 50,8
2804888 2619480 93,4
7128556 1770951 24,8
303469 90665 29,9

2575352 1185345 46,0
14707893 9564801 65,0

Argentina 2237796 1187416 53,1
Brazil* 24.072.318 2557735 10,6

Country

Australia

Belgium

Germany

United Kingdom
United States

Italy
Korea
Mexico
Switzerland

 

Source: OECDE. Note: *data in PNAD/IBGE/2004. 

 

Higher education in Brazil has, until very recently, been exclusively reserved for the better-off 

youngsters. After a period of increase in the 1970s, matriculation rates remained unaltered until the mid 

nineties. During the military governments (1964-1985) official policies limited the expansion of free public 

universities and allowed for the multiplication of private institutions. Even so there was a reasonable balance 

in the distribution of matriculation between public and private HEIs. The difference was more evident in the 

quality provided. With the exception of a few Catholic universities, in particular PUC in Rio de Janeiro, the 

private institutions were low in quality. The free public institutions received, paradoxically, the children of 



 14

the higher classes who had undertaken their secondary education in high quality private schools. That means 

that the better-off paid for the best schools for secondary education and so assured that their children had the 

best chance of admission into the free public universities. 

Today, however, there is an increasing perception that education and, in particular, higher 

education, is starting to become a bottleneck in the chances for a strong national development that could 

ensure a leading international role for the country.  

The subject of the democratization of access to high quality higher education is one that, for this 

reason takes on great importance. The Brazilian experience with respect to transformations in the field of 

higher education is a rich one, and can serve as an important reference for the analysis of the challenges for 

higher education in contemporary society, particularly in emerging nations. 

Thus, the question of access and equity in higher education needs to be discussed and analyzed 

with respect to three basic aspects: a) has the process of expansion of higher education provided true 

democratization of access to quality higher education? b) to what degree can the diversification of post-

secondary education opportunities facilitate the democratization of access? c) How and to what extent can 

social inclusion policies of higher education stimulate the democratization of access and the quality of 

education provided?  

 

3.2.1 Expansion 

The increase in demand for higher education is one of the central trends of contemporary society. 

Amongst the factors that have contributed to this process are the valorization of scientific knowledge, the 

defense of social rights (more education), the aspirations of families to obtain social mobility, the need to 

acquire more competences to succeed in the employment market etc. 

In Brazil, in 1995, the matriculation for higher education reached just above 1.5 million students. 

Ten years later it had exceeded 3 million enrollments. Today there are more than 4 million students as shown 

in table 9 this growth has been, in part, due to the expansion in secondary education, despite the fact that in 

2002 only 40% of the 15 to 17 age range were studying at that level, increasing to 47% by 2004. 

Nevertheless, even with the expansion higher education only reaches 10.6% of those aged between 18 and 

24, one of the lowest rates in Latin America.  

Of the total number of enrollments, in 2002, 58% were women, 76% were white, and 41% came 

from the richest 10% of society and 7.5% from the poorest 50% (PNAD/IBGE, 2003). The expansion was 

driven by the private system which obtained 70% of all undergraduate enrollments.  
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Table 9. Distribution percentages and growth rate in enrollments for face to face undergraduate 
courses, by administrative status. 

Total % Federal % State % Municipal % Total % Particular %
Comunit/ 

Conf/Filant 
*

%

1991 1.565.056 605.736 38,7 320.135 52,9 202.315 33,4 83.286 13,7 959.320 61,3 959.320 100,0 0 0,0

1992 1.535.788 629.662 41,0 325.884 51,8 210.133 33,4 93.645 14,9 906.126 59,0 906.126 100,0 0 0,0

1993 1.594.668 653.516 41,0 344.387 52,7 216.535 33,1 92.594 14,2 941.152 59,0 941.152 100,0 0 0,0

1994 1.661.034 690.450 41,6 363.543 52,7 231.936 33,6 94.971 13,8 970.584 58,4 970.584 100,0 0 0,0

1995 1.759.703 700.540 39,8 367.531 52,5 239.215 34,1 93.794 13,4 1.059.163 60,2 1.059.163 100,0 0 0,0

1996 1.868.529 735.427 39,4 388.987 52,9 243.101 33,1 103.339 14,1 1.133.102 60,6 1.133.102 100,0 0 0,0

1997 1.945.615 759.182 39,0 395.833 52,1 253.678 33,4 109.671 14,4 1.186.433 61,0 1.186.433 100,0 0 0,0

1998 2.125.958 804.729 37,9 408.640 50,8 274.934 34,2 121.155 15,1 1.321.229 62,1 1.321.229 100,0 0 0,0

1999 2.369.945 832.022 35,1 442.562 53,2 302.380 36,3 87.080 10,5 1.537.923 64,9 651.362 42,4 886.561 57,6

2000 2.694.245 887.026 32,9 482.750 54,4 332.104 37,4 72.172 8,1 1.807.219 67,1 880.555 48,7 926.664 51,3

2001 3.030.754 939.225 31,0 502.960 53,6 357.015 38,0 79.250 8,4 2.091.529 69,0 1.040.474 49,7 1.051.055 50,3

2002 3.479.913 1.051.655 30,2 531.634 50,6 415.569 39,5 104.452 9,9 2.428.258 69,8 1.261.901 52,0 1.166.357 48,0

2003 3.887.022 1.136.370 29,2 567.101 49,9 442.706 39,0 126.563 11,1 2.750.652 70,8 1.475.094 53,6 1.275.558 46,4

2004 4.163.733 1.178.328 28,3 574.584 48,8 471.661 40,0 132.083 11,2 2.985.405 71,7 1.596.894 53,5 1.388.511 46,5

1991/96 ∆ % 19,4 21,4 - 21,5 - 20,2 - 24,1 - 18,1 - 18,1 - - -

1996/04 ∆ % 122,8 60,2 - 47,7 - 94,0 - 27,8 - 163,5 - 40,9 - - -

*Communitarian, Filantrópica, Confessional

Students registrations in Courses of Graduation 

Year  Brazil 

Public Private

Source: INEP/MEC.  

 

Table 9 shows the growth in enrollment by institution type, public and private (see  graph 2). What 

catches the attention is, without doubt, that it shows a significant quantitative expansion, with the 

enrollments almost doubling over a five year period. However, in looking at the details it can be seen that the 

public system increased the number of places by 217,000 while the private system provided 1.7 million more 

places over this period. 

 

Graph 2: Student enrollment in higher education by administrative status, Brazil. 
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Source: INEP /MEC. 
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 Table 10. Places offered at entrance examination, applicants for entrance examinations, freshmen 
enrollment, enrollments and conclusion by administrative status, 1980-2005. 

Year

1980 1985 1990 1995 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005

Places 404,814 430,482 502,784 610,355 1,216,287 1,408,492 1,773,087 2,002,683 2,320,421 2,429,737

Applicants 1,803,567 1,514,341 1,905,498 2,653,853 4,039,910 4,260,261 4,984,409 4,899,556 5,053,992 5,038,220

Freshmen 356,667 346,380 407,148 510,377 897,557 1,036,690 1,205,140 1,262,904 1,303,110 1,394,066

Enrollment 1,377,286 1,367,609 1,540,080 1,759,703 2,694,245 3,030,754 3,479,913 3,887,771 4,163,733 4,453,156

Conclusion 226,423 234,173 230,271 254,401 352,307 395,988 466,260 528,102 626,597 717,858

Public

Places 126,940 141,274 155,009 178,145 245,632 256,498 295,354 281,163 308,492 312,288

Applicants 851,714 779,887 881,561 1,399,092 2,178,918 2,224,125 2,627,200 2,366,980 2,431,388 2,289,609

Freshmen 117,414 123,744 126,139 158,012 233,083 244,621 280,491 267,031 287,242 287,591

Enrollment 492,232 556,680 578,625 700,540 887,026 939,225 1,051,655 1,137,119 1,178,328 1,192,189

Conclusion 80,948 82,444 77,919 94,951 116,641 132,616 151,101 169,038 202,262 195,554

Private

Places 277,874 289,208 347,775 432,210 970,655 1,151,994 1,477,733 1,721,520 2,011,929 2,117,449

Applicants 951,853 734,454 1,023,937 1,254,761 1,860,992 2,036,136 2,357,209 2,532,576 2,622,604 2,748,611

Freshmen 239,253 222,636 281,009 352,365 664,474 792,069 924,649 995,873 1,015,868 1,106,475

Enrollment 885,054 810,929 961,455 1,059,163 1,807,219 2,091,529 2,428,258 2,750,652 2,985,405 3,260,967
Conclusion 145,475 151,729 152,352 159,450 235,664 263,372 315,159 359,064 424,335 522,304  

        Source: INEP/MEC. 

Analyzing the demand figures for higher education it can be deduced that the inscriptions for 

entrance examinations represent a select public, arriving at 4.9 million inscriptions. What calls the attention 

in table 10 is the difference between the number of enrollments and the number of places offered, that occurs 

almost every year. Only 63% of the places offered in Brazil are taken. In the public sector the uptake is 95% 

whilst in the private sector the proportion of occupied places is 57.8% (see graph 3). 

Graph 3: Places offered at entrance examination enrollments through entrance examination and 
enrollment in higher education, by administration status. 
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Source: INEP/MEC. 
 

Another question to be examined refers to the movement toward a real increase in the opportunity 

for students coming from the lower social economic sectors. The data concerning the expansion in 
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matriculation in higher education, contrary to what could be supposed, reveals that this expansion has not 

made any significant changes in the social composition of the student body. One of the reasons for this is, as 

has already been shown, the low rate of students completing secondary education; another is the low increase 

in the places in the public institutions. The data shows that there has been no significant change when the 

family income is taken as the index of students in either public or private higher education institutions, as 

shown in table 11 below. 

Table 11.Distribution of secondary and higher education students by institution type, and the family 
income per capita quintiles, for Brazil and regions, 2004. 

Source: IBGE/PNAD, 2004. 

 

Analyzing the data, looking at the students in higher education, it can be seen that there is a 

presence of low income students (1st quintile, 2nd and 3rd quintiles) in public higher education and in a 

lower percentage also in the private system. The concentration of students from the richest portion of the 

population is over 50% in both: 57% in the public system and 69.3% of the enrollments made in the private 

sector are made by students from the highest quintile which represents only 6.9% of Brazilian families, 

whilst only 2.3% and 1.2% are taken, in the public and private education systems respectively, by students 

from the poorest quintile which corresponds to 30.2% of the families in the country (PNAD/IBGE, 2004). 

In this sense the recent expansion has shown that access to higher education is still highly 

concentrated amongst the children of the upper and middle income brackets. Two aspects of this are 

noteworthy of this process, in addition to its low impact on democratization: a) there is a considerable level 

of abandonment as, on average, at least 1/3rd of those entering higher education do not graduate in the 

predicted time; b) there is an increased difficulty for a significant section of students in meeting the costs of 

study in the private sector, as has been seen, a largest part of the student body.  From these circumstances 

arises the need to discuss anew the methods of financing higher education, the policies and instruments of 

modernization and qualification of teaching and of variation of supply, in such a way as to have a greater 

concordance with the expectations of the students. 

1st 
quintile

2nd 
quintile

3rd 
quintile

4th 
quintile

5th 
quintile

1st 
quintile

2nd 
quintile

3rd 
quintile

4th 
quintile

5th 
quintile

Brazil 7,990,350 14.9 22.2 25.4 25.2 12.3 1,205,822 2.3 4.8 10.3 24.9 57.7

North 658,947  11.6 18.3 26.4 26.2 17.5 115,483  3.9 3.9 9.0 15.3 67.9

Northeast 2,142,388 13.0 19.0 24.1 26.6 17.3 345,904  1.8 2.1 6.3 15.6 74.2

Southeast 3,450,825 18.1 25.0 26.1 21.3 9.4 411,545  1.2 6.7 11.5 22.3 58.3

South 1,162,365 14.6 23.3 24.9 24.5 12.6 212,692  2.0 5.2 12.7 27.3 52.7

Center-West 575,825  15.2 20.1 27.4 24.8 12.4 120,198  3.4 4.2 14.7 23.4 54.3

1st
quintile

2nd 
quintile

3rd 
quintile

4th 
quintile

5th 
quintile

1st 
quintile

2nd 
quintile

3rd 
quintile

4th 
quintile

5th 
quintile

Brazil 1,381,091 2.5 5.0 10.7 24.4 57.4 3,375,882 1.2 2.1 6.6 20.8 69.3

North 65,300  2.7 2.2 8.6 17.9 68.6 136,769  1.6 2.8 3.5 13.9 78.3

Northeast 332,133  2.3 2.7 8.9 19.7 66.4 479,888  1.6 1.2 3.9 11.0 82.2

Southeast 679,125  2.5 5.1 13.4 26.1 52.9 1,789,148 1.7 3.8 9.4 25.4 59.7

South 197,724  3.2 7.3 9.4 27.6 52.5 672,440  0.8 4.2 8.5 25.7 60.8

Center-West 106,809  1.8 5.8 10.4 20.4 61.6 297,637  2.5 3.6 6.9 17.7 69.3

Quintiles of family income     

Brazil and Large 
Regions

Students in the private system

Secondary Education Higher Education

Total
Quintiles of family income     

Total 
Quintiles of family income     

Brazil and Large
 Regions

Students in the public system

Secondary Education Higher Education

Total
Quintiles of family income     

Total 
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3.2.2 Diversification  

Since the issuing of the Law of Direction and Basis for National Education (LDBN) in 1996, there 

has been more emphasis placed on the need for diversification in the organizational structure as well as in the 

modalities of higher education being offered.4. In theory, diversification should assure more favorable 

conditions – lower cost and greater adaptation to demand – for a massive incorporation of new students. 

Diversification should be, therefore, an instrument for the democratization of access and for the amplification 

of equity.  

In effect, in addition to the traditional university institution, with all of its problems, new types of 

HEIs appeared such as university centers and centers for education in technology. The supply of courses with 

different durations to the traditional university degree also diversified, with the implantation of sequential 

courses in specific subjects and technological courses (Neves, 2002:47). 

Ten years on in this process of diversification it is possible to question the real reach of the changes 

made and their significance as an instrument of democratization. Such questioning does not imply denying 

that the strategies of diversification of the higher education system have had, as a matter of fact, a positive 

impact on the process of increasing access. International experience seems to corroborate this affirmation. 

Brazil is an interesting case to study precisely because, to a large degree, the differentiation that occurred was 

more in the terminology than in the practice. 

Is differentiation as a multifaceted field integrated in a complex set of HEIs with distinct academic 

vocations and organizational profiles a solution to meet not only the demand, but also the specific social, 

academic and professional expectations? 

Of all the HEIs only 11% (207) are public with the rest (1652) being privately owned. Brazil has a 

differentiated system of institutions, totaling 1859 of which 8.8% are universities, 4.4% are university 

centers, 6.4% integrated colleges, 75.5% post secondary isolated schools or institutes and 5% technological 

centers.  

With respect to the number of enrollments in higher education by academic organization and year, 

of a total of 4,163,733, the universities, whilst still fewer in number, are responsible for 57% of the 

enrollments (with 48% of these being evening courses) whilst the isolated schools have 22% of the total 

enrollments (with 67% at evening), followed by the university centers with 15% (67% in the evening), 

integrated colleges with 5% (76.3 at evening) and, finally, the centers for technological education with 2% of 

the enrollments (63.6% at evening).  

                                            

4 Three international organizations of note have been developing strong positions concerning higher education: 
UNESCO, the World Bank and the OECD, proposing the diversification of the system as a strategy.  
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The next graph illustrates the evolution in the number of enrollments by academic organization, since 

1991. 

Graph 4: Evolution in the number of enrollments by academic organization 
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Source: INEP/MEC. 

 

To the traditional courses covered by the previous legislation, undergraduate,  graduate and 

extension, the LDBN added sequential courses by area of knowledge and education at a distance. The 

modality of higher education courses denominated as sequential is a proposal to meet the requirements of 

greater inclusion in higher education with shorter duration courses. According to Gesteira, with this 

alternative it was sought to: 

Amplify the supply of higher education courses, flexibilize the process of graduating 
from higher education in the country, create mechanisms to meet the demands 
emerging from market segments not covered by the traditional modes of graduation, 
take advantage of the unfilled places in higher education course to introduce 
opportunities for pluridisciplinary qualification, and introduce modalities of higher 
education qualification that allowed an increase on the options currently existing 
(2001: 98).  

 

In 2001 there were a total of 328 sequential courses being offered, predominantly by the 

universities and, in the great majority by private institutions. In 2005 it can be seen that the number of 

sequential courses had risen considerably. Currently there are 984 sequential courses being run in the country 

and, despite these still being predominantly offered by universities, there has been an increase in the number 

of other types of institutions that have started providing them, such as university centers and integrated 

colleges. 

Finally, with regard to diversification it is worth noting that the system still provides relatively the 

same type of options, despite the changes in quantity, the quality is unchanged. It has been, above all, 

changes in naming and not, in fact, important changes in the type of opportunities available in higher 

education which could significantly collaborate in the increase in access and interaction with society.  
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3. 2.3 Affirmative and social inclusion policies  

The current federal government gave priority to the reform of the higher education system and 

confronted the bottlenecks in the process of democratization with many actions:  

 a) returning to the growth in the number of public HEIs so as to increase the number of public 

places through the creation of new universities (two), the consolidation of those which was in the process of 

installation (one) transformation (six) or division (two) and, in addition, the expansion of existing campi. 

Those being created include the Federal University of ABC Paulista, in Santo André, providing 20 thousand 

undergraduate places and the Universidade Federal do Pampa, in the city of Bagé, which is to be a multi 

campi HEI offering a total of a thousand places. 

 b) Amplification of the educational credit program (Higher Education student finance fund/FIES) 

c) The University for All program (PROUNI) (Universidade para Todos), created through decree 

nº 213/2004 and institutionalized by law nº 11.096, of the 13th January 2005. The purpose of this program is 

to provide integral and partial scholarships for low income students studying for a degree or a sequential 

course, in private higher education institutions offering as incentive exemption to some taxes for those 

institutions that adopt the program. In its first selection procedure, Prouni offered 112 thousand scholarships 

across 1,142 higher education institutions throughout the country. Over the next four years the program 

should supply 400 thousand new scholarships.  

d) The implementation of affirmative policies with reserved quotas for black/pardo and indigenous 

students and a special system to reserve places for students coming from public secondary schools. These 

are, however, polemical measures that have provoked reactions from various parts of higher education itself 

and from public opinion (Maggie; Fry, 2004).  

Table 12 shows that , in 2003, of the total of white students aged between 18 and 24 46.4% were in 

higher education compared to only 14.1% of all black and mixed race students in this age group. The data 

also shows that the greatest portion of black and mixed race students between 18 and 24 years of age studied 

at primary (30.9%) or secondary (49.8%) levels.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 21

Table 12. Students aged between 18 and 24 by color, total and their respective distribution 
percentages by level of study in the regions and the country, 2003. 

White/Brazil  4 258 209 11,6 35,3 6,3 46,4

Black,Brown/Brazil  3 626 733 30,9 49,8 3,9 14,1

North (white)   155 746 17,2 46,6 7,0 29,1

North   (black/brown)   419 888 30,9 50,9 5,2 12,0

Northweast (white)   780 343 23,5 40,8 6,8 27,8

Northweast (black/brown)  1 792 587 38,6 45,7 3,9 9,9

 Southeastern (white)  2 117 679 8,9 33,2 6,6 51,2

 Southeastern (black/brown)   996 939 20,6 56,7 3,5 18,8

South (white)   939 576 7,7 33,9 5,6 52,2

South (black/brown)   125 483 20,2 52,7 4,4 20,4

Center-west (white)   263 643 9,2 34,0 4,5 51,8

Center-west (black/brown)   282 905 22,3 48,5 3,4 25,2

Regions

Students aged between 18 and 24 years old and by color 

Total 

Frequence by level of education  (%)

Elementary Secondary Pré-University H. Education 

 
Source: PNAD/IBGE, 2003.  

 

All of these actions are directed toward meeting the goals of the National Education Plan, which 

targets attendance, by 2010, of at least 30% of the population aged between 18 and 24 in higher education, 

today restricted to 10.6%. 

It is too early to evaluate the impact of these measures on the process of democratization of access, 

particularly considering that some of them are not for immediate application. They depend upon the 

adherence of the institutions and sometimes on the approval of the National Congress. The monitoring of 

their implementation – voting process, the arrangements that the institutions need to make to meet their 

demands, the financial arrangements that have to be resolved to ensure not only access to but continuation in 

higher education of people from low income sectors, is an important set of issues that need to be analyzed 

and discussed in future work. 

 

4. Closing remarks 

It is undeniable that the education system in Brazil has seen a significant increase in enrollments at 

all levels in the last decade. It is also undeniable that there has been an increase in access to primary 

education which has resulted in almost universal matriculation. 

A more detailed analysis of the data shows, however, that the educational pyramid remains very 

problematic. This means that there are still very few that complete primary education, fewer still that number 

that conclude secondary education and that enter into higher education. 

In the case of primary education, everyone enters school but, as we have seen 84% finish the 4th 

grade and only 57% finish primary education. In this process of selective funneling, at the secondary level 
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the index of completion is only 37%. It is noteworthy, as well, that the Primary Education Evaluation System 

(Saeb) indicates that half of the students that complete the 4th grade are incapable of reading a simple text. In 

an international comparison it was stated that the reading comprehension capacity of students from the 

Brazilian elite was lower than that of the lowest classes in Europe (SAEB/INEP/MEC, 2005).  

Until the mid 1990s growth in higher education was practically stagnant as the data shows. In 1995 

a period of strong growth started without any significant changes having been made to the secondary 

education figures.  

The number of vacancies grew, principally in private education, and a group of potential candidates 

composed of individuals who had found themselves outside of the system returned to take advantage of the 

opportunity to obtain a higher education. The effect of the Plano Real and of the success in combating 

inflation cannot be overlooked as they opened new perspectives for the lower middle classes. Thus, a 

significant point to highlight is that the increase in demand for higher education does not mean an alteration 

in the structure of the Brazilian educational pyramid.  

The second aspect is that the logic of the increase in places offered by the private sector only 

apparently follows an increase in demand. The true increase in places offered follows the internal logic of the 

management of the private HEIs: the number of places offered is a sort of preventative market reserve in the 

midst of ever increasing competition, particularly in the Southeast region. The profitability of the enterprise 

does not depend on these places being filled. The slack is relative; it does not reflect, necessarily, a crisis in 

the sector. While it is true that, on the micro perspective, that is, taking individual institutions in isolation, it 

is possible that the non filling of the places results in an irreversible crisis, it has to be understood that this 

irreversible crisis is not due to the unfilled places but to the failure to fill the minimum number needed for 

the maintenance of the HEI. The true challenges for the private sector are those of competition, the difficulty 

in maintaining investment in qualification (which provides the differential or relative advantage) and 

avoiding bankruptcy. Thus the variation between the number of inscriptions and the number of places does 

not appear to be central to the analysis of the access-equality relationship.  

Demand, as has been seen, has grown little due to the number of finishers of secondary education, 

even taking into account those finishers outside of the expected age range. There is an important contribution 

to the number of candidates deriving from the EJA and from those candidates that are seeking to return to the 

education system. These are candidates that are already in the employment market.  

Considered as a pertinent measure of the increase in education, above all higher education, as a 

linked challenge the idea of the potentialization of a fair and sustainable development it must be considered 

that the public policies for the sector should be systematic in nature. The process of democratization of 

access to higher education, as well as a more equitable distribution in terms of gender, class and ethnicity, 

cannot ignore that fact that the Brazilian population has, on average, 6 years of education and that nearly 

70% of the population aged between 18 and 24 is not in any type of formal education. 
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Effectively, democratizing access and obtaining greater equity passes through not only an increase, 

of the time in school of the population, but above all the urgent need to increase the quality of the primary 

education that is provided.  
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