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ABSTRACT: This article examines and analyzes the social inclusion policies in higher education 
implemented in Brazil and Portugal, based on bibliographic and documentary research. These policies 
aim to create  conditions that enable disadvantaged groups to access, participate in, and successfully 
complete higher education. The development of these policies has evolved alongside the increasing 
diversification of the student population entering higher education. The study concludes that the 
measures implemented in both countries differ significantly. In Brazil, access policies primarily focus on 
equity, considering socioeconomic background and, more recently, race and ethnicity. In contrast, in 
Portugal, policies involving some positive discrimination for access to higher education primarily benefit 
adults already in the labor market, as well as young people from vocational training backgrounds; 
affirmative actions based on race or ethnicity are yet to be introduced in Portugal. Beyond access, 
regarding policies aimed at supporting permanence retention, financial assistance is prevalent in both 
countries. 
  
Keywords: higher education, affirmative actions, access, permanence, policy. 

 
BRASIL E PORTUGAL: UMA ANÁLISE DAS POLÍTICAS DE INCLUSÃO SOCIAL AO ENSINO SUPERIOR 

  
RESUMO: Este artigo descreve e analisa as políticas de inclusão social ao ensino superior 
implementadas no Brasil e em Portugal a partir de uma pesquisa bibliográfica e documental. Essas 
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políticas visam promover condições para que grupos mais desfavorecidos possam aceder, frequentar e 
concluir com sucesso esse grau de ensino. A criação e o desenvolvimento dessas políticas têm evoluído 
em paralelo à diversificação de públicos que chegam ao ensino superior. Este estudo permite concluir 
que as medidas implementadas são distintas nos dois países. No caso do acesso, no Brasil predominam 
iniciativas que buscam a equidade levando em consideração a proveniência socioeconômica e, 
posteriormente, a cor e a etnia. Já em Portugal, onde ainda não existem ações afirmativas, as medidas que 
corporizam alguma discriminação positiva no acesso ao ensino superior privilegiam os adultos já inseridos 
no mercado de trabalho, bem como os jovens provenientes de formações profissionalizantes. Para além 
do acesso, no caso das políticas que visam apoiar a permanência, em ambos os países, os apoios 
financeiros são mais frequentes.   
  
Palavras-chave: ensino superior, ações afirmativas, acesso, permanência, políticas. 
  
   

BRASIL Y PORTUGAL: UN ANÁLISIS DE LAS POLÍTICAS DE INCLUSIÓN SOCIAL PARA LA 
EDUCACIÓN SUPERIOR 

  
RESUMEN: Este artículo describe y analiza las políticas de inclusión social en la educación superior 
implementadas en Brasil y Portugal, basándose en investigaciones bibliográficas y documentales. Estas 
políticas tienen como objetivo promover condiciones que permitan a los grupos más desfavorecidos 
acceder, cursar y completar con éxito este nivel educativo. La creación y el desarrollo de estas políticas 
han evolucionado en paralelo con la diversificación del alumnado que llega a la educación superior. Este 
estudio permite concluir que las medidas implementadas en ambos países son diferentes. En cuanto al 
acceso, en Brasil predominan las iniciativas que buscan la equidad, considerando el origen 
socioeconómico y, posteriormente, el color y la etnia; en Portugal, las medidas que incorporan cierta 
discriminación positiva en el acceso a la educación superior favorecen a los adultos ya insertos en el 
mercado laboral, así como a los jóvenes procedentes de la formación profesional; aún no existen acciones 
afirmativas en Portugal. En cuanto a las políticas que apuntan a apoyar la permanencia, el apoyo 
financiero es más común en ambos países.  
 
Palabras clave: educación superior, acciones afirmativas, acceso, permanência, políticas. 
 
  
INTRODUCTION 

  
In recent decades, Portugal and Brazil have experienced significant changes in their higher 

education systems, as well as in the way for which populations from different regions and social groups 
enter and remain in this level of education. As higher education systems expand and diversify, enabling 
broader student access, it becomes urgent to address issues related to the access of students who are 
socially, culturally, and ethnically minorities, as well as their conditions for success. Public policy actions 
designated as affirmative action are among the set of measures that aim to promote, in addition to other 
rights, social inclusion and equity in access to and permanence in higher education. 

Social inclusion is a multifaceted concept. It can be understood as the action of providing 
people who have been and are historically, socially and economically excluded (black people, indigenous 
people, people with special needs, in situations of social and economic vulnerability, among others) with 
opportunities and conditions to be incorporated into the society that can enjoy goods and services 
(Moreira, 2006). 

The term “affirmative action” emerged in the second half of the 19th century in the United 
States of America, in the context of the labor market and in the fight of black people against racism. In 
Europe, when related to ethnic-racial, religious, or gender issues (the most common), the term 
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“affirmative action” can be considered synonymous with positive action or special measures (Tomei, 
2005). However, when the term is related to social issues, it refers to inclusion actions or social action, 
which are also more common. 

Affirmative actions are measures, whether spontaneous or compulsory, public or private, 
that aim to eliminate discrimination and inequalities that have historically accumulated between social 
groups and lead to socioeconomic deprivation. They also aim to guarantee equal opportunities and 
treatment. Affirmative action policies propose a different approach to treating individuals from these 
groups, aiming to restore them or establish greater equality, which is commonly referred to as equity 
(Moehlecke, 2004; Tomei, 2005). 

The resources and opportunities distributed by affirmative action include, for example, the 
reservation of places for participation in politics, employment, admission to higher education institutions 
(HEIs), health services, business opportunities, among others (Feres Júnior et al., 2018). The recipients 
of affirmative action vary depending on national circumstances, but in general, they relate to racial, ethnic, 
religious, and gender issues (Tomei, 2005). According to Rawls (2003), one of the goals of affirmative 
action is to enhance the social and economic mobility of groups marginalized due to historical and 
material inequalities. Consequently, without a basic level of material support, certain segments of the 
population would be unable to fully access the rights that are formally guaranteed by law, placing them 
at a disadvantage compared to others. 

In liberal democracies, affirmative action faces criticism primarily from proponents of 
meritocracy and human equality. Critics often argue that it stigmatizes individuals who would succeed 
regardless of such policies and contend that the focus should shift from racial criteria to those based on 
economic need. While economic need (such as income) is a relevant consideration, Feinberg (2000) 
asserts that this shift in criteria is fundamentally inconsistent. He argues that affirmative action was 
implemented in response to historical and systemic acts of discrimination against blacks, which have 
hampered opportunities for all within this group, irrespective of their current economic or social status. 
It's important to recognize that prioritizing low-income individuals tends to gain more acceptance in 
society. However, limiting the focus on race as a means of promoting diversity, along with regional 
factors, type of schooling, and other economic issues, serves to provide racially neutral alternatives that 
ultimately perpetuate the status quo (Feinberg, 2000; Donahoo, 2008). 

This article aims to describe and analyze affirmative actions as well as social inclusion policies 
in higher education that were implemented in Brazil and Portugal from the late 20th century until 2020. 
To achieve this, a methodological approach grounded in bibliographic and documentary research is 
employed. The goal is to identify mutual best practices regarding the implementation of actions that 
enhance the effectiveness of higher education, ultimately promoting improved access and permanence 
rates. 

After this brief introduction, the text continues with a literature review section on the topic 
of social actions for inclusion and permanence in higher education. After that, a brief characterization of 
Brazil and Portugal is carried out from the point of view of their respective socioeconomic and 
educational characteristics. Next, the evolution of higher education in the countries under analysis and 
their respective social actions for inclusion are presented, with a summary divided into positive aspects and 
aspects for reflection on these actions. The text ends with some concluding notes. 

 
INCLUSION AND PERMANENCE IN HIGHER EDUCATION 

 
Higher education systems with high dropout rates are inefficient (Silva, Cabral, Pacheco, 

2020). The prospect of having more young individuals attain higher education degrees today offers hope 
for a future filled with more qualified workers and improved opportunities for social integration and 
access to the job market. Completing higher education remains a vital pathway to social mobility for 
those from disadvantaged backgrounds (Dias, Costa, 2015). 
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Although higher education institutions (HEIs) are located throughout the country and, in 
general, can receive the vast majority of all those who wish to attend this level of education (the existence 
of numerus clausus, for example, conditions access to courses and institutions in countries where this 
practice is in force), not all those who access higher education are in identical circumstances. 
Furthermore, not all those who could do so access this level of education. In recent decades, both in 
Brazil and Portugal, the number of students attending and completing higher education has increased 
significantly (Cerdeira, Araújo, 2021). However, both countries still maintain the objective of increasing 
the proportion of young people who enter and complete their studies at this level of education. 

The enrollment rate for people aged 20 to 24 in higher education2 in 2018 was 29% in Brazil 
and 38% in Portugal. The Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) average 
was 41% (OECD, 2021). The average higher education completion rate for people aged 25 to 34, also in 
2018, was only 21% in Brazil and 35% in Portugal, both below the OECD average of 44% (OECD, 
2019a; 2019b). Currently, increased participation in higher education implies diversification (in 
socioeconomic, ethnic, and racial terms, among others) of the origin of students accessing this education 
subsystem (Kottmann et al., 2019). 

Various personal, familial, and contextual factors influence access to higher education. 
Contextual factors include the level of development and economic growth, demographic trends, success 
rates in completing compulsory education, the duration of mandatory schooling, the availability and 
distribution of higher education institutions (HEIs) across countries, and government spending on 
education, particularly in higher education (Oliveira; Vieira; Vieira, 2012). Each of these factors is 
positively associated with access to higher education. In terms of personal and family-related factors, 
considerations include the socioeconomic constraints faced by families, the educational backgrounds of 
family members, and the expectations regarding the future benefits of pursuing higher education. 

Many studies have revealed that most higher education students in the countries analyzed in 
this article belong to the dominant group in terms of social, economic, and ethnic backgrounds. Higher 
education access systems contribute to the persistence of inequalities, as they use previous educational 
paths as admission factors, which, in turn, are already conditioned by the differences between students 
(Kottmann et al., 2019). 

Once access to higher education has been granted, the next, even more important step is to 
ensure that students complete their respective degrees within the number of years scheduled for the 
courses. The issue of dropping out of higher education has been widely discussed in recent years3, as it is 
a phenomenon with negative repercussions for students and higher education institutions (HEIs), with 
significant financial implications due to the high investment made by families and the State. Students who 
drop out of higher education do so for a variety of reasons, which will be discussed below. In many cases, 
this process leaves its mark, such as on self-esteem, for example, and on the possibility of completing 
higher education. 

Among the main determinants of dropping out of higher education are factors of an 
individual and institutional nature. Among the individual aspects, the following stand out: lack of 
information about the course at the time of choosing it; reasons related to illnesses of family members 
or the students themselves; motivation; financial problems; the need to start working or the birth of 
children; the fact that the course does not meet expectations; and difficulties in adapting, relating to 
colleagues or teachers and accessing the institution. From an institutional perspective, aspects such as 
curricular rigidity stand out, as well as the lack of student assistance policies and financing programs 
(Tinto, 1993; Castro-Lopez et al., 2021). 

 
2 Students as a percentage of the population of a specific age group. 
3 In Brazil, the equivalent of 26.7% of enrolled students had their enrollments disassociated, and 15.4% had their enrollments 
suspended in 2019. That is, a total of 42.1% (INEP, 2019). In Portugal, overall, 29% of students dropped out of undergraduate 
courses with a theoretical duration of three years in 2014 and 2015 (Engrácia; Baptista, 2018). 
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Therefore, the existence of student support programs in HEIs, particularly in the first year 
of the course, to prevent and respond to difficulties of an academic, social, or emotional nature, proves 
to be an important instrument against dropout (García-Ros et al., 2018). These measures must also be 
accompanied by others, such as financial support (Clark, Nascimento, Moura Junior, 2020), which, 
although not sufficient, are necessary for students to remain in higher education (Scher, Oliveira, 2020). 
Since the problem of dropout is multifaceted, responses must also have this character and seek to meet 
the diversity of characteristics and needs of students at this level of education. 

 
PORTRAIT OF SOCIOECONOMIC AND EDUCATIONAL INDICATORS IN BRAZIL 
AND PORTUGAL 

 
Brazil is recognized as a country of continental dimensions, with approximately 8,514,876 

square kilometers of territorial area, the largest in South America. Portugal has an area of 92,389 square 
kilometers, ranking 17th in the European Union in terms of territorial area. In relative terms, Portugal 
represents 1.09% of the Brazilian area. 

Despite their territorial differences, Brazil and Portugal share a history that has intersected 
at numerous points throughout their economic and social development, beginning over five centuries 
ago when the first Portuguese settlers arrived in Brazil to exploit its vast natural resources. This historical 
connection extends beyond the realm of the Portuguese-speaking world and was further solidified in 
1822, when Brazil declared its independence. It is important to note that Portugal has an older historical 
narrative, having achieved political autonomy in 1179. 

In terms of population, Brazil is home to 203.1 million inhabitants (IBGE, 2023), a figure 
that is approximately 20 times greater than that of Portugal, which accounts for roughly 4.8% of Brazil's 
population. Notably, around 54% of the Brazilian population identifies as black, and among those 
enrolled in both in-person and distance learning undergraduate programs, 30.6% are black. In contrast, 
Portugal does not gather direct data on the racial composition of its population in its censuses, which 
complicates the analyses. Before the 2021 census, a working group was established to assess the potential 
inclusion of an ethnic-racial question in these studies. Although there was a consensus in favor of 
introducing this criterion, concerns regarding the risk of exacerbating discrimination against the Roma 
population led the National Institute of Statistics of Portugal (INE) to ultimately refrain from including 
the question at this time. Instead, pilot questionnaires on racial origins have been conducted. 

Despite the lack of primary information on the ethnic-racial issue in Portugal, there is strong 
academic and political interest in access to higher education, particularly for people of African descent 
and the Roma population, as demonstrated in studies and monitoring work carried out with these people. 
Roldão et al. (2016), by combining several secondary sources of information, show that between 1991 
and 2001, the rate of access to higher education for people of African descent increased, but in 2011, 
there was a decrease. In the case of Roma, the Roma Community Observatory has been monitoring the 
educational conditions of this population. Pereira, Milagre, and Cruz (2022) point out that, despite a 
pattern of school retention and dropout among Roma students, their performance has improved since 
2010, even though they represent a very small number in Portuguese secondary and higher education. 

The difference in relative population size does not remain the same when analyzing the total 
Gross Domestic Product (GDP) of each country: Brazil's GDP is 10.1 times larger than Portugal's, or 
9.9% in relative terms. In its relative capacity to generate GDP, Portugal stands out even more: the 
Portugal’s per capita GDP is twice that of Brazil – USD 28,687.0 in Portugal and USD 14,283.0 in Brazil 
(IBGE, 2021; INE, 2021; United Nations Development Program [UNDP], 2021). 

One notable distinction between Brazil and Portugal is the percentage of the population 
living in urban areas, which stood at 86.6% in Brazil in 2018, compared to just 65.2% in Portugal. 
Additionally, life expectancy in Portugal exceeded that of Brazil by 6.2 years. Portugal also boasts a higher 
Human Development Index (HDI), classified as very high and ranking 40th globally, while Brazil, despite 
having a high HDI, ranks 79th. In terms of social indicators, Brazil faces challenges, including a higher 
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infant mortality rate of 11.5 per 1,000 live births, compared to just 2.4 in Portugal. Furthermore, Brazil 
has a greater income inequality, with a Gini Index of 53.3, whereas Portugal's Gini Index is considerably 
lower at 35.5. Collectively, these indicators reflect a superior quality of life and greater social cohesion in 
Portugal, alongside fewer social disparities when compared to Brazil (IBGE, 2021; INE, 2021; PNUD, 
2021). 

In terms of educational investment, Brazil allocated a higher proportion of its GDP in 2018, 
approximately 6.2%, compared to Portugal's 4.9%. However, Portugal boasts a higher average number 
of years of education within its population, at 16.5 years, along with a greater expected years of schooling 
at 9.3 years, compared to Brazil’s 15.4 and 8.0 years, respectively. The gap between expected and average 
years of education is more pronounced in Brazil, standing at 7.4 years, whereas Portugal shows a 
difference of 7.2 years (UNDP, 2021). 

Regarding higher education, Portugal has a higher proportion of its population enrolled (64% 
compared to 51% in Brazil). However, in 2019, Brazil still had a higher proportion of the population 
aged 25 or over with at least secondary education (60.4% compared to 54.3% in Portugal). The 
qualification of the population is a determining factor for the development of countries and, 
consequently, for improving the quality of life of the population (UNDP, 2021). 

It is essential to note that the political emancipation of countries took place in significantly 
different periods, which in turn influenced the establishment of their first universities. For instance, 
Portugal initiated higher education as early as 1290 with the founding of the University of Coimbra. In 
contrast, Brazil did not offer such educational opportunities until 1808, and it wasn't until 1913 that the 
first Brazilian university, the Federal University of Paraná (UFPR), was established (Amorim; Santos; 
Novaes, 2018; Ferreira, 2019; General Directorate of Education and Science Statistics [DGEEC], 2021). 

Portugal is part of the European Union with 27 independent member states, and, in this 
sense, it also has standards imposed on higher education based on European regulations, in addition to 
those established by its Ministry of Education, Science, and Innovation. In the Brazilian case, the Ministry 
of Education (MEC) is responsible for the policies and regulations of its higher education (BRASIL, 
1996; BRASIL, 2017b; DGEEC, 2021). 

When analyzing the forms of access/entry to higher education, there are also differences 
between countries. In Brazil, there are three forms of admission, the entrance exam, the National High 
School Exam (Enem) score, and the Unified Selection System (Sisu), which also uses the Enem score 
(Brazil, 1996). In the Portuguese case, there is the National Access Exam (CNA), through which the vast 
majority of students gain access, in addition to several other specific possibilities for certain social profiles 
(DGEEC, 2021). 

In terms of administrative categories, Portugal has both public and private higher education, 
like Brazil. However, in the case of Brazil, the public education system is subdivided into municipal, state, 
and federal, reflecting the country's own administrative structure and territorial dimension. Another 
difference is that while in Brazil, higher education students at public institutions have free education, in 
Portugal, regardless of the institutional sphere, education is paid for, via monthly fees: in public higher 
education, the annual payment is the same in all institutions and for all courses, in the first cycle of 
training, unlike what happens in private institutions. 

Since 2021, the annual tuition fee for first-cycle education in Portuguese higher education 
has been set at 697 euros, compared to a maximum of 871 euros in previous years. In 2021, the minimum 
monthly wage was 665 euros, which increased to 820 euros by 2024. Currently, the annual tuition fee at 
the public higher education level is lower than the monthly minimum wage. However, accommodation 
and living expenses for out-of-town students exceed this amount. In contrast, private institutions charge 
tuition fees ranging from 400 to 1,600 euros per month for first-cycle programs, depending on the course 
and institution. For master's programs in public education, tuition fees—known as "propinas" in 
Portugal—can vary significantly, costing between 697 and approximately 15,000 euros for a year and a 
half of study. 
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Regarding the types of HEIs, there are two in Portugal: universities and polytechnic 
institutes. In Brazil, there is a greater diversity: universities, colleges, university centers, and federal 
institutes. This diversity is also seen in the types of higher education and postgraduate courses (Brazil, 
1996; DGEEC, 2021). 

Considering the differences between the two countries, it is also worth analyzing the statistics 
on higher education in each of them. Chart 1 presents this information. 

 
Chart 1 – Higher education data in Brazil and Portugal: 2021 

Variable BRAZIL PORTUGAL 

Institutions (Instituto Nacional de 
Estudos e Pesquisas Educacionais 
Anísio Teixeira [Inep], 2019; 
INE, 2020). 

2,608 
79.6% colleges; 11.28% university 
centers; 7.59% universities; 1.53% 

federal institutes. 
(11.6% public and 88.4% private) 

284 
(64.8% public and 35.2% private) 

Enrollments by administrative 
category (Inep, 2019; INE, 
2020). 

8,603,824 
52.2% universities; 26.3% university 
centers; 19% colleges; 2.5% federal 

institutes. 
(24.2% public and 75.8% private) 

396,909 
63.9% universities; 

36.1% polytechnic institutes 
(81.6% public and 18.4% private) 

Enrollments by modality 
(Inep, 2019). 

71.5% in person (68.8% private and 
31.2% public); 28.5% distance learning 

(93.6% private and 6.4% public). 

Only the Open University offers 
distance learning courses. However, 

there are already many b-learning 
courses in various institutions. 

Proportion of teachers with a 
doctorate (Inep, 2019; 
DGEEC, 2019). 

45.85% 60% 

Student/teacher ratio (Inep, 
2019, DGEEC, 2019) 

15.9 
(10.9 public and 20.2 private) 

10.9 
(11.6 public and 8.6 private) 

Feminization ratio (Inep, 2019; 
DGEEC, 2018/2019). 

57.4% 
(55.7% in-person and 61.5% distance) 

54.1% 

Number of public HEIs per 
million inhabitants (Inep, 
2019; Pordata, 2019). 

1.44 17.8 

Proportion of students in 
HEIs about the total number 
of students (Inep, 2019; 
DGEEC, 2018/2019). 

14.96% 19.2% 

Source: prepared by the author based on Inep (2019); INE (2021); Pordata (2021); DGEEC (2021). 

 
One notable difference between higher education in Brazil and Portugal is the distribution 

of institutions and student enrollments among public and private higher education institutions (HEIs). 
In Portugal, the landscape is predominantly composed of public HEIs, which account for 64.8% of 
institutions and 81.6% of enrollments. Conversely, Brazil showcases a predominance of private HEIs, 
comprising 88.4% of institutions and 75.8% of enrollments. When examining the mode of instruction, 
face-to-face teaching is prominent in both countries; in Portugal, it constitutes nearly all educational 
formats, while in Brazil, it represents approximately 71.5% (INEP, 2019; INE, 2021). 

Portugal has a higher percentage of teachers with doctorates in its higher education system, 
at 60%, while in Brazil this proportion is 45.85%. Portugal also stands out in other data: lower ratio of 
in-person students to teachers (10.9 versus 15.9 in Brazil); higher number of public HEIs per million 
inhabitants (17.8 versus 1.44 in Brazil); higher proportion of students in HEIs concerning the total 
number of students (19.2% versus 14.96% in Brazil); and, finally, it has a more balanced proportion of 



8 
 

Educ. Rev. |Belo Horizonte|v.41|e47789|2025 

women in higher education (54.1% versus 57.4% in Brazil) (INEP (2019); INE (2021); Pordata (2021); 
DGEEC (2021). 

Based on the information presented, it is possible to verify that there are differences in the 
structure and regulation of higher education between the two countries analyzed. Portugal demonstrates 
superior socioeconomic indicators and income distribution, but without free higher education. On the 
other hand, the largest proportion of places in HEIs in Brazil are in private education, which is not free. 
It is important to emphasize that this occurs in a country with a greater concentration of income, greater 
distance between locations due to its continental size and, in some way, with greater justification for the 
existence of affirmative action policies for higher education, as will be detailed in the next section. 
 
HISTORICAL OVERVIEW OF AFFIRMATIVE ACTIONS IN BRAZIL AND PORTUGAL 
 
Social inclusion and affirmative action policies in Brazil 
  

Until the mid-1960s, there was a relative equilibrium between the supply of public and private 
education in Brazil, in terms of the number of institutions and enrollments. However, from that point 
onward, private higher education began to take a dominant position. Starting in 1990, Brazil witnessed a 
significant expansion in the availability of places, institutions, and courses, initiating the massification of 
higher education. This growth, primarily driven by the private sector, also extended to distance learning 
and regions with notable demand, including the interior of the country and the Central-West, North, and 
Northeast regions (Moreira et al., 2017; Cislagui, 2019). 

This expansion, combined with the difficulty in filling vacancies due to a university 
population whose income did not allow them to cover the costs of tuition fees, combined with the high 
competition for vacancies in public education, led to serious problems in private higher education in 
access and permanence. Initiatives implemented by the federal government, such as the Financing for 
Higher Education Students (Fies) and the University for All Program (Prouni) emerged to overcome 
these adversities (Feres Júnior et al., 2018). 

Regarding Brazilian public higher education, in general, it presents the combination of three 
factors: free education, scarcity of places (despite advances, only 5% of all new places available in 2019 
were public), and better quality of education compared to private education (contrary to the scenario of 
secondary education). As a result, competition for places is greater in public education, which demands 
well-prepared students, who historically come, in large part, from private secondary education. This fact, 
combined with the elitist history and existing racial and social discrimination, also demanded some actions 
to guarantee access to public education for more vulnerable groups (INEP, 2019; Sadocco et al., 2021). 

In addition to Fies and Prouni, social inclusion actions in Brazilian higher education include 
the quota program, that is, the reservation of places in favor of individuals from a specific group that is 
discriminated against and underrepresented (considered affirmative action), student assistance, and other 
measures to expand access and retention (Moreira et al., 2017; Wainer; Melguizo, 2018). Figure 1 shows 
evidence of the main social inclusion actions in Brazilian higher education, in force since the end of the 
1970s. 

Fies, Prouni and the Federal University Restructuring and Expansion Plan (Reuni-Plano de 
Reestruturação e Expansão das Universidade Federais) are policies to expand the supply of places, and together 
with scholarships and the quota law (affirmative action), they aim to democratize higher education. It is 
worth remembering that the student financing program has existed since the mid-1970s in Brazil. The 
Educational Credit Program (Creduc-Programa de Crédito Educativo) was replaced by Fies in 1999, due to 
the high level of default, among other reasons (Neves; Bandeira; Farenzena, 2019). 

Fies has undergone several phases. Its core purpose is to provide financing for students 
enrolled in non-free higher education courses. Until 2010, its operations were relatively modest, with 
approximately 76,000 contracts in that year. However, it experienced significant growth, thereafter, 
reaching around 730,000 new contracts granted by 2015 (Brasil, 2017a). Created in 2005, Prouni aims to 
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enhance access to and permanence in private higher education, prioritizing the allocation of scholarships 
to the most vulnerable social groups (Feres Júnior et al., 2018). 

 
Figure 1– Evidence of social inclusion actions and affirmative action policies in Brazilian higher education

 
 

Source: own elaboration based in Brazil (2005); Brasil (2007); Brasil (2010a); Brasil (2010b); Brasil (2012a); Neves; Bandeira; 
Farenzena (2019); Brasil (2020). 
 

Prouni's purpose is to grant full and partial scholarships (50% or 25% of the tuition fee may 
be subsidized) at private HEIs, thus ensuring that students do not have to pay tuition fees or pay a 
reduced amount. Private HEIs have minimum targets for granting scholarships and, in return, are exempt 
from certain taxes and contributions, such as income tax (Brazil, 2005). In 2019, there were 515,535 
students with full Prouni scholarships and 188,433 with partial scholarships, figures that corresponded 
to 10.8% of students enrolled in private HEIs, in on-site or distance learning courses. Throughout its 
history, the program has benefited more than 2.5 million students (INEP, 2019). 

The inclusion of the racial issue in the public debate on higher education effectively took 
place in 2000, when Brazil was recognized as a racist country and participated in the Durban Conference, 
where measures that could promote greater racial equality were discussed (Feres Júnior et al., 2018; 
Barbosa, 2019). Until then, the idea of racial democracy prevailed in Brazil, which created an illusion that 
racism did not exist in the country (Costa, Müeller, 2019). 

The first measures to reserve places (affirmative action) in the higher education system date 
back to 2000, at the State University of Rio de Janeiro (UERJ). Initially, the measures to determine their 
beneficiaries were implemented individually in the states with a great diversity of social and racial criteria. 
They soon spread and are currently the main measures at the federal level (Feres Júnior et al., 2018; 
Sadocco et al., 2021). 

In 2012, after 13 years of deliberation, the national law for the reservation of educational 
placements was enacted, allowing four years for all educational institutions to comply. Law No. 12,711 
mandates that 50% of positions in federal higher education institutions and federal technical institutes 

1976 to 1999

• Creduc: aimed to grant loans to students to 
pay tuition fees and cover expenses during 
the course of their undergraduate studies. 
Aimed at needy students with good 
performance in public and private higher 
education institutions.

1999 to 2000

• FIES: finances up to 100% of tuition fees for 
students in private higher education 
institutions. Criteria: beneficiaries with a per 
capita family income of up to 3 minimum 
wages for one group; and 3 to 5 minimum 
wages per capita for another.

2005

• PROUNI: grants scholarships to students in 
private higher education institutions. Criteria: 
family income of up to 3 minimum wages; 
aimed at those who completed high school in 
a public school system; people with 
disabilities; and indigenous, mixed race or 
black people; also aimed at public school 
teachers for undergraduate courses. 2007 to 
2012

2007 to 2012

• Reuni: increase in night-time vacancies and 
increase in courses at federal universities 
throughout Brazil, mainly with the creation of 
campuses in the interior of the states, in a 
process known as the interiorization of higher 
education.

2007 to 2010

• PNAES: offers assistance with student 
housing; food (university restaurants); 
transportation; health; digital inclusion; 
culture; sports; daycare; and pedagogical 
support for students at public HEIs. Criteria: 
students from public schools; socioeconomic 
profile and following the reality of the HEI –
defines the rules.

2009 to 2010

• Permanence and extension grants: grants 
for teaching and extension activities for 
students at public HEIs. Criteria: economic 
and social vulnerability. In harmony with the 
criteria of the student assistance policy.

2012
• Quota law: mandatory reservation of 50% of 

vacancies at federal HEIs. Criteria: students 
from public schools; people with a per capita 
family income equal to or less than 1.5 
salaries; self-declared black, brown and 
indigenous people, and people with 
disabilities (included in 2016).
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are reserved for students from public schools. Of this quota, 50% is designated for students whose per 
capita family income is at or below 1.5 minimum wages, while the remaining spots are allocated for those 
with a per capita income above 1.5 minimum wages. These placements, which are proportionate to the 
demographics of black, mixed-race, and indigenous populations in each state, are reserved for students 
who identify as black, mixed-race, or indigenous (Brazil, 2012a). In 2016, the law was expanded to include 
students with disabilities (Brazil, 2016). Therefore, while the quota policy is often simplified to focus on 
racial criteria, its primary aim is to support students from public schools and those from low-income 
backgrounds (Feres Júnior et al., 2018). 

The Reuni Program was another program created in 2007 and in force until 2012, considered 
essential for the massification of the system and for increasing the inclusion of people in socially 
vulnerable situations in Brazilian public higher education. It was created to expand access and 
permanence in federal public education, and some of its actions were the geographic expansion of 
universities beyond large centers through the creation of new universities, mainly in less developed and 
border regions; the improvement of infrastructure; and the expansion of places in the evening period and 
distance learning (Melo et al., 2020). The presence of public HEIs only in large centers also represented 
a form of territorial exclusion, due to Brazil's continental dimensions (Moreira et al., 2017). 

The expansion of federal public higher education, with Reuni, the quota policy, and the 
implementation of unified selection systems (Enem and Sisu), among others, contributed to the entry of 
students who had difficulty remaining in higher education. Thus, there was a greater demand for 
programs that help students complete their educational paths (Oliveira et al., 2020). 

Created in 2007 and regulated in 2010, the National Student Assistance Program (PNAES) 
also emerged in the context of the expansion and democratization of federal higher education, focusing 
mainly on ensuring student retention (Brasil, 2010a; Oliveira et al., 2020). Student assistance actions in 
Brazil are provided in the areas of student housing, food (university restaurants), transportation, health 
care, digital inclusion, daycare, pedagogical support, among others (Brasil, 2010a). 

Thus, actions to ensure student permanence include not only financial aid to students, but 
also any action (program, project) that can benefit them in their university careers and prevent dropout. 
Examples include integration and socialization into the university context, incentives for research, and 
participation in extension activities (Freitag, 2014). Some programs that also offer financial aid are 
permanence and extension grants. Regulated since 2010, they are aimed at promoting access and 
preventing dropout of students in conditions of economic and social vulnerability, in addition to 
expanding and strengthening the interaction of HEIs with society (Brasil, 2010b). 

Several other programs facilitate permanence that distribute scholarships for research and 
extension, and that operate outside the federal public sphere, being linked to the National Council for 
Scientific and Technological Development (CNPq-Conselho Nacional de Desenvolvimento Científico e 
Tecnológico) and the Coordination for the Improvement of Higher Education Personnel (Capes-Coordenação 
de Aperfeiçoamento de Pessoal de Nível Superior) (Freitag, 2014). There are also some scholarships linked to 
Prouni that help permanence, being awarded to students in private higher education. 

 
Social inclusion policies in Portugal 
 

In Portugal, the first universities appeared in 1290, in Coimbra, and 1559, in Évora. With the 
expulsion of the Jesuits from Portugal, the University of Évora was closed in 1759 and until the beginning 
of the 20th century, the University of Coimbra was the only university in the country. Although there 
were higher education institutions in Lisbon and Porto, it was only in 1911 that the Universities of Lisbon 
and Porto were founded (Ferreira, 2019). 

The establishment of universities and polytechnic institutes outside major urban centers 
commenced in 1973 with the Veiga Simão Reform in Portugal. The transformation of the political regime 
following the Revolution of 25 April 1974 accelerated the process of massification and diversification of 
Portuguese higher education that had been initiated earlier. The inclusion of individuals with historically 
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lower participation in higher education was ideologically reflected in the Constitution of the Portuguese 
Republic of 1976, specifically in Article 76, which stated: “[...] access to University must take into account 
the country's need for qualified personnel and encourage and favor the entry of workers and the children 
of the working classes” (Portugal, 1976). In 1989, during the third constitutional revision, the explicit 
mention of the working classes was removed from the Constitution; however, the commitment to 
promote access to university education for children of the working classes was never legislated. With the 
1989 revision, equal opportunities and the democratization of the education system were assured 
(Portugal, 1989). 

After the 25th of April 1974, the excess demand for higher education compared to supply 
meant that education policies did not incorporate positive discrimination measures, but rather created 
more measures to control demand at public universities. The forms of control adopted, such as the 
numerus clausus, the introduction of an additional academic year for those wishing to enter higher 
education, and the existence of national exams, managed to control demand. This control, in addition to 
causing many candidates to leave the system, also contributed to the expansion of the supply of private 
education, which enabled the accommodation of candidates who were not accepted at public universities. 
In short, the process of entering public higher education was characterized by strong competition, and 
the system's mission was to recognize the best candidates. 

The democratization of Portuguese higher education post-1974 resulted in a significant 
increase in student enrollment, including individuals from economically disadvantaged backgrounds. This 
surge in student numbers was met with enhanced social action initiatives implemented by the first 
constitutional governments (Barrias, 2015). Following these efforts, and despite some variability and 
substantial disparities among universities, the first legislative framework concerning social action in higher 
education was established in 1980. This legislation aimed to harmonize and standardize the support 
provided to students in need (Portugal, 1980). Figure 2 illustrates the various social inclusion initiatives 
in Portugal's higher education sector. 

 
Figure 2 – Evidence of social inclusion actions in Portuguese higher education 

 
Source: prepared by the author based on DGEEC (2021). 

1973

•Basic Law of the Education System (Law 
5/1973);

1980

• First legislative norm to support students and 
their families in financial reinforcement in 
relation to attendance at Higher Education (DL 
132/80 - Social Action of Higher Education).

1986

•Basic Law of the Education System (Law 
46/1986) – New HEIs; greater geographical 
distribution; diversification of training 
provision; broadening access; and mass 
education.

1993

•Major changes to the functioning of social 
services and social action; updating of tuition 
fees and university autonomy.

• Legislation extendable to private HEIs (DL 
129/93) - Social Action Policy in Higher 
Education.

• In 1991, higher education scholarship holders 
accounted for 5.9% of students; in 2019 they 
were 18.8%.

2002 e 2006

• Special quota of places for students from the 
Azores and Madeira regions (3.5% each); 
people with disabilities (2%) and others 
(Ordinance 711/2002).

•Access for adults over 23 years of age, 
promoting equal opportunities with more 
flexible rules for candidates' admission to 
higher education (DL 64/2006).

2014 e 2016

•Creation of a diploma in level 5 technical 
education – Specialized Higher Technical Course 
(CTeSP) and amendment of the rules related to 
special competitions and remaining vacancies 
(DL 43/2014).

• In 2016, the legal rules for CTeSP were 
amended and it can be associated with 
undergraduate degrees.

2018

• The conditions for professional recognition of 
CTeSP students have been expanded.

• Students with disabilities have priority in filling 
places at CTeSP (DL 65/2018).

• In 2017/2018, 1,644 students were enrolled in 
SEN and 2,311 in 2019/2020.

2020 e 2021

•New entry for students of professional courses 
(DL 11/2020) in undergraduate and integrated 
master's degrees with exams at the HEIs 
themselves and not just through the CNA.

2022 e 2023

• In 2023, 4% of national vacancies were reserved 
for candidates with disabilities. Special quotas 
totaled 22.5%.

• The National Plan to Combat Racism and 
Discrimination 2021-2025 foresees a new 
access quota with preference in higher 
education for students residing in economically 
and socially disadvantaged areas. In 2023/2024, 
there were 2,038 vacancies.
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From 1986 onwards (Figure 2), with the Basic Law of the Education System, number 

46/1986 (Portugal, 1986), the phenomenon of massification of Portuguese higher education deepened. 
On the one hand, the creation of new HEIs, more geographically distributed throughout the territory, 
brought more equity and democracy to access to higher education. On the other hand, massification 
required more support for students. Thus, social support measures became more diversified, and among 
them were: meal subsidies, canteen services, accommodation, and the granting of scholarships (Barrias, 
2015). However, the need for more student support and the inability of social action resources led to the 
reformulation of their functioning, in response to the update of the value of tuition fees and university 
autonomy. Thus, Decree-Law No. 129 of 1993 replaced all current legislation and extended social action 
to private higher education (Portugal, 1993). 

According to statistical information from Pordata, a statistical database on Portugal, 
expenditure on scholarships in Portuguese higher education (direct social action expenditure) has shown 
strong growth since 1990, with expenditure amounting to 6,814,826 euros in 1990, 27,402,185 euros in 
1995, and 118,853,752 euros in 2021. In the early 1990s, higher education scholarships were almost 
exclusively intended for students in public higher education. However, with the expansion of social action 
to private education, the growth of private higher education and the entry of students with fewer financial 
resources, the granting of scholarships to students in private higher education began to be included in 
the scholarships awarded, reaching 30% of the total amount of scholarships awarded to all higher 
education. In recent years, the amount of grants for private higher education has been around 13%. 
However, during the financial crisis that hit Portugal, the value was less than 10%, and since 2018, it has 
progressively increased. 

From 2006 onwards, the minimum wage ceased to be the indicator for social support and 
higher education grants, as the Social Support Index (IAS-Indexador dos Apoios Sociais) was created as a 
reference for calculating and updating support. The IAS is based on the value of the guaranteed minimum 
monthly salary, updated by the Consumer Price Index and real GDP growth. For a 1st cycle higher 
education student to be eligible for a grant, the annual gross per capita family income must be less than 
18 times the IAS plus the value of the maximum monthly payment set annually. Furthermore, 
cumulatively bank accounts and financial investments cannot be higher than 240 times the IAS, and real 
estate assets have a limit of 600 times the IAS. 

In addition to the grants students are entitled to if they meet the eligibility criteria, there is 
extraordinary housing support for displaced students who are not entitled to them (Portugal, 2023a). 
Regarding expenses related to food, housing, and other indirect support – the so-called social action 
expenses – public higher education has not shown sustained growth, fluctuating around 80 million euros 
from 2012 to 2021. 

The significance of higher education in the job market is increasingly recognized, paralleling 
the urgent need for qualified human resources capable of handling complex tasks in emerging production 
models (Castro, Seixas, Neto, 2010). In response, Portugal has integrated a range of measures into its 
higher education legislation to facilitate more comprehensive and inclusive access to higher education. 
This initiative has been shaped by several factors: i) policies promoted by various international 
organizations advocating for lifelong learning and education for all; ii) the context of Portugal, which 
shows a lower percentage of the workforce with higher education compared to the European Union 
average; iii) the reduced involvement of youth pursuing vocational or artistic education pathways in 
higher education; and iv) the limited representation of individuals with disabilities in higher education 
(OECD, 2019c). The measures implemented include: 

− access to higher education for adults over 23 years of age, who did not have a secondary 
education or equivalent, through a test that certifies the ability to attend higher education 
(Portugal, 2006); 



13 
 

Educ. Rev. |Belo Horizonte|v.41|e47789|2025 

− creation of Specialized Higher Technical Courses (CTeSP-Cursos Técnicos Superior 
Especializado), which do not confer an academic degree, but a diploma, more aimed at 
young people coming from more professional training (Portugal, 2014); 

− priority for students with disabilities in the occupation of places in CTeSP, in up to 4% 
of places and at least 2 places (Portugal, 2018); 

− access, for students coming from professional training pathways, to bachelor's and 
master's degrees through entrance exams directly at the HEIs and not only through the 
CNA (Portugal, 2020). 

Public higher education policies in Portugal have been developing towards greater integration 
of new audiences. The review of legislative standards for access to public higher education has promoted 
equity and increased the representation of vulnerable and underrepresented groups in the higher 
education system (Portugal, 2023b). 

In the CNA Regulation for the 2023/2024 academic year, places were defined for specific 
groups, identified as types of priority contingents. According to article 10 of Ordinance 104/2023 
(Portugal, 2023b), the priority contingents include candidates from the regions of Madeira and the 
Azores, candidates with disabilities and candidates who are beneficiaries of school action (belonging to 
low-income groups), with the percentage of places being 3.5%, 4% and 2%, respectively. This reservation 
of places represents an important step towards the inclusion of candidates who have greater difficulty in 
accessing higher education. However, Portugal has not yet established affirmative action in higher 
education (racial, gender, or racial quotas) because it focuses its inclusion programs on social and 
demographic criteria. Likewise, the country also does not include race, ethnicity, or gender criteria in 
social inclusion actions. This is a trend in Europe as a whole, since affirmative action is still unpopular 
due to the aforementioned arguments about liberal democracy and the principle of merit. In addition, 
Lombardo, Kantola, and Rubio-Marin (2021) point out another reason: the growth, in recent years, of 
far-right parties, which have explicit ideals against gender equality, anti-feminist, among others. 

 
 

Positive aspects and “food for thought” regarding social inclusion actions and affirmative 
actions 
 

In Figures 3 to 9, after a review of the literature, some positive aspects and some points for 
reflection are highlighted regarding social inclusion and affirmative action policies for Brazilian and 
Portuguese higher education. 
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Figure 3 – Positive aspects and aspects for reflection regarding Fies and Prouni (Brazil) 
 

 
Source: our creation (2025). 

 
Figure 4 – Positive aspects and aspects for reflection regarding Reuni (Brazil) 
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Source: our creation (2025). 

 
Figure 5 – Positive aspects and aspects for reflection regarding the permanence policy (Brazil) 

 
Source: our creation (2025). 
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Figure 6 – Positive aspects and aspects for reflection regarding the quota policy (Brazil) 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Source: our creation (2025). 

Araújo et al. (2020) Students from public schools 
managed to outperform their 

non-quota peers.

- Students who enter federal 
HEIs through racial quotas and 
income quotas perform worse 

than their non-quota peers.

Araújo (2021)

- He analyzed quotas at the 
Federal University of Ceará and 

found high dropout rates and low 
undergraduate success rates 

among quota students.

Alves Santana; 
Meireles; 
Carvalho (2019)

- The quota law promoted a 
change in the profile of entrants 
and, as a result, greater diversity 
in federal public HEIs in all shifts 

and areas of knowledge.
- The Northeast region promoted 

greater access via quotas.

- It raises concerns about the 
renewed focus on racial quotas 

and the permanence of 
students at higher education 

levels.

Almeida; Rodrigues 
(2020)

- In 2013, 2014 and 2015 at the 
Federal University of Viçosa, the 
quota law expanded access for 

young people from public schools, 
black, mixed race and indigenous 

people without reducing the 
quality of education.

Pinheiro; Pereira; 
Xavier (2021)

- They summarized the studies 
that evaluated academic 

performance, dropout rates and 
graduation rates among quota 

and non-quota students. Some 
authors point out benefits for 

quota students, others for non-
quota students. In most studies, 

there was no difference in 
performance among students 
and dropout rates were lower 

among quota students.

Feinberg (2000). 
Feres Júnior et al. 
(2018)

They raise concerns about the 
greater importance given to 

affirmative action criteria based 
on income rather than race. This 
leads to persistent differences in 
educational levels, in addition to 
disregarding cultural, social and 

historical factors. Minorities 
continue to be 

underrepresented, and this may 
be an expression of a certain 

difficulty society has in 
accepting the existence of racial 

inequalities.

Positive aspects Aspects for reflection 
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Figure 7 – Positive aspects and aspects for reflection regarding the inclusion action as a whole (Brazil) 

 
Source: our creation (2025). 
 

[Rossetto; Gonçalves 
(2015); Paula (2017); 

Barbosa (2019)]

- Expansion of higher education.

- They represent progress towards a more equitable 
system.

- They bring greater diversity to the academic 
environment.

- They serve a small audience.

- They were not articulated in an integrated manner, generating inadequacies, 
inefficiencies and ambiguities.

- Even though students have access to the policies, they bear costs that are 
disproportionate to their conditions.

- There are subsidies associated with the effort, which can be questioned by equality 
of opportunities, since there are other characteristics over which individuals have no 
control.

- Black, mixed-race and indigenous people are still underrepresented in higher 
education.

- Persistent exclusion of vulnerable people and minorities in high-demand/socially 
prestigious courses.

- Difficulties of a pedagogical and subjective symbolic nature for the most vulnerable 
students.

- The policy that guarantees course completion has not kept up with the expansion, 
leading to a drop in the graduation rate over the years.
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Figure 8 – Positive aspects regarding social inclusion actions (Portugal) 

 
Source: our creation (2025). 

 
Figure 9 – Aspects for reflection regarding social inclusion actions (Portugal) 

 
Source: our creation (2025). 

Dias et al. (2011)

•Highest percentage of the population with access
to higher education.

Castro; Seixas; Neto (2010)

• Expansion and massification of Higher Education.

• Institutional diversification and training offerings.

Caetano et al. (2018); Kottmann et al. (2019); 
Campos (2021)

• Social action is essential to promote equity in 
higher education.

• There are policies to encourage and support Roma 
students (e.g. granting scholarships).

•Commitment made by Portugal at European level 
to increase the percentage of Roma students 
accessing higher education.

Barrias (2015)

• The number of scholarship students increased 
more than 21 times between 1974 and 2013/2014.

• Indirect social action (accommodation; canteens; 
subsidised meals; and sports halls) helped to 
support the costs of attending higher education for 
all students. For example: the low price of meals is 
the same for all students.

Kottmann et al. (2019)

• In recent years, the number of registrations has 
increased following the drop in growth that 
occurred during the period of economic crisis.

Abreu (2013)

• There is a particular contingent of access for 
students with disabilities.

Caetano et al. (2018)

•HEIs must ensure the necessary support for 
students with HEIs.

•Given the autonomy of HEIs, each institution can 
adopt its own strategy to support these students.

Fernandes, Oliveira, Almeida (2015)

• The most significant supports are of a technological 
or physical nature, and are related to physical 
disabilities.

Moleirinho (2013)

• Strong importance of digital inclusion.

Dias et al.
(2011)

• Students with 
fewer resources 
tend to attend less 
prestigious and 
shorter courses 
compared to 
students with more 
financial resources 
and greater social 
and cultural capital 
from their families.

Castro; Seixas; 
Neto (2010)

• Privatization of 
Education: 
increasing family 
participation in the 
payment of public 
higher education.

Brandão; 
Campos (2020)

• In Portugal, there 
is no direct 
information about 
the race of the 
population and 
therefore there are 
no policies aimed 
at these groups of 
the population.

Moleirinho
(2013)

• Promote the 
creation of digital 
and multi-format 
content, provide 
more teacher 
training and 
financial support 
for students.

Roldão et al.
(2016)

•Referral of Afro-
descendants to 
vocational secondary 
education.

•Afro-descendants 
have a lower rate of 
access to higher 
education than 
natives, with lower 
academic success 
rates.

Caetano et al. 
(2018); Kottmann 
et al. (2019); 
Campos (2021)
• There are no explicit 

public policies (specific 
vacancies) to promote 
access to higher 
education for the Roma 
population.

• The civil organization of 
Roma (Associação de 
Letras Nómadas) is 
pressuring the 
Portuguese State to 
adopt public policies 
similar to those in Brazil 
for black people.

Abreu (2013)
• The student is 

accepted into the HEI, 
but it is the student 
who must request the 
support he or she 
needs upon enrolling. 
People with 
disabilities must be 
proactive in their 
requests for support.

•Academic success and 
permanence depend 
on how they are 
welcomed.

Caetano et al. 
(2018)
• Students over 23 years of 

age with special 
educational needs do not 
have any specific quota 
for accessing higher 
education.

• To be considered as 
having special 
educational needs in 
higher education, 
students had to be 
identified as having 
special needs in 
secondary education.

Fernandes, 
Oliveira, 
Almeida (2015)
•Awareness-raising and 

training activities are 
rarely attended by the 
academic community 
and particularly by 
teachers. Students 
should request the 
support they need.

• Support for students 
with SEN depends on the 
budget of each Higher 
Education Institution.

Kottmann et 
al. (2019)
• Students whose parents 

do not have a teaching 
background are more 
likely to access higher 
education after the age 
of 25; access to higher 
education through the 
general selection process 
leads to dissatisfaction 
among students. Many 
do not access their first 
choice of course.

• The existence of quotas 
for disadvantaged 
students should be 
considered.
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Since the 1970s, Portuguese higher education has increasingly included students from 
economically disadvantaged and less educated families. There has been a “democratization of access to 
higher education” (Dias et al., 2011), evidenced by the strong growth in the number of students enrolled 
in higher education, the increase in the number of public and private educational establishments, and 
their distribution across all regions of the country.  

Despite the relative growth seen in recent decades, Portugal continues to have a percentage 
of people with higher education, compared to the total population, that is lower than the European Union 
average. According to Kottmann et al. (2019), the country has problems that are evident in the low 
participation in higher education, and which are also related to the education of the students’ parents. 
Thus, if the parents have higher education, their children are more likely to enter this stage of education, 
and at an earlier age. Access to higher education, and to more prestigious courses, is also influenced by 
students' economic conditions and the possibility of them having access to support outside of school, 
such as private tutoring or even attending quality private education during compulsory education. 

Due to the lack of equity in access conditions, policymakers have increasingly taken 
legislative measures to promote access for new audiences. In the latest amendment to the legislation on 
access to Portuguese higher education (Ordinance 2023b), one of the main objectives presented was to 
increase the representation of vulnerable (especially economically) and underrepresented groups. 

Nonetheless, after evaluating both the positive aspects and areas needing further reflection, 
it is clear that some measures still require further study and adaptation to fit specific contexts. Access to 
higher education needs to be coupled with initiatives that foster permanence and academic success, 
recognizing that a diverse student body necessitates enhanced monitoring and evaluation of these 
measures.  

Additionally, as illustrated in Figures 3 to 7, despite various programs aimed at expansion 
and inclusion, we cannot yet claim full democratization of higher education in Brazil. The increase in 
educational supply has not translated into effective inclusion of lower-income groups, particularly in high-
demand fields such as medicine and dentistry, which offer significant opportunities for social mobility. 
Moreover, the nation's expansion model is heavily oriented towards the private sector, resulting in 
adverse effects on the public system, notably evident in the unequal distribution of resources favoring 
private institutions. The most vulnerable populations remain underrepresented in higher education, while 
student support services fall short of meeting demand and existing services are often inadequate. This 
situation contributes to high dropout rates and negatively impacts student performance. 
 
FINAL CONSIDERATIONS 
 

Despite the differences in scale between Portugal and Brazil, both countries have followed a 
path with common objectives in recent decades regarding the development of higher education. In both 
cases, this education system began as an elitist system, concentrated in the main cities (capitals and/or 
other larger cities). With the extension of compulsory education and the improvement in the living 
conditions of the middle classes, the number of students applying for higher education has increased. At 
the same time, these higher education systems have expanded and diversified, beginning to reach new 
audiences and new regions. Some authors even consider that we can speak of the “democratization” of 
the system. 

The paths taken to expand higher education systems in these countries were different. In 
Brazil (a country with greater income inequality and lower socioeconomic indicators than Portugal), 
despite the arrival of public education in several states, the expansion of the system was carried out mainly 
through the supply created by private institutions. This is contradictory, given the great disparity in 
income and socioeconomic conditions of its population. In Portugal, the increase in supply was based 
on public institutions. 
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With the massification of higher education, in addition to access conditions, it is essential to 
ensure that students from different cultural, social, regional, ethnic, and other backgrounds have the 
conditions to be successful in their respective academic paths. In this sense, implementing social inclusion 
actions, both to facilitate access and ensure permanence, is crucial for increasing the number of students 
who decide to continue higher education, and creating conditions that ensure success and completion of 
the course in the expected years. 

In terms of social inclusion actions in higher education, in the case of Brazil, the measures 
prioritize equal access for different social and ethnic groups, with measures primarily for low-income 
students from public secondary schools and, subsequently, students who meet racial criteria. In the case 
of Portugal, the measures of differentiation and inclusion are for adults who are already integrated into 
the labor market, as well as young people who have completed vocational schooling. More recently, 
actions to include economically vulnerable individuals and people with disabilities have been 
implemented. In the case of policies aimed at continuing in higher education, the measures adopted in 
both countries generally involve financial support for students' stay. 

For social inclusion initiatives to be effective in ensuring broader access to higher education 
for all interested individuals and promoting success at this level of education, it is essential to have well-
established structures within higher education institutions (HEIs). These initiatives must also be validated 
by the agencies and ministries that govern higher education. While the success of these actions relies on 
legislative measures enacted by the state, it is the effective implementation and operationalization of these 
measures within HEIs that can truly foster inclusion for all. Therefore, it is crucial for regulatory 
authorities to issue standards that are incorporated into the accreditation processes for training programs 
and institutions, demonstrating their commitment to the vital goal of inclusion. The responsibility for 
promoting inclusion should not rest solely on the goodwill of HEIs or the increasingly limited resources 
available to them. Instead, it is imperative for the state to legislate on this matter and to identify economic 
and financial incentives that encourage all stakeholders to commit to facilitating access to and 
permanence in higher education for these students. 

The growing importance of human resource qualifications for the knowledge society is not 
compatible with the exclusion of citizens from higher education, since the economic development of 
countries depends on the training of their citizens to participate in new forms of production and 
consumption, as well as on the ability to use digital media to exercise their citizenship. Thus, whether for 
the economic development or for the principles of justice and equity, higher education policies in Brazil 
and Portugal must continue to deepen social inclusion action measures, as well as affirmative action. This 
should occur through increasing the coverage of financial support for students to remain in higher 
education, and by offering pedagogical resources suited to the profiles of students with the greatest 
difficulties. Furthermore, given the underrepresentation of the most vulnerable in more prestigious 
courses in Brazil and Portugal, measures should be taken to allow more people from this group to access 
these courses. 

On the other hand, the comparison made here also allows us to identify successful measures 
applied in one of the countries as being capable of being introduced in the other. For example, in 
Portugal, there are no quotas for access by ethnic groups or statistical information on ethnicity. In Brazil, 
the existence of information on ethnic groups and the existence of access quotas for them, given the 
positive discrimination practiced, has led to greater access by these groups to higher education. Another 
example is the legislation on access by older students in Portugal, which allows working students to enter 
higher education through a special competition. In Brazil, if a measure of this type existed, it could include 
people of a different age than the one considered most common for entry into higher education. It is 
also worth remembering the need for measures not only of an economic nature, but also of an educational 
and psychological nature for these groups. 

Inclusion and affirmative action policies in higher education are becoming increasingly 
prominent. The threats posed by countries potentially losing their competitiveness in the knowledge 
economy, along with the growing income disparity among populations and the associated social 
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cohesion issues, serve as compelling motivations for states to actively pursue affirmative action 
initiatives in higher education. Despite evidence of social action policies in both Portugal and Brazil, it 
can be argued that the democratization of higher education remains incomplete, particularly in Brazil. 
Both nations face significant challenges in ensuring access to and permanence in this level of education 
for their populations. 
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