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in Brazil to teach any courses in English. 
Alencar is proud to detail the institution’s 
efforts to attract and retain international 
students. “It helps that we have the most beau-
tiful campus in Brazil,” he laughs, with a nod 
to the tropical forests that surround the site.

Established nearly 70 years ago, PUC-Rio 
was the first private education institution in 
the city, and it has distinctive features. “We are 
very good at research and we are private – this 
is not the Brazilian model,” says Jose Ricardo 
Bergmann, vice-president for academic affairs. 
While other private universities tend to focus 
on teaching, almost half of PUC-Rio’s funding 
comes from research grants.

The university provides many outlets for its 
creative and enthusiastic students, Bergmann 
says. He points out a new architecture build-
ing that was designed by students themselves, 
and a robot lab where a world-champion team 
tinker with their latest “combot” for an 
upcoming robot war competition.

The Catholic university, like a small number 
of others of its ilk across Brazil, is non-profit. 
It charges about 2,000 reais (£600) a month  
in fees. Some 40 per cent of students receive 
a bursary, and about a third of its programmes 
achieve the top two ratings awarded by the 
Brazilian Federal Agency for the Support and 
Evaluation of Graduate Education, CAPES.

Unfortunately for the rapidly growing 

number of young people in Brazil entering 
higher education, not all private institutions 
are like PUC-Rio. In 2000, 2.8 million young 
people entered higher education; according to 
Unesco statistics, the number soared to 6.6 mil-
lion in 2010, representing a rise of 136 per cent 
(see graph above). But with competition for 
places as high as 20 to one at some public insti-
tutions, only 25 per cent of all students win a 
place in the tuition-fee-free system. The other 
75 per cent end up at one of Brazil’s 2,000 or 
so private colleges and universities. 

Studying at most of these institutions costs 
much less (about one-quarter of the price) than 
at the private but non-profit Catholic univer-
sities and other specialist private institutions, 
but observers suggest that their quality is ques-
tionable. “Students at some of the poorer 
private universities – with huge classes predom-
inately in lower-cost humanities and social 
science courses – are churned out, but the 
[jobs] market can’t absorb them,” says Nader. 
Brazil’s Ministry of Education has begun to 
assess institutions for quality using the CAPES 
system, shutting down those in the bottom two 
(of seven) grades, but this conflicts with 
another government policy: boosting the 
numbers entering higher education. 

The pattern of who goes to which type of 
university is very clear. Privately educated 
students end up in the free public universities; 

students who attend poorer-quality state 
schools end up studying at for-profit higher 
education institutions. 

São Paulo’s de Andrade explains: “Wealthy 
families pay for an extra year of study for 
students to prepare them for the [public] 
university entrance exam. It’s very understand-
able that the families with more financial 
resources invest, not only to have higher 
education at zero cost but to have the best 
education,” he says. “It is a vicious circle.”

B razil remains one of the world’s most 
unequal societies, and universities are  
not blind to the problem. Many public 

institutions have introduced schemes to try  
to increase the number of state-educated 
students, as well as those from non-white 
ethnic backgrounds, such as by allocating 
them bonus marks in entrance exams.

But while affirmative action schemes are 
common, university leaders – and many 
students, too – have been reluctant to see the 
introduction of “quotas”. Unicamp’s Costa 
argues that programmes designed to help 
under-represented students achieve the 
academic standards needed to succeed at 
university are far better. His institution is 
piloting a scheme that recruits the top-
achieving students from each state school in 
the city of Campinas to a two-year foundation 

As a regional neigh-
bour, the US is 
currently Brazil’s main 
research partner, with 
academics from the 
two countries working 
together on 11 per 
cent of Brazil’s collab-
orative papers 
between 2003 and 
2007, according to 
the 2009 Thomson 
Reuters Global 
Research Report.

The UK was second, 
with 3.5 per cent of the 
total – putting it ahead of 
European competitors 
with a potential language 
advantage such as Portu­
gal and Spain. Many of 
the collaborative projects 
combine complementary 
British and Brazilian exper­
tise with the ability to tap 
into Brazil’s so-called 
“natural laboratories”, 
such as the Amazon and 
the pampas.

In an effort to further 
capitalise on the relation­
ship, the UK universities 
and science minister 
David Willetts visited  
Brazil twice in 2012. 

The most recent trip, 
to São Paulo in Septem­
ber, saw him accompa­

nied by eight university 
vice-chancellors as well 
as the Economic and 
Social Research Council 
chief executive, Paul 
Boyle, who was there to 
renew a 2009 research 
partnership with the 
São Paulo Research 
Foundation on behalf of 
Research Councils UK.

So far more than a 
dozen UK universities have 
made formal agreements 
with Brazilian universities 
and research agencies, 
including Bath, Birming­
ham, Glasgow, King’s Col­
lege London, Lancaster, 
Nottingham, Surrey, 
Southampton, Swansea, 
Warwick and York.

But while academic 
partnerships may be 
flourishing, student 
exchange continues to 
flounder. According to 
data from the Higher 
Education Statistics 
Agency, just 1,355 Brazil­
ians studied in UK higher 
education institutions in 
2010-11, compared with 
3,405 Russians and 
67,325 Chinese.

Rodrigo Gaspar,  
education promotion 
manager at the British 

Council, estimates that 
as few as 15 UK students 
may have travelled to 
Brazil via reciprocal 
exchange agreements  
in 2010-11, which are 
hampered by the dispar­
ity in fees between UK 
and Brazilian universities. 

UK universities do 
seem to be recognising 
the potential inter­
national student market 
to be tapped in the  
economically booming 
South American giant.

Three years ago, just 
10 institutions took part 
in UK Universities, a 
British Council-run event 
to attract Brazilian stu­
dents; this year 46 insti­
tutions were involved, with 
14 others turned away 
due to lack of space.

But despite the 
increase in efforts, the UK 
has high fees in compari­
son with other European 
countries and a lack of 
scholarships when com­
pared with the US. Gaspar 
insists, however, that the 
desire to come to the UK 
and particularly London – 
which is as ethnically 
diverse as Brazil’s big 
cities – remains strong.

Brazilian-UK partnerships: rising interest, low numbers

course that prepares them for university study. 
But progress across Brazil’s higher educa-

tion sector is too slow for the left-wing 
government led by President Dilma Rousseff. 
In August this year there was a major develop-
ment: Brazil’s Senate passed an affirmative 
action bill requiring every federal university to 
ensure that 50 per cent of its intake comes 
from state schools. This will be a huge rise; 
generally less than 30 per cent of public 
university students come from state schools, 
and at the most prestigious institutions the 
figure can be as low as 12 per cent. By 2016, 
places will also have to be assigned according 
to the racial make-up of each state, meaning 
that up to 50 per cent of places will go to 
black, indigenous or mixed-race students. 

The bill gained considerable public support 
but it has since met with some concern from 
universities, which have just four years to put 
the changes in place. Nader says that although 
her organisation supports affirmative action, 
she is not in favour of the bill. She argues that 
the system could be open to abuse – for exam-
ple, racial status will be self-declared – and 
that the policies will not achieve their aims. 
The problem, she says, starts much earlier in 
the education system. Students “are not learn-
ing the basics at school, universities can’t deal 
with the imbalance and the student ends up 
leaving”. Some universities even have to teach 

students to read before they can begin to 
embark on their chosen course of study, 
according to one professor, who asks not to be 
named. Pushing for wider access to higher 
education without improving the public school 
system is, he says, like trying to run before 
being able to walk. 

But with just 16 per cent of Brazil’s young 
people progressing to higher education, a figure 
way below the Organisation for Economic 
Co-operation and Development average, pres-
sure to widen access is growing. Unicamp’s 
Costa is optimistic. His university is one of a 
number in the state of São Paulo considering a 
plan to evolve into a system of federated univer-
sities, modelled on the University of California 
system. This would mean bringing together the 
much-needed community colleges, teaching and 
technical institutions with existing research 
universities, and would give good students from 
poor backgrounds a chance to move between 
them. 

Indeed, Brazil’s emerging world-class 
research universities may be allowed to 
continue their ascent only if they can show 
that they are playing their part in tackling 
inequality, Costa predicts; it is a case of quid 
pro quo. The state government is “convinced 
of the need to maintain our funding – but of 
course we are aware we have to increase the 
diversity of our students. We are trying.” l

Privately educated students end up  
in the free public universities;  
students who attend poorer-quality 
state schools end up studying at 
for-profit higher education institutions
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PEAKING PERFORMANCE: BRAZILIAN FUNDING, RESEARCH OUTPUT AND HIGHER EDUCATION ACCESS ON THE RISE

Brazil’s expenditure on research and development as a proportion  
of gross domestic product, and in US dollars, by year.

SOURCE: THE State of Science 2011 report, Network of Ibero-American   
and Inter-American Science and Technology Indicators (RICYT)

Brazil’s expenditure on research and development per full-time equivalent 
researcher, adjusted for purchasing power parity of each country, compared 
with the rest of the region and with Spain.

SOURCE: The State of Science 2011 report, Network of Ibero-American  
and Inter-American Science and Technology Indicators (RICYT)

Number of students enrolled in full-time or part-time higher education across 
public and private institutions in Brazil. Figure for 2006 is an estimate.

 

Research papers with Brazilian authors appearing  
in Thomson Reuters’ Science Citation Index.

SOURCE: The State of Science 2011 report, Network of Ibero-American  
and Inter-American Science and Technology Indicators (RICYT)
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    �World-leading research Patrícia Lustoza de Souza, physicist and head of the 
Semiconductor Laboratory (LabSem) at the Pontifical Catholic University of  
Rio de Janeiro, grows semiconductor crystals for optoelectronic devices
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SOURCE: United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organisation




