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The first higher education schools were founded in Brazil in 1808 with the arrival of the 

Portuguese royal family to the country (Durham, 2004). Pending the republic proclamation 

in 1889, higher education developed very slowly. 

To the end of the XIX century, there were only 24 higher education institutions in Brazil with 

about 10,000 students. From then on, private enterprise created its own higher education 

institutions and in the next 30 years the educational system expanded considerably from 24 

isolated schools to 133. 

The idea of university mobilized generations of proponents and critics of this teaching form. 

The project elaborated by the secular intellectual elite defended the public university in 

opposition to the model of isolated institutions and proposed the research institutionalization. 

In the 1920s, the debate about the universities’ creation was no longer restricted to strictly 

political issues as in the past, but to the concept of university and its functions in the society. 

It was based on these debates that, in 1931, a wide educational reform was promoted, which 

became known as the Francisco Campos Reform (the country's first Education Minister), 

authorizing and regulating the functioning of universities, although the reform represented a 

breakthrough, it didn´t meet the main movement flag which was giving public exclusivity to 

higher education. 

The period from 1945 to 1968 witnessed the fight of the student movement and young 

professors in the defense of public education (Thapliyal, 2013) it was in question the 

discussion about the reform of the whole education system, but especially the university. This 

debate allowed the discussion of the Guidelines and Bases of Education Law (LDB), 

approved by Congress in 1961, which, unlike the 1931 reform, did not insist that higher 

education should be organized preferably in universities. 
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The demand pressure led to an extraordinary expansion in higher education (especially 

private faculties and universities) in the period from 1960 to 1980, with enrollment numbers 

jumping from approximately 200000 to 1,4 million, but from 1980 onwards there was a 

progressive reduction in demand for higher education due to the retention and evasion of 

high school students. 

Whereas in 1980, about 11% of the vacancies offered in higher education courses were not 

met, in 1990 the proportion passed to 19%. As it was commented this low percentage was 

not conditioned by lack of vacancies in higher education, but by the secondary education 

numbers. 

In 1996, a new LDB was published, which governs the Brazilian school system in the present 

time, now with compulsory free primary and secondary education (Stanek, 2013). With this 

measure it was hoped to increase the number of university students in the country, since the 

educational bottleneck was being affected with the evasion of primary and secondary 

education students. 

Between the years 2000 to date, according to the Brazilian Institute of Geography and 

Statistics (IBGE), there was an increase in the population percentage with higher education 

diplomas: from 4.4% to 15%. 

If the higher education diploma had traditionally been a distinctive symbol of the ruling 

classes, in the last decade the data reveals a change, making higher education accessible and 

essential to those who want opportunities in an increasingly competitive labor market, but 

research shows that the percentage of people with higher education in the country is still low 

and the incentive to higher education is still necessary (Norões & McCowan, 2016). 
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