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ABSTRACT

The article aims to investigate patterns of association between social origins and 
educational destinations in primary, secondary and higher education, throughout 
the modernization of Brazilian society. The analysis is based on the research 
agenda on educational transition models and on the international comparative 
agenda derived from it. Results of the estimation of educational transition models 
are presented, using demographic census data from 1960 to 2010, and the main 
findings evidence different inequality parameters by educational level – relative 
decline in completion of primary education, persistent inequalities in the completion 
of secondary education and increasing inequalities in higher education entrance.

SOCIAL DISADVANTAGE • EDUCATION • MODERNIZATION •
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T he most prominent perspectives on class analysis in the recent 

sociological literature on social stratification (OLIN-WRIGHT, 1979, 2005; 

ERIKSON; GOLDTHORPE; PORTOCARRERO, 1979; BREEN, 2005) are 

based on a consensus that education is the main ordering mechanism 

in modern societies. Thus, both the reduction of inequalities of 

educational opportunity and the expansion of educational provision can 

promote changes in social mobility chances and in the structure of the 

occupational system. Therefore, the analysis of educational inequalities 

is closely related to the patterns of class structure and of social mobility, 

and is thus a central issue in the agenda of studies on social inequalities.

EDUCATIONAL INEQUALITIES:  
THE ASSOCIATION BETWEEN SOCIAL ORIGINS 
AND EDUCATIONAL DESTINATIONS
A very common way of measuring educational inequality is to analyze 

the distribution of years of schooling completed among the population. 

In general, sociological analysis of educational inequality based on this 

indicator (BLAU; DUNCAN, 1967; SEWELL; HAUSER, 1975; HAUSER; 

FEATHERMAN, 1976; and SILVA; HASENBALG, 2000, for the Brazilian 

case) point to a substantial increase in the average level of schooling 

of the population throughout modernization in the 20th century, 

with a decrease in educational attainment inequalities (between sexes, 2
2
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ethnic-racial groups, between residents in urban and rural areas, and 

income groups). On the other hand, when investigating the relationship 

between social origins and educational attainment, such analyses 

demonstrate that, even in this context of expansion of the educational 

system and increase in the population’s schooling levels, social origin still 

has a relevant impact on educational attainment, and individuals from 

privileged social classes have more years of schooling than the average for 

other classes. However, the strongest conclusion of this research agenda 

is that educational expansion tends to reduce inequalities in educational 

attainment, both by increasing the educational supply and enrollment 

rates between cohorts, and by increasing the average schooling level 

of parents – enabling the emergence, in the family of origin, of more 

appropriate conditions to schooling. The general argument is that the 

higher the degree of modernization, the lower the educational inequalities. In all 

cases, these analyses were based on the estimation of a linear function 

(Ordinary Least Squares – OLS – models) regarding the years of complete 

schooling. In the 1980s, this view was strongly questioned, due to the 

introduction of conceptual innovations and methodological advances 

based on the assumption that the effects of class origin on educational 

attainment are not linear and that therefore social origin exerts a 

different influence on educational attainment depending on the educational 

level considered, which linear models of educational attainment would 

not be able to identify.

Mare (1980, 1981) introduces conceptual and methodological 

innovations that were a critical response to the findings of the 

research agenda on educational inequalities then in vogue and to 

its considerations on the association between modernization and 

inequalities of educational opportunities. Seeking a redefinition of the 

concept of educational stratification, Mare argues for its division into 

two essentially different aspects: the first is the typical dispersion of the 

distribution of formal schooling – modernization did imply a rise in the 

average educational level of the populations; the second is the extent 

to which, given a particular distribution, certain socioeconomic groups 

reach higher levels than others – how this distribution is associated with 

socioeconomic parameters, or representative dimensions of individual’s 

social origins. In this sense, the lower the association between the social 

origin of students and their attainment, the more open or democratic an 

educational system is considered (SILVA, 2003).

In order to enable the analysis of educational stratification to be 

sensitive to those conceptually distinct dimensions, Mare (1980, 1981) 

proposes the formal schooling process to be conceived as a sequence of 

transitions between educational levels – a series of “yes/ no” decisions on 

the continuity of the individual in the educational system. Empirically, 

this would allow the investigation of class and socioeconomic origin 
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differentials in the chances of educational progression by level, 
independently of the growth trend in the proportion of individuals who 
attain certain educational levels; this trend is due to the educational 
expansion and the improvement of conditions of the family of origin for 
formal schooling throughout the twentieth century. Such a theoretical 
formulation of the process of formal schooling became known as the 
educational transitions model and gave rise to a robust agenda for 
research on inequalities of educational opportunities.

The development of that agenda was carried out with the 
documentation of a variety of national case studies which used the 
logistic model of sequential decisions as an empirical strategy for the 
examination of patterns of inequalities of educational opportunities. 
The international comparative volume organized by Shavit and Blossfeld 
(1993) is an important example of the consolidation of this agenda,1 and 
there is also a considerable amount of work on national cases in leading 
scientific journals,2 with relevant academic repercussions also in the 
Brazilian production.3,4

The collection of international empirical evidence recurrently 
documents two patterns of association between social origins and 
educational destinations in societies undergoing modernization: the 
pattern of declining coefficients, which assumes that the association between 
social origins and educational destinations tends to decrease as the 
student advances to higher transitions in the educational system; and 
the pattern of persistent inequalities, which assumes that class differences 
in transition chances tend to be constant (or persistent) between 
cohorts in the twentieth century, despite educational expansion – even 
though school participation rates increased for all classes of origin, the 
advantages associated with socioeconomic origins tended to remain 
constant. These patterns have thus become privileged hypotheses for 
research on the relationship between modernization and equality 
of educational opportunities, and inspired part of the theoretical 
developments in the field (RAFTERY; HOUT, 1993; HOUT; RAFTERY; 
BELL, 1993; BREEN; GOLDTHORPE, 1997; GOLDTHORPE; JACKSON, 
2008). 

Influenced by the empirical literature based on the  educational 
transitions model, I begin with an argument about the central role of 
the association between social origins and educational destinations for 
the interpretation of social inequalities. Therefore, I use educational 
transitions models to investigate the distribution of educational 
opportunities throughout the modernization of the country, always 
seeking to dialogue with the literature on the subject that also examined 
the Brazilian case.   

1
The national cases 

investigated are: Western 

capitalist societies – United 

States, West Germany, 

England and Wales, 

Italy, Switzerland, the 

Netherlands, and Sweden 

–, non-Western capitalist 

societies – Japan and Taiwan 

–, and countries of socialist 

heritage – Poland, Hungary 

and Czechoslovakia. 

2
Raftery and Hout (1993), 

Gerber and Hout (1995), 

Gerber (2000), Karen 

(2002), Chang (2003), 

Ayalon and Shavit (2004), 

Vallet (2004), Kesler (2005), 

Torche (2005), Hout (2006), 

Breen et al. (2009), Ianelli 

and Patterson (2007), Wu 

(2010), to name a few. 

3
Silva and Souza (1986), 

Hasenbalg and Silva (2002), 

Fernandes (2005), Rios-

Neto and Guimarães (2010), 

Torche (2010), Montalvão 

(2011), Ribeiro (2011), 

Marteleto, Carvalhaes and 

Hubert (2012), Marteleto  

et al. (2012), Picanço 

(2015), Ribeiro, Ceneviva 

and Alves de Brito (2015). 

4
In this article it is not my 

goal to discuss in detail 

the most recent theoretical 

developments. I will 

refer to the literature in 

the interpretation of my 

results, insofar as it brings 

analysis addressing more 

recent controversies in 

a relevant way. A more 

detailed discussion of 

the current terms of the 

theoretical debate in 

the field can be found in 

Alves de Brito (2014).2
2
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EDUCATIONAL TRAJECTORIES 
IN BRAZIL SINCE 1960
The research problem here is the association between social origin and 

educational destinations, and the dependent variable is the schooling of 

individuals. Although any type of answer that is prepared for the research 

problem necessarily involves incorporating indicators of individuals’ social 

origins, it is necessary to clearly define how to measure the schooling of 

individuals before moving forward to explore the relations of association 

that interest me most directly. The terms of the relevant literature robustly 

support the advantages of using the sequential decision model. Considering 

that my objective is to investigate educational stratification patterns 

throughout the country’s modernization, which dates back to the 1960s, I 

opted to use the Demographic Censuses of Instituto Brasileiro de Geografia 

e Estatística – IBGE [Brazilian Institute of Geography and Statistics]. Such 

choice implies, however, specific standardization needs, given the way 

individuals’ schooling was captured in these surveys.

	A central empirical issue is that the Brazilian educational system 

underwent reforms in the period covered by the data (Lei de Diretrizes 

e Bases da Educação Nacional – LDBs   [Laws of Guidelines and Bases of 

National Education] – of 1961, 1971 and 1996) which impacted on the 

normative structuring of educational careers, and also on the ways the 

surveys collected schooling characteristics of the population. Legislation 

in the early 1960s defined the Brazilian educational system using four 

cycles: primário [primary] – four years; ginasial do ensino médio [junior 

highschool] – four years; colegial do ensino superior [highschool] – three 

years; and ensino superior [higher education], with variable duration. The 

ginasial and colegial cycles were subdivided into branches of education 

(secondary, commercial, industrial, agricultural, normal and others). 

The legislation that comes into force in 1971 promotes changes in this 

regulation: it unifies the primary and junior highschool cycles (which 

become ensino de 1º grau [primary education], with eight years), changes 

secondary education’s name from colegial do ensino superior to ensino de 

2o. grau, which continues to last three years, but with the incorporation 

of vocational education and the possibility of a four-year cycle. These 

reforms also included the second cycle in the scope of compulsory 

schooling. In 1996, the distinction between basic education and higher 

education is introduced. Basic education, the only segmented modality 

in the normative body of the LDB, distinguishes between: (1) educação 

infantil [early childhood education], a category introduced in this reform; 

(2) educação fundamental [primary education], which replaces ensino de 1º 

grau, maintaining the duration of eight years; (3) ensino médio [secondary 

education], which replaces ensino de 2º grau, but without vocational 

education. The latter, as well as youth and adult education and special 

education, become specific modalities (RIGOTTI, 2004). 
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Although there have been changes in the structuring of 

educational careers, it is possible to prepare an adequate model  

of transitions to represent them since 1960, applicable to all census 

surveys since then. In its more detailed version, the model has seven 

transitions. In this article, I am interested directly in three specific 

educational transitions: the completion of primary education, the 

completion of secondary education and higher education entrance. 

The table below describes the three transitions that interest us and the 

educational trajectories they imply:5 

TABLE 1
Structure of Educational Transitions based on Demographic 

Censuses from 1960 to 2010

Level Transition Description T1 T2 T3

Primary 
education

T1 - Completed 
primary education

Entered the education system, 
completed 4 years and completed 
primary education (up to 8th grade) (T1)

1 0 0

Secondary 
education

T2 - Completed 
secondary 
education 

Entered the education system, 
completed 4 years and completed 
primary education (up to 8th grade), 
entered secondary education and 
completed secondary education (T2).

1 1 0

Higher 
education

T3 - Entered 
higher educatioin

Entered the education system, 
completed 4 years and completed 
Primary Education (up to 8th grade), 
entered secondary education and 
completed secondary education  and 
entered  higher education (T3).

1 1 1

Source: Author’s elaboration on IBGE demographic censuses (1960, 1970, 1980, 1991, 2000, 2010).

An individual who has, say, six years of schooling has not 

made the first transition that interests us, the completion of primary 

education (which requires at least eight years of study). In this case, 

we can say that T1=0, T2=0 e T3=0. On the other hand, an individual 

who has completed higher education will have made all the transitions 

measured by our estimates (that is, for such individual, T1=1, T2=1, T3=1). 

Certain educational levels are not accessible to individuals in 

certain age groups; thus, one can have an approximate idea of the age of 

the individual from his position in the school trajectory (if he is still in 

the educational system). In this sense, I sought to structure the analysis 

of inequalities in educational opportunities using the comparison 

between significant population categories. This means selecting some 

age groups in the population, each with specific expectations about 

their position in the educational trajectory; these expectations can be 

used as references for the evaluation of empirical results. The selected 

age groups are: 

(1) Population aged 16 to 18 years – completion of T1, 

(completion of primary education);

5
The complete comparable 

structure for Brazilian 

educational careers in 

demographic censuses, 

with seven levels of 

schooling, can be found 

in Alves de Brito (2014) 

and  Ribeiro, Ceneviva and 

Alves de Brito (2015).2
2

9
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(2) Population aged 19 to 20 years – completion of T1 and T2 

(completion of secondary education);

(3) Population aged 21 to 25 years– completion of T1 and T2 

and T3 (higher education entrance).

The comparison is structured in cross-sectional samples of the 

population in each age group, extracted from the censuses from 1960 

to 2010. We compare, for example, the population aged 16 to 18 years 

in 1960 with that of 1970, 1980, and so on. The year 1960 is used as 

a starting point for three main reasons: (1) we consider that in the 

1960s the country’s modernization process was still limited, with a very 

high concentration of the population in rural areas and low levels of 

institutionalization of the labor market (GUIMARÃES; BARONE; ALVES 

DE BRITO; 2015); (2) using 1960 as a starting point, one can cover 

educational trajectories along all the major reform movements that 

occurred in the educational system and; (3) an operational reason – 

the 1960 population census is the first in the series that allows access 

to sample microdata, which are necessary to carry out the analyses 

intended.

HOW HAS THE SCHOOLING OF YOUNG 
BRAZILIANS EVOLVED? CONDITIONAL 
TRANSITIONS AND ELIGIBLE POPULATIONS
One way of describing the evolution of the schooling of the population is 

to represent the relation between the total population that could reach 

a certain educational level (or make a transition Tx) and the population 

that actually reaches that level.

In order to present a description of educational transition indexes in 

the country, I will gather empirical evidence on two aspects – the evolution 

of demand (how the population eligible for Tx varies) and the dynamic of 

educational progression (what proportion of young people eligible for Tx 

actually make such transition) – to document the evolution of schooling of 

the young population in Brazil. Two indicators are necessary to carry out 

these analyses: (a) the population eligible for transitions, as an indicator of 

demand for educational level x and; (b) the conditional transition rate, as 

an indicator of the dynamics of educational progression, expressed by the 

ratio between the population eligible for transition x and the population 

that actually makes such transition.

Recent literature documents how changes in the average level 

of schooling and in the chances of making ever higher educational 

transitions denoted the existence of a clear movement of growth of 

access to education in Brazil between 1960 and 2010, especially among 

younger populations (FERNANDES, 2005; RIBEIRO, 2011; MARTELETO 
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et al., 2012; ALVES DE BRITO, 2014; RIBEIRO; CENEVIVA; ALVES 
DE BRITO, 2015). If educational expansion occurs on a population 
characterized by decreasing size cohorts over time, it means that the 
educational system does not need to expand its incorporation capacity 
to guarantee full access. If, on the contrary, the expansion of schooling 
occurs on a population characterized by increasing size cohorts over 
time, it is necessary to increase vacancies and to maintain or increase 
the proportion of the population included, in order to avoid a decrease 
in access levels. 

The same logic applies to inequality investigation on any 
educational level: for each level, there is always a time specific 
configuration of the relationship between the eligible population 
and the population that accesses it. This process promotes a “domino 
effect” on educational trajectories, since guaranteeing access to a 
given educational level necessarily implies increasing the volume of 
demand for the level immediately above. This means that by increasing 
vacancies (places) in a manner exactly proportional to the increase in 
the population eligible for Tn, the educational system maintains its levels 
of relative incorporation constant, and there is no increase in access. In 
order to ensure that there is some increase, the absolute supply in Tn 
must grow more rapidly than the population eligible for Tn does (thus 
increasing the relative inclusion capability of the educational system). 

And what happened in the Brazilian case for the three 
educational levels that interest us? Has the accessibility of these levels 
increased, remained constant or declined? For each educational level, 
I offer a different narrative. Considering the three populations of 
interest for completion of primary education (aged 16 to 18 years, 19 
to 20 years, and 21 to 25 years), Chart 1 shows the evolution of the 
eligible population and the transition rates conditioned to completion 
of primary education. In the way the analysis is structured, the charts 
describe: (a) In the columns,  the size of the population eligible for the 
transition (in millions of people) and; (b) In the lines, the transition rates, 
expressing the proportion of the population which actually manages 
to make the transition (a line for each age group). Those indexes are 
presented for each point in the series. The populations eligible for 
transitions decrease as one advances in educational levels, since the 
population eligible for T2 must have completed T1. The population that 
makes Tn+1 is, by definition, a subset of the population that made Tn.

2
3
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CHART 1
Completion of primary education conditioned to the completion of the first four 

years of study (T
1
) – Conditional transition rate and population eligible for T

1
  

– Selected age groups – 1960, 1970, 1980, 1991, 2000 and 2010
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Source: Author’s elaboration on IBGE demographic censuses (1960, 1970, 1980, 1991, 2000, 2010).

The results presented in Chart 1, referring to the completion of 

primary education, suggest an increase in the population eligible for 

that transition in all age groups. The main increases in access occur 

from the 2000s on, during the period of the reforms promoted by LDB 

in 1996, which transforms the terms of what is regulated as primary 

education. The results also suggest that the Brazilian educational system 

managed to increase accessibility to this level in a context in which the 

population eligible for this transition also grew, which characterizes 

access increases and not only expansion in vacancies.

But the trend on conditional transition rates until 1991 

suggests that the completion of secondary education has historically 

been a pronounced barrier for the continuity of Brazilian educational 

trajectories, and until then less than half the young population 

which completed their first four years of schooling actually managed 

to complete their primary education. Castro (2000) argues that the 

increasing adoption of automatic progression policies is an important 

element to understand how the average decrease in the levels of age-

grade distortion, from the 1990s on, contributed to the upward trend 

in transition rates observed from 1991 on. From 2000 onwards, the 

barrier to completion of primary school is less prominent, with an 

increase in transition rates, which reach more than 70% of the eligible 

population in all the age ranges analyzed. According to Menezes-Filho 
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and Kirschbaum (2015), the improvement in accessibility to primary 

levels in the 2000-2010 period is related not only to the maintenance of 

the downward trend observed in the 1990s in the age-grade distortion, 

but also to the decreasing trend in child labor observed in the period. 

The second transition that interests us is the completion of 

secondary education. Chart 2 also shows the evolution of the eligible 

population and conditional transition rates: 

CHART 2
Completion of secondary education conditioned to entry (T

2
) – Conditional 

transition rate and population eligible for T
2
 – Selected age groups – 1960, 1970, 1980, 

1991, 2000 and 2010
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Results suggest a significant increase in the eligible population, 

an effect of the growth in accessibility to primary levels. Conditional 

transition rates, on the other hand, show some stability in the 

proportion of eligible individuals making T2. In general, there were no 

significant increases in relative accessibility, but there was growth in 

absolute provision.  

The relative accessibility of the system even declines between 1991 

and 2000, when a first large increase in the volume of eligible population is 

observed.  On the one hand, it was a period of macroeconomic crisis in 

which restriction of occupational opportunities increased the demand 

for schooling – which contributed to an increase in the proportion 

of students who progressed towards secondary education (CASTRO, 

2000). On the other hand, the unfavorable economic scenario ended 

up making the cost of permanence and progression in the educational 

system higher, which made young people from families of lower 2
3
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socioeconomic level join the labor market earlier (TORCHE, 2010; 

MARTELETO; CARVALHAES; HUBERT, 2012). From 2000 to 2010, there 

is a change in this trend, with an increase in the relative access index, 

characterizing the only point in which there is a general increase in 

relative accessibility. The progress in access to secondary education by 

the population aged 17 to 25 years from 2000 onwards is also documented 

by Menezes-Filho and Kirschbaum (2015), who reaffirm, regarding the 

years 2000, the consolidation of the trends of improvement in access 

from the mid-1990s on. But, in general, the role of this transition as a 

barrier to the schooling of the population in the period analyzed does 

not reach the prominence that the completion of primary education 

assumed, particularly between 1960 and 1991. 

Finally, Chart 3 presents the results of the evolution of the 

eligible population and the conditional transition rates for higher 

education entrance:

Chart 3
Higher education entrance conditioned to secondary completion – Conditional 

transition rates and population eligible for T
3
 – Population aged 21 to 25 years – 1960, 

1970, 1980, 1991, 2000 and 2010
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Source: Author’s elaboration on IBGE demographic censuses (1960, 1970, 1980, 1991, 2000, 2010).

The stability in access levels characterizes higher education 

entrance throughout Brazil’s modernization. The results suggest that 

this is a critical point in educational trajectories, in which individuals 

tend more often to leave the educational system. Even so, the 

demographic pressure imposes itself, and the eligible cohorts increase, 

as in the other transitions analyzed. Forms of the still incipient social 

2
3

4



N
E

W
 T

R
E

N
D

S
 O

R
 P

E
R

S
IS

T
E

N
T

 I
N

E
Q

U
A

L
IT

IE
S

?
 M

O
D

E
R

N
IZ

A
T

IO
N

 A
N

D
 E

D
U

C
A

T
IO

N
A

L
 E

X
P
A

N
S

IO
N

 I
N

 B
R

A
Z

IL
2

3
6

  
 C

a
d

e
r

n
o

s
 d

e
 P

e
s

q
u

is
a

  
 v

.4
7

 n
.1

6
3

 p
.2

2
4

-2
6

1 
ja

n
./

m
a
r.
 2

0
17

expression of these pressures are documented by Carvalho (2007), who 

demonstrates that the 1968 University Reform was a governmental 

response to the fact that, in the 1960s, the total number of candidates 

enrolled in university entrance exams evidenced the increase in the 

demand for higher education in Brazil, which was not accompanied 

by an increase in vacancies. This first movement to expand higher 

education access was reflected in growing transition rates, observed 

between 1960 and 1980. The 1991-2000 period is marked by stability in 

access levels and, in the analysis of this specific period, Castro (2000), 

Torche (2010) and Marteleto, Carvalhaes and Hubert (2012) argument 

in favor of an increase in the opportunity cost of progression towards 

university in an economic context of crisis, given that direct and indirect 

costs of schooling are especially high in higher education, to explain the 

observed decrease in access.

Not until the mid-1990s, based on changes in the rules of operation 

of higher education institutions that diversified the sector in Brazil, has 

there been a resumption of expansion in vacancies – which, from the 

mid-1990s to the early 2000s, was marked mainly by the expansion 

of the private sector. The 2000-2010 period marks a very significant 

increase in the size of the population eligible for university entrance, 

which practically doubled. For this period, our analysis suggests that the 

system presented an increase in its relative capacity to provide access, 

since the absolute volume of places in higher education institutions 

kept pace with the growth in the eligible population, as evidenced by 

the increase in transition rates. The continued expansion in vacancies in 

the 2000s was already being observed from the mid-1990s on (leveraged 

by changes in rules governing the operation of institutions), but was also 

influenced by the improvements in direct state investment capacity – in 

public institutions – but also in indirect one – through the increase in 

the number of grants awarded in private institutions. For Lima (2011), 

these transformations in the capacity of state investment can be well 

represented by programs such as Programa de Reestruturação e Expansão 

das Universidades Federais – ReUni  [Program for the Restructuring and 

Expansion of Federal Universities] – and Programa Universidade para 

Todos – ProUni [University for All Program]. Our findings, however, 

show that the entry into higher education continues to be the greatest 

barrier to the educational progression of Brazilian students, with the 

lowest transition rates amongst the levels analyzed.

Our findings do not differ much from analyses that pointed 

out great structural movements of schooling advance in the Brazilian 

population (MENEZES-FILHO; KIRSCHBAUM, 2015; RIBEIRO, 2011; 

CASTRO, 2000): the expansion of primary education, keeping pace with 

demographical pressures; the absence of substantial increases in the 

chances of completing secondary education and in higher educational 2
3
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entrance, although there have been significant increases in the size of 

the populations eligible for  those levels. It is a scenario in which, among 

younger cohorts, reaching the second cycle of educational progression 

(secondary education) is more frequent than among older cohorts. 

Under this argument, it is understood that, due to the expansion in the 

primary levels of education, inequalities of opportunity decrease, which 

move to more advanced levels of the educational trajectory. In more 

recent periods (post-2000), our findings suggest that these patterns 

are more evident at the completion of secondary education and the 

entrance into higher education.

SOCIAL CLASS AND EDUCATIONAL PROGRESSION
The description of the process of educational expansion is an important 

contextual task, but it does not directly address the research problem 

– the association between social origin and educational destinations. 

It is now necessary to investigate how the observed accessibility 

patterns were distributed among different social classes. Increase in 

the association between class and chances of progression to a given 

educational level over time characterizes increasing inequality levels, 

and decrease in the association is assumed as an evidence of decreasing 

inequality levels. Using the transitions model, it is possible to identify 

specific points of the educational trajectory in which inequality of 

opportunities are higher and, for this, it is necessary to have access to 

information on the social origins of individuals. In this regard, there is 

a limitation in the analysis that I propose. 

Generally, in the literature on social stratification and mobility, 

the most commonly used indicators of social origin are schooling 

and occupation of the individual’s parents. Unlike other surveys, 

 the demographic census does not have retrospective questions that 

allow reconstructing the socioeconomic condition of an adult individual 

when s/he was young. Information on social origins is available only for 

individuals who are classified as children in the households. Therefore, 

what can be discussed based on empirical results of censuses is the 

evolution of educational stratification among young Brazilians.

This is a common issue in the analyses of educational stratification 

in the country. Few studies on the Brazilian case have retrospective 

information on social origin for all individuals (SILVA; SOUZA, 1986; 

FERNANDES, 2005; TORCHE, 2010; RIBEIRO, 2011). In most of them, the 

analysis is limited to those classified as children in the household, and 

information from the household and parents is assumed as indicators of 

social origins. Silva (2003) investigates only children in the population 

aged 6 to 19 years and their chances of progression to the completion of 

the first grade, the completion of the first four years of study, and the 
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completion of the first eight years of study; Hasenbalg and Silva (2002) 

analyze the population of children aged 6 to 19 years and the chances 

of making eight transitions between the first and eighth grades of 

primary education; Rios-Neto and Guimarães (2010) examine the entire 

spectrum of educational transitions for the population aged 7 to 25 

years that were classified as children in the household; Montalvão (2011) 

also focuses only on individuals classified as children in the household, 

aged 17 to 25 years, and their chances of progression to completing 

secondary education and to higher education entrance; Marteleto et al. 

(2012) analyze the population aged 15 to 19 years  and their chances 

of primary completion and secondary entrance – also limited to those 

classified as children in the household. In addition, most of the studies 

are restricted to young people of school age adequate to primary and 

secondary levels, and thus attempt to circumvent the question of 

the absence of information on social origin for older subjects, at the 

expense of failing to carry out possible analyses of higher educational 

transitions. 

This study uses the for higher educational transitions, not only 

because of the possibility of covering an expressive time same strategy, 

and I will only analyze the chances of progression of  individuals classified 

as children in the household. I will, of course, address an enlarged age 

range compared to those generally used in this type of study, which 

requires caution in the analyses for older individuals (especially 21 years-

old or more), given their increasing chances of not being children in the 

household and, therefore, the estimation and analysis limitations given 

that bias. I argue that it is still relevant to maintain the analyses spam, 

but also because of the robustness of the estimates extracted from a 

very comprehensive nationally representative sample, and due to the 

possibility of making considerations about educational transitions at all 

educational levels (primary, secondary and higher).

DATA AND METHODS
POPULATION AND DEPENDENT VARIABLES 

All individuals aged 16 to 25 years and classified as children in 

the household were selected. The educational transitions analyzed were 

the completion of primary education (T1), the completion of secondary 

education (T2) and higher education entrance (T3) – always conditioned 

to the immediately preceding transition –, and the objective was to 

investigate the effect of class of origin on the chances of making these 

transitions. For each transition, I estimated the educational transitions 

model in its traditional form, for each age group, using as dependent 

variable a conditional binary index for progression – whether or not 2
3
7
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the student made the transition in question. Therefore, I had three 

dependent variables.

VARIABLES OF INTEREST – SOCIAL ORIGIN

The individual’s class of origin is the test-variable of the estimations 

and the main focus of the results reported in this article. Some studies 

use the Erikson-Goldthorpe-Portocarrero – EGP (ERIKSON; GOLDTHORPE; 

PORTOCARRERO, 1979) classification of occupations, which distinguishes 

nine classes of major occupational categories (RAFTERY; HOUT, 1993; 

BREEN; JONSSON, 2000; KESLER, 2005; BREEN et al., 2009). Other 

papers use indicators of occupational status (BLAU; DUNCAN, 1967) 

adapted for international comparisons (GANZEBOOM; DE GRAAF; 

TREIMAN, 1992) and to the Brazilian Classification of Occupations 

(PASTORE; SILVA, 2000). This is the case of part of the studies in the 

area that examined data for Brazil (FERNANDES, 2005; TORCHE, 2010; 

RIBEIRO, 2011, RIBEIRO; CENEVIVA; ALVES DE BRITO, 2015) and of part 

of the international studies (MARE, 1981; HOUT; RAFTERY; BELL, 1993; 

LUCAS, 2001). In this paper, I decided to use a modified version of the 

EGP scheme, and I did it for two reasons: (1) it is an opportunity to apply 

a standardized review of classification of occupational categories used 

in IBGE household surveys and its transformation into class schemes; 

 and (2) none of the studies that analyze the Brazilian case has used 

this class measure to evaluate the effects of origin on the chances of 

progression.

The occupational classification adopted is a variation of the 

original EGP scheme, which defines 11 classes (ERIKSON; GOLDTHORPE, 

1992). To group occupations, such typology operates on the basis of 

two principles of differentiation of work: specificity of the knowledge 

required for performing the task and difficulty of monitoring. To these 

is added the ownership of the means of production. The result is a class 

scheme that separates owners from non-owners and qualifies non-

owners according to the type of employment relationship they have 

with the employer, taking into account the principles of specificity and 

monitoring (BREEN, 2005): 

I. Higher grade professionals – Highly skilled non-manual workers, 

professionals, managers, large proprietors. High specificity, high 

monitoring difficulty;

II. Lower grade professionals – Low-skilled non-manual workers, 

administrators, managers in small establishments. Specificity lower 

than in I, high monitoring difficulty;

IIIa. Routine non-manuals, higher degree – Low specificity, high 

monitoring difficulty;

2
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IIIb. Routine non-manuals, lower degree – Low specificity, low 

monitoring difficulty;

IVa2. Proprietors and employers;

IVc1. Rural employers;

IVc2. Self-employed farmers and subsistence agriculture workers;

V. Technicians and supervisors of manual workers;

VI. Skilled workers;

VIIa. Semi-, and unskilled workers;

VIIb. Agricultural workers;

In the analysis, I used a coding scheme that aggregates the 11 

original classes into four derived classes: (a) professionals and employers 

(classes I + II + IVa2 + IVc1); (b) routine non-manuals (IIIa + IIIb);  

(c) supervisors of manual workers and skilled workers (V + VI) and; (d) 

unskilled workers (IVc2 + VIIa + VIIb). I used a combination of mother’s 

and father’s class to generate a class definition for the family.

OTHER VARIABLES USED IN THE ESTIMATIONS 

Assumed as an indicator of the social origin, the effect of parental 

education on recent studies indicates that the higher the schooling, the 

greater the chances of making transitions at primary levels; the effect on 

the chances of transition at more advanced levels is subject to discussion 

(MARE, 1981; HOUT; RAFTERY; BELL, 1993; LUCAS, 2001; HOUT, 2006; 

AYALON; SHAVIT, 2004; KESLER, 2005; MILESI, 2010; ROKSA; VELEZ, 

2010; KARLSON, 2011; for the Brazilian case, FERNANDES, 2005; TORCHE, 

2010; RIBEIRO, 2011). I used mother’s education in order to foster the 

inclusion of cases in the analysis. I used a sequence of binary variables, 

 assuming that there might be specific effects of the different levels 

of mothers’ schooling over chances of progression of their children 

(MARE; CHANG, 2006).  

Differences in educational provision justify the inclusion of variables 

referring to each of the regions of the country (CASTRO, 2000; HASENBALG; 

SILVA, 2002; MONTALVÃO, 2011) and differences in educational provision 

also justify the inclusion of controls by type of region of residence (FERNANDES, 

2005; RIBEIRO, 2011; RIBEIRO; CENEVIVA; ALVES DE BRITO, 2015). Racial 

inequalities in access are also extensively documented in the literature, 

and I have chosen to distinguish three racial categories, based on recent 

research findings in the field (HASENBALG; SILVA, 2002; FERNANDES, 2005; 

RIBEIRO, 2011; MONTALVÃO, 2011), which demonstrate heterogeneities 

between browns and blacks. Race/ethnicity is also a commonly used 

variable in the analysis of international cases, especially in the North 

American case (AYALON; SHAVIT, 2004; LUCAS, 2001; MILESI, 2010).

Sex is an important predictor of educational progression,  and 

recent research has shown higher progression rates for women. As 2
3
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an indicator of household income level, I used per capita household 
income, obtained by dividing the total household income of all sources 
by the total number of residents in the household. National and 
international studies have shown positive effects of income on the 
chances of making transitions both in Brazil and in other countries 
(LUCAS, 2001; HASENBALG; SILVA, 2002; MILESI, 2010; ROKSA VELEZ, 
2010; MONTALVÃO, 2011), even though such effects vary according to 
transitions and transition types.

Finally, the family composition was controlled using three 
indicators: (1) single-parent family (in which the absence of one 
spouse is observed), usually associated with a decrease in the chances 
of progression (MARE, 1981; SILVA; HASEMBALG, 2000; LUCAS, 2001; 
MILESI, 2010; LUCAS; FUCELLA; BERENDS, 2011; MONTALVÃO, 2011; 
RIBEIRO, 2011); (2) a variable that indicates whether the individual is 
the eldest child; and (3) the number of siblings in the household.  

MODEL SPECIFICATION

I estimated the traditional education transition model based on a 
sequential logit in which the chances of Tn for the population that performed 
Tn-1 are evaluated. The specified model can be described as follows:

I investigate the chances that an individual i, of the age group j, 
in year t will be able to make transition Tn, since he made Tn-1. The other 
defined terms are:

αijt = constant for individuals of the age range j in year t;

Social origin variables (in the case of the family class indicator, 
the reference category is the group formed by classes IVc2 + VIIa + VIIb, 
that is, unskilled workers; in the case of mother’s schooling, incomplete 
primary education);

X1 = Family’s class;	
X2 = mother’s education

Other controls (the reference category for race is black; in the 
case of the regions, the Southeast):

X3 = age (in years);
X4 = per capita household income (in 2012 R$);
X5 = single-parent family (absence of one spouse =1);
X6 = number of siblings;
X7 = first born child (eldest child=1);
X8 = rural residence;		
X9 = sex (female=1);
X10 = race;
X11 = region.
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The predicted probabilities of making Tn given Tn-1 are estimated 
for each selected age group in each point of the series. Following the initial 
formatting of the expectation for each transition by age group, we have: 
16 to 18 years, predicted coefficients and probabilities of making T1;  
19-20 years, of T1, and T2; and 21-25, of T1, T2 and T3.

RESULTS
Table A1 (Annex 1) reports means for the variables used in the estimations, 
which provide important contextual information on the general 
evolution of these indicators, contributing to a better understanding of 
the dynamics of the factors associated with educational stratification in 
the period.

I analyzed the association between social origin and education 
in a context of increase in the average levels of schooling of the parents’ 
generation and of changes in the class structure, with a decrease in 
the proportional size of the classes of unskilled and rural workers and 
relative growth in the other strata, more pronounced among skilled 
manual workers (V + VI) and routine non-manual workers (IIIa + IIIb). 
Young people in Brazil become an urban population (more than 80% are 
in the cities), and the income levels of the households in which they 
live increase. The structure of young families also changes: they tend 
to decrease in size, and an increasingly higher proportion consists of 
single-parent arrangements. It is a context of deep transformations in 
the Brazilian society that characterizes the process of modernization 
and urbanization of the country.

Returning to our research problem, the question that arises at 
this point is the following: What patterns of educational stratification 
have the processes of modernization of Brazilian society and of 
educational expansion given rise to?

SINCE WHEN HAS PRIMARY EDUCATION BEEN UNIVERSAL?

Some Brazilian studies on the issue suggest that there are 
distinct trends in accessibility by class to different segments of primary 
education, and that the closer barriers are to completion of a given 
educational level, the more pronounced they are (HASENBALG; SILVA, 
2002; SILVA, 2003; FERNANDES, 2005), even though such barriers 
have diminished when one analyzes successive cohorts (RIOS-NETO; 
GUIMARÃES, 2010; MARTELETO et al., 2012). This process suggests 
a reduction of class inequalities in access to the completion of this 
educational level, although with persistent regional (SILVA, 2003) and 
racial barriers (FERNANDES, 2005; RIBEIRO, 2011).   

The documentation of stratification parameters in the first 
levels of primary education shows convergence in literature, but there 
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is no such clear consensus on the completion. I sought to identify how 
census data depict such inequality parameters, and the panel of charts 
below presents the results for the predicted chances of completion of 
primary education by class of origin. In the charts, each of the curves 
represents one of the four classes defined employing EGP. In the x-axis, 
the chart shows the probability of making the transition in focus and, in 
the y-axis, there is a measure of the concentration in probability ranges. 
The area under each of the curves is equal to one, and the variation in 
the position of the concentration peaks at certain points of the x-axis 
(which defines greater or lesser probability) between the different 
classes marks differences in the concentration of cases in predicted 
probability ranges, evidencing class inequalities (also being controlled 
by the other variables incorporated to the estimations).
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Our findings suggests that, in the 1960s and 1970s, the 
completion of primary education was a very relevant barrier to the 
schooling of youth in Brazil and that even for higher social strata the 
chances of progression were low. From 1980 on, higher classes are 
characterized by higher levels of access to T1, and significant relative 
advantages are found among youngsters from privileged origins. From 
1991 to 2000, access levels rise for all strata, but the structure of class 
inequalities remains, suggesting that the increase in access was higher 
for the higher strata. Finally, in 2010, the chances of progression remain 
significantly unequal between classes, even with an increase in the 
general level of access to T1, which favors young people from all strata. 
Estimations suggest a decrease in inequalities – which was not linear –, 
with periods of persistence, mainly between 1991 and 2010. 

The findings are in line with a usual interpretation in the 
literature that suggests the adequacy of the maximally maintained 
inequality hypothesis for the interpretation of educational stratification 
at elementary levels in Brazil (SILVA, 2003; RIOS-NETO; GUIMARÃES, 
2010; TORCHE, 2010; RIBEIRO, 2011; MARTELETO et al., 2012). According 
to this argument, once class barriers to making elementary transitions 
have been overcome, stratification mechanisms tend to shift to higher 
levels of education. Evidence suggests that accessibility first increases 
among the higher classes and then expands to the lower classes and 
that, even with gains in general accessibility, class inequalities remain – 
hence the challenge of universalization remains.

SECONDARY EDUCATION: INEQUALITY AND PERSISTENCY 

Documented stratification parameters for secondary completion 
are less univocal than for primary education levels. Part of the 
specialized literature takes the Brazilian case as evidence of the limits 
of the process of educational expansion, due to the recrudescence of 
inequalities observed in the years 1980-1990 (RIBEIRO, 2011), typical 
of countries on the periphery of international capitalism, which 
suffered more intensely the impacts of the economic crisis (TORCHE, 
2010). FERNANDES (2005) adds to this evidence the racial dimension, 
demonstrating how such a recrudescence was mainly associated with 
black and brown populations. Taken together, evidence from those 
studies suggests that the completion of secondary school is a point 
of educational progression in which inequalities of opportunity may 
hypothetically be, if not persistent, growing, both over time and in 
relation to previous transitions in the educational career of individuals.

Our analysis suggests an evolution of the trends of secondary 
education completion that is somewhat different from that present in 
the literature. Panel 2 presents the set of results for this transition, with 
the empirical distribution curves of the probabilities of making T2 by 
class of origin:

2
4

4



N
E

W
 T

R
E

N
D

S
 O

R
 P

E
R

S
IS

T
E

N
T

 I
N

E
Q

U
A

L
IT

IE
S

?
 M

O
D

E
R

N
IZ

A
T

IO
N

 A
N

D
 E

D
U

C
A

T
IO

N
A

L
 E

X
P
A

N
S

IO
N

 I
N

 B
R

A
Z

IL
2
4

6
  
 C

a
d

e
r

n
o

s
 d

e
 P

e
s

q
u

is
a

  
 v

.4
7

 n
.1

6
3

 p
.2

2
4

-2
6

1 
ja

n
./

m
a
r.
 2

0
17

P
anel





 2

E
m

p
irical





 distribution













 o
f

 t
h

e
 p

redicted









 p

robabilities












 o

f
 T

2  by


 cl


a
s

s
 o

f
 o

r
ig

in
 a

n
d

 by


 a
g

e
 g

r
o

u
p

s
 – 19

6
0

-2
0

10
 

S
o

u
rc

e
: A

u
th

o
r’s e

la
b

o
ra

tio
n

 o
n

 IB
G

E
 d

e
m

o
g

ra
p

h
ic

 c
e

n
su

se
s (19

6
0

, 19
7
0

, 19
8

0
, 19

9
1, 2

0
0

0
, 2

0
10

).

2
4

5



M
u

rillo
 M

a
rsc

h
n

e
r A

lve
s d

e
 B

rito
C

a
d

e
r

n
o

s
 d

e
 P

e
s

q
u

is
a

   v.4
7

 n
.16

3
 p

.2
2
4

-2
6

1 ja
n

./m
a
r. 2

0
17

   2
4

7
      

Secondary completion was such a rare transition in 1960 that 
the distribution of progression chances was similar for all classes, 
which suggests that the mere eligibility for T2 was an important factor 
in the chances of progression, regardless of social origin. Between 1970 
and 1980, in a period marked by stagnation in general accessibility 
levels, inequality grows due to the increase in the chances of those 
from the highest class, a process aggravated between 1980-1991, which 
lasted until 2000. From 2000 onwards, there is a more significant 
incorporation of the other strata  (especially intermediary ones and 
among older populations), as shown by the increasing concentration 
of students at higher progression chances among all strata. What the 
results document is a broad process of differentiation guided by class 
parameters structuring the chances of completing secondary education 
along Brazil’s modernization, which has just begun to reach the less 
privileged socioeconomic segments of the population.  

The results of this study advance mainly with regard to the 
evaluation of over time trends on educational stratification at this 
level. The main finding relates to the remarkable persistence of the 
class effect, which is present regardless of the growth in the size of the 
population eligible for the transition. This is the main feature in the 
evolution of stratification at this level in Brazil. This finding adds to 
the trends observed by Torche (2010), who documented the persistence, 
in the years 2000-2010, of inequality levels that increased during the 
economic recession of the 1980s, and which remained even during a 
more favorable macroeconomic scenario to educational investment, 
such as that experienced by Brazil in the 2000-2010 period. The results 
for the period as a whole showed how the historical persistence of the 
effects of origin on the completion of secondary education promoted an 
unequal pattern of accessibility amongst classes.

The analyses of educational progression in secondary education 
show how the evolution of accessibility to this level of schooling was 
marked by the persistence or deepening of inequalities based on social 
origin characteristics. In this sense, it differs significantly from the 
temporal decrease in the effects of origin over progression chances in 
primary education. But the inclusion pattern, shaped by class, shows 
perverse and striking similarities between the two levels of schooling, 
suggesting that general increases in accessibility levels have always 
occurred through a hierarchy of strata: the higher strata gain first, 
being followed by the lower strata. This unequal process of inclusion 
into the secondary level of education occurs more prominently at 
the completion of secondary education, and the results demonstrate 
persistence of these inequalities over time. 

2
4

6



N
E

W
 T

R
E

N
D

S
 O

R
 P

E
R

S
IS

T
E

N
T

 I
N

E
Q

U
A

L
IT

IE
S

?
 M

O
D

E
R

N
IZ

A
T

IO
N

 A
N

D
 E

D
U

C
A

T
IO

N
A

L
 E

X
P
A

N
S

IO
N

 I
N

 B
R

A
Z

IL
2
4

8
  
 C

a
d

e
r

n
o

s
 d

e
 P

e
s

q
u

is
a

  
 v

.4
7

 n
.1

6
3

 p
.2

2
4

-2
6

1 
ja

n
./

m
a
r.
 2

0
17

HIGHER EDUCATION: INCREASING INEQUALITIES IN ACCESS

In the literature on educational stratification in Brazil, the dis-
cussion on higher education entrance was mainly linked to conclusions 
that demonstrated how the effects of social origins were small for this 
transition (the pattern of declining coefficients), given the level of selec-
tivity of the system, which imposed barriers to educational trajectories 
at more elementary levels of education (SILVA; SOUZA, 1986; RIBEIRO, 
2011). But the recent distribution of educational opportunities (between 
younger cohorts) has changed, as we have seen, which may have pro-
moted changes in the stratification patterns of access to higher educa-
tion in recent periods.

Other works (TORCHE, 2010; RIOS-NETO; GUIMARÃES, 2010) 
document an increase in the effect of origin on the access to university 
for cohorts attending the educational system in the 1980s, in a more 
significant recrudescence of inequalities than that observed for the 
completion of secondary education. Class inequalities in access to hi-
gher education, which were increasing – and not persistent – are said to 
be a distinctive feature of educational systems in developing countries, 
which differentiates them from the central countries, for which there 
was no record of this type of trend. What can census data tell us about 
this dynamic? Our results indicate that the distribution of the chances 
of making T3 by class of origin has similarities with the dynamics ob-
served for the other educational levels analyzed, as the data in Panel 3 
demonstrate: 
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In 1960 the chances of university entrance were low for all 

classes, but there was a much greater dispersion for the two higher 

strata in the axis representing the chances of progression. In 1970, 

the hierarchy between the strata is shown more clearly, with more 

pronounced gains in access for the highest class, although there is no 

concentration in high levels of chances of progression for any class. In 

1980, the curves referring to the two intermediate strata become more 

dispersed along the chances axis, suggesting an increase in the chances 

of higher education access for these strata in comparison to 1970. But 

the main gains are among those from the highest stratum, who, for 

the first point in the series, are concentrated in the ranges above 50% 

chances of progression. The period from 1980 to 1991 marks an increase 

in inequalities. In a scenario in which levels of general access to T3 

decrease, the concentration of young people from the lowest stratum 

in low ranges of chances of progression is even higher than it was in 

1980; the same can be said about the two intermediary strata, for which 

there is a trend for the curves to shift to the left, indicating higher 

concentrations at lower levels of progression. The transition from 1991 

to 2000, marked by stability in the general patterns of access, favored 

gains for the intermediate strata and greater barriers for the lowest 

stratum. 

After more than 20 years of stability in the general levels of access 

to higher education, the 2000-2010 period is marked by an increase in 

these levels. The graph for 2010 suggests that the gains are significant 

for the lowest stratum, which, although it remains concentrated at low 

levels of chances of progression, shows a more dispersed distribution 

than at any other point in the series. Among the intermediate strata, the 

distribution of chances also appears more dispersed. But it is remarkable 

how the access to T3 increases among young people from the highest 

stratum, which, in 2010, begin to become concentrated in high levels of 

chances of entering higher education.

This finding suggests that gains in accessibility levels between 

2000 and 2010 have not been translated yet into a reduction in class 

stratification: young people of privileged socioeconomic origin 

maintained their benefits in chances of access, even in the context of a 

general increase in higher education opportunities.

The main finding follows the clue suggested by Rios-Neto and 

Guimarães (2010) and Torche (2010) and reveals that recent periods 

consolidate, for the Brazilian case, the tendency of recrudescence of 

origin-based inequalities in higher education access. The findings add to 

this argument in that they locate this increase in a historical context of 

persistence of the effect of origin that has been in place since 1960. But, 

unlike Torche’s (2010) argument, the increase in inequalities between 

cohorts is not limited to those eligible for higher education entrance 2
4

9
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during the lost decade of the 1980s: in the Brazilian case, this trend 

is sustained (and deepened) among cohorts that were eligible for this 

transition in the 1990s and 2000s – a period in which there was economic 

recovery in the country in comparison to the 1980s. The findings also 

challenge conclusions about the adequacy of the Brazilian case to the 

pattern of declining coefficients, since they indicate that, among young 

people, class inequalities have not only been historically higher for 

T2 than for T3, but have also shown, in recent periods, a tendency to 

increase the advantages associated with origin in the higher strata. 

Our results suggest that it is at higher education entrance that the 

association between characteristics of origin and educational progression 

is more persistent. In recent periods, this association has grown, alongside 

an increase in vacancies, calling into question the effects of the recent 

expansion on the parameters of inequalities of opportunity.

CONCLUSIONS AND DISCUSSION
The evolution of educational stratification among young people in Brazil 

in the last 50 years evidences various trends among different levels of 

education. Among these tendencies, there are the decrease, persistence 

and recrudescence of inequalities at different levels, depending on the 

points of educational progression analyzed. With this evidence, I sought 

to document, based on the theoretical framework of the educational 

stratification research agenda, accessibility patterns to various 

educational levels by class. This agenda is interested in investigating 

the problem of accessibility and therefore it does not investigate 

inequalities in quality – which accumulate with those of access – and 

which are another very relevant dimension of educational inequalities, 

as documented in extensive literature (ALBERNAZ; FERREIRA; FRANCO, 

2002; FRANCO; MANDARINO; ORTIGÃO, 2002; SOARES, 2006; SOARES; 

COLLARES, 2006; ALVES; SOARES, 2007; BROOKE; SOARES, 2008; 

ALVES, F., 2010; ALVES, M. T. G., 2010; KOSLINSKI; ALVES; LANGE, 

2013; SOARES; ALVES, 2013; BROOKE et al., 2014; SOARES et al., 2014; 

BARTHOLO; COSTA, 2016; SOARES; ALVES; XAVIER, 2016).

My analyses of stratification patterns in accessibility document 

how the completion  of primary education, which has historically been 

one of the most relevant barriers to the educational progression of 

young people, shows signs of persistent  class inequalities, suggesting 

that the expansion of accessibility to elementary levels has been only 

partially translated into a reduction in the inequalities of opportunities 

at the completion of primary education, a process that only recently 

intensified (post-2000). I argued, therefore, that elementary education is 

marked by an increase in accessibility with a limited reduction of inequalities, and 

that this decrease occurred more deeply between the most elementary 
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levels than in completion, and can thus be understood in terms of a 

“shift” in inequalities.

The persistence of inequalities is the main characteristic that 

historically defines the accessibility to the completion of secondary 

education in Brazil, favoring young individuals from the highest 

stratum, without clearly differentiating the chances of those from other 

strata. Such a dynamic occurs in a context of expansion in the provision 

of secondary-level education, but historically it has not been able to 

do more than accommodate demographic pressure. The exception is 

the period between 2000-2010, during which an increase in general 

accessibility was observed, but was differentially appropriated by 

different classes, which resulted in a recrudescence of inequalities. I 

thus argue that the evolution of the educational stratification at the 

secondary level in Brazil is marked by a pattern of remarkable persistence, 

which indicates that the mechanisms that operate the distribution of 

educational opportunities have not changed significantly over the past 

50 years despite the expansion of educational provision at this level.

The increase in inequalities of educational opportunities is the 

main characteristic of accessibility to higher education observed in  

the period analyzed. Even if one starts from a point where the levels of access 

to higher education were very low, the increase in accessibility brings about 

a rise in inequality between classes. Class inequalities are predominantly 

persistent in the period, but there is a clear increase in recent points in the 

series, especially between 2000 and 2010, a moment in which there is an 

increase in the general access levels. Given the prominence of social origin 

in the definition of the chances of progression at this level, I argue that 

educational stratification in higher education in the last 50 years in Brazil 

has been marked by a pattern of increase in inequalities, which suggests that, 

for this educational level, the association between social origin and chances 

of progression has been strengthened in more recent periods, increasing 

inequalities. Therefore, this process is concomitant to the expansion of the 

system in Brazil.

For all the educational levels analyzed, there is a hierarchy in the 

improvement in the chances of progression according to the stratum of 

origin. Such chances always tend to grow earlier among higher classes. 

What differentiates educational levels is the concentration of classes 

at higher chances of progression – the higher the concentration, the 

closer the stratum is to universal access – and the timing in which 

the universalization of access is observed for the highest class, which 

is followed by the increase in access levels for the other strata. Our 

findings suggest that until 2010 this process is limited to the completion 

of primary education, for which one expects the reduction in class 

inequality levels in the future, given the almost universal access to 

these levels for individuals from the higher strata. Therefore, class 2
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inequality in access to education remains a relevant research problem 
as a consequence of secondary and higher education expansion.
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