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The article seeks to understand how exogenous changes are impacted by implementation contexts established in each 
place. Based on the analysis of Law 13.415/2017, which reforms High School in Brazil, it verifies how the federal 
changes proposed by this policy caused alterations in the states and how the local contexts also generated changes 
in the reform itself. The article is based on a qualitative investigation that monitored the effects of the publication 
of the Law and the beginning of the process of implementing the reform in the 26 states and the Federal District 
over two years. The empirical case was analyzed based on the variables of conflict and ambiguity that characterize 
the contexts of implementation. The article contributes to the literature on the implementation of public policies, 
reforms in public administration, and education policies.
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Reforma do Ensino Médio no Brasil

O artigo busca compreender como mudanças exógenas são afetadas pelos contextos de implementação que 
encontram em cada local. A partir da análise da Lei 13.415/2017, que reforma o Ensino Médio no Brasil, verifica 
como as mudanças federais trazidas por esta política provocaram alterações nos estados e qual a variação que os 
contextos locais geraram na própria reforma. O artigo se baseia em uma pesquisa qualitativa que acompanhou 
os efeitos da publicação da Lei e o início do processo de implementação da reforma nos 26 estados e Distrito 
Federal ao longo de dois anos. O caso empírico foi analisado a partir das variáveis de conflito e ambiguidade que 
caracterizam os contextos de implementação. Estes achados contribuem para a literatura de implementação de 
políticas públicas, de reformas e mudanças na administração pública e de políticas de educação.
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1. INTRODUCTION

Public policies are constantly subject to change, to a greater or lesser extent, brought about by 
endogenous or exogenous factors (Baumgartner, True & Jones, 1999; Mahoney & Thellen, 2010). Part of 
the literature on public policies has elaborated on this phenomenon and its effects on the government 
agenda (Sabatier & Jenkins-Smith, 1993). In general, it analyses how the changes cause alterations 
in the agenda or in the formation of policies, in a systematic attempt to broadly understand them, 
comparing different historical moments and factors that may help to explain the changes (Capella, 
Brasil & Sudano, 2015). What the literature suggests is that political processes have a multi-dimensional 
nature in which different players, institutions and ideas interact in the shaping of the agenda and the 
changes (Baumgartner, Jones & Wilkerson, 2011).

Part of the literature is also dedicated to understanding the State’s processes of reform, observing 
its formation (Osborne & Gaebler, 1998; Pollitt & Bouckaert, 2011), and the effects on the state 
structures (Rodrigues & Jayo, 2016). However, few advances have been made in the understanding 
of how the reforms are implemented and the effect of the implementation process on the reforms 
themselves (Rodrigues & Lotta, 2017). 

This article seeks to contribute to filling some of these gaps in the literature, attempting to provide 
an understanding of the results of the changes in complex realities, made up of many different 
organizations, in which an exogenous change can lead to different consequences depending upon 
the context. Another point is an understanding of how the reforms are implemented, what effects the  
implementation have on them, and to what extent the contexts of the implementation affect 
them. The object, therefore, is to analyze the effects of the exogenous change in contexts of policy 
implementation located in the complex and federal institutional environments. The questions that 
the paper intends to answer are: how are exogenous changes adapted locally in federal contexts? To 
what extent do these contexts affect the reforms? To what extent do these reforms affect different 
contexts of implementation? To answer these questions, we will be using, as our analytical model, 
the understanding of contexts of implementation by means of the relationship between the ‘conflict’ 
and ‘ambiguity’ variables developed by Matland (1995). 

In empirical terms, the reform of Secondary Education in Brazil has been chosen. This paper is 
based upon a qualitative study (interviews, a case study and survey) which, over the course of two 
years (2017 to 2018), monitored the start of the implementation process of the reform in the 26 states 
and the Federal District, as of the publication of Law 13,415 (2017), making comparisons with the 
context prior to the Law. This monitoring allowed us to analyze how the implementation contexts 
were transformed as a result of the adopted reform.
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2. ACADEMIC CONTRIBUTIONS TO PROCESSES OF IMPLEMENTATION AND CHANGE IN PUBLIC 
POLICIES

To understand the processes of implementation and policy change in a complex and federal environment, 
studies on the context of implementation, the implementation of policies in federal contexts  
and implementation of reforms were used as academic inputs. 

2.1 Contexts of Policy Implementation

The literature on policy implementation is concerned with analyzing how the regulations and plans 
are established as a result of action taken by different players (Hill & Varone, 2016). Part of this 
literature has sought to understand the characteristics of the contexts of implementation that allow 
some policies to manage to achieve their results whilst others fail (Hill & Hupe, 2003; Pollitt, 2013). 
Going beyond a normative perspective, the literature seeks to understand the factors that affect the 
context of implementation and, therefore, its ability to achieve the planned results (Faria, 2012; Hill 
& Hupe, 2003; Lotta, Nunes, Cavalcante, Ferreira & Bonat, 2018; Pollitt, 2013). Despite the literature 
recognizing the importance of the context as a means of explaining the implementation processes, 
only a few authors have actually made advances in understanding which contextual variables matter 
and how they affect the execution of the policies (Pollitt, 2013).

Matland (1995) was one of the authors who have been most responsible for guiding the studies 
of the effects of context on implementation. Inspired by the organizational theory, he proposed an 
analytical model based upon two central variables: ambiguity and conflict. For this author, every 
context of public policy is notable for differing degrees of conflict and ambiguity; the interdependence 
between these two elements leads to contexts that are more or less conducive for implementations 
that are effective and resolve the issues.

The conflict is related to the inter-dependency between the players and the (in)compatibility of 
objectives. Every organization and public policy carries inconsistencies that appear as greater or lesser 
degrees of conflict between the players. The conflict can be characterized on two levels: conflict in  
relation to the ends (in which players do not agree with the objectives of the policy) and conflict 
in relation to the means (in which the players do not agree with the ways adopted to achieve the 
objectives) (Matland, 1995). 

The ambiguity concerns the space given by the policy for interpretation and adaptation in 
relation to both the means and the ends (Matland, 1995). For some of the specialists, the ambiguity 
is one element that is prejudicial to the policies, since it reduces the ability to control, the imposition 
(enforcement) of actions and the standardization of results (Pressman & Wildavsky, 1973). Another 
sector feels that the ambiguity can have positive effects, since it allows learning, experimentation and 
adaptation (Heclo, 1978). Or in other words, it could be an error in the drafting of the policy, when 
it shows shortcomings in the specifications, opening up space for unexpected decisions and gaps 
in democracy (Rothstein, 1998). It could also be intentional, when opportunities for interpretation 
suggest that those drafting the policies do not wish to assume the risk of pre-determination or do not 
have the political conditions to approve service standards (Hill & Hupe, 2002). 

Matland (1995) highlights that ambiguity and conflict exist in varying degrees and combinations. 
The association between the two generates differing contexts of implementation, as Box 1 demonstrates:
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BOX 1	 CONTEXTS OF AMBIGUITY AND CONFLICT

Little conflict Great conflict

Little ambiguity Administrative implementation Political implementation

Great ambiguity Experimental implementation Symbolic implementation

Source: Matland (1995).

In an administrative form of implementation, the political objectives and means of achieving 
them are clear. These are policies that will tend to have a standard form of execution by players 
showing little discretion, and with results that will be highly predictable (Matland, 1993; May, 1995). 
They generally relate to technocratic environments with little politicization.

In the experimental implementation, there is no question of the need for the public policy, but 
decisions on results and the means of achieving them is open. In these situations, experimentalism 
is found, allowing the players adaptation and interpretation. The central focus is negotiation and 
creation. It is generally linked to federal contexts or new policies; the ambiguity is intentional to allow 
adaptation (Hill & Varone, 2016; Matland, 1995).

The political implementation occurs in situations in which the governing player decides to include 
an issue in the agenda and implement it, despite the conflict not having been resolved. It creates 
conditions of enforcement via standards (little ambiguity) (May, 1993). Guaranteeing conformity occurs 
by means of incentive or coercion, allowing the conflict to be resolved (or not confronted) through 
standardized and ‘top-down’ forms of implementation. They are normally policies with disruptive 
subject matters, but which form part of the government agenda (Matland, 1995).

In a symbolic form of implementation, the difficulty in executing the policies is evident, 
considering that, as well as being highly ambiguous, they are the objects of dispute (Matland, 1995). This 
context is generally linked to the existence of new values or objectives that require the government to  
take a stance, but there is no mobilization of resources to put them into practice. The government 
players assume the subject matter, but do not face up to the conflict, and nor do they reduce the 
ambiguity to make the policy effective. This can occur because the governing player has no interest 
in implementing them, or the forces of coalition do not provide the support, or, furthermore, there 
are no political or material means to be able to do so. The tendency with policies of this type is that 
they do not lead to effective results (Matland, 1995).

By being one of the few authors to use analytical variables to understand the contexts of 
implementation, Matland (1995) has been an important benchmark for studies in this area and he 
will serve as an analytical base for this study.

2.2 Policy Implementation in Federal Contexts

A second important question when thinking of implementation contexts concerns how the policies are 
adapted and reformulated when they pass through the various levels of players involved in their processes. 
To analyze the implementation, it is important to understand who decides what alterations to the policies 
are made in the different levels of decision-making and how the alterations are made (Hill & Hupe, 2003). 
This idea stems from the presupposition that there is generally a great distance between those forming 
the policies and those ultimately executing them (Arretche, 2001). This distance leads to contingencies 
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in the implementation due to the decisions taken by a chain of implementers allocated in a wide range of  
political and institutional contexts (Lotta, 2015). To understand the processes of the implementation  
of a policy, it is therefore necessary to analyze the levels of decision-making that they undergo.

The literature on the matter proposes two central concepts: ‘multi-level’ implementation and ‘multi-
layering’ implementation. The first is a characteristic of almost every policy and concerns the different 
parties that coexist in the cycle of public policy making but which do not have sufficient autonomy to 
alter decisions. This is the case, for example, with the organizational hierarchical levels involved in a 
policy (Hill & Hupe, 2003). The ‘multi-layering’ form of implementation, meanwhile, concerns the 
levels of different governments that exercise autonomy and are legitimately enabled to take decisions 
autonomously and with territorial jurisdiction, as occurs in the federal contexts, in which there is a 
separation of responsibilities between entities with legitimate decision-making rights (Hill & Hupe, 
2003). This is an important distinction because it sets out the difference between those who have a 
legitimate mandate to transform the policy and reform it, and those who do not, and, moreover, who 
interfere in the day-to-day activities whilst trying to implement what has been formulated (Hill & 
Hupe, 2003). The more the number of layers and levels, the greater the complexity of implementation, 
since the policy can be altered in the different spaces and interactions (Lotta, 2019).

Tiers and levels have a direct relationship with conflict and ambiguity: the manipulation of the 
ambiguity of the policies is the attempt to make the various tiers understand what needs to be done. 
The reduction of ambiguity has the effect of reducing the discretion of the players, which increases the  
possibility of the policies ultimately aligning themselves with the original proposal (Lotta, 2019; Matland, 
1995). This increase in ambiguity provides space for reinterpretation of the policies, adjusting them 
to different contexts. But it also consequently creates a variation in the results. Conflict can also be 
found between both the tiers and the hierarchical levels. In the case of the former, it forms part of the 
democratic, political and federative dynamic. Between the hierarchical levels, meanwhile, the conflict 
denotes a management problem, in which the players in the lower levels do not agree with the decisions 
taken by those operating in the higher levels. The conflicts may be hidden leading to sabotage strategies 
(Brehm & Gates, 1997) – or explicit, creating insurrection strategies (Mahoney & Thellen, 2010).

 To put a policy into practice, it is necessary to map out the degree of conflict and ambiguity that 
exists as well as the multiple layers and levels of hierarchy that the policy will pass through. Based 
upon this mapping, it is possible to think about strategies for increasing or decreasing the ambiguity, 
and for facing up to the conflict (or not), that allow the policy to be executed in the desired manner 
(Hill & Varone, 2016; Matland, 1995).

To reduce the ambiguity, the answer is to increase the standardization of the planning of public 
policies, leading to systems of incentive conditioned by conformity, or in other words, by abiding by 
what was drafted at the central level (May, 1995). When the ambiguity concerns the hierarchical levels 
(multi-level), the strategy can be established with the regulation of the discretionary actions taken 
by the players and the creation of systems of control and incentive for operation in the hierarchical 
approach. The reduction of ambiguity in the federal levels depends on the encouragement of federal 
cooperation in relation to the drafting of the policies. In this case, Goggin, Bowman, Lester and O´Toole 
(1990) provide an answer: to guarantee the implementation of public policies in complex federal 
contexts, the federal messages should be accompanied by credible and viable solutions, emphasizing 
the problems and the solutions that should be created.

If the issue moves on to the mitigation of conflicts, the strategy for the various levels should be to 
increase enforcement and compliance, reducing the hierarchical players’ capacity to question (May, 
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1995). Minimizing ambiguity or increasing spaces for negotiation are two strategies which can combat 
conflicts. When these concern federal bodies, the strategy should involve negotiation or enforcement. 
This is what May (1995) calls adhesion via coercive mandates: the local governments are considered 
to be regulated agents with the responsibility of following regulators established by the more central 
levels. The national levels decide on standards and procedures so that results can be achieved whilst 
applying sanctions on those who do not reach them, thereby reducing ambiguity and forcing the 
policy through when they have federal jurisdiction or when they have sufficient resources to create 
“voluntary” adhesion with prompted implementation.

The strategies for creating adhesion (reducing conflict and/or ambiguity) pass through the 
coordination and control instruments, including the creation of regulations, monitoring systems, 
training strategies, and incentives, etc. These instruments tend to be coercive and mandatory, such 
as those highlighted by May (1993), or involve cooperation between the players.

The contexts of policy production are extremely complex if only governmental players are 
considered. However, observing the reality of the current production of public policies in democracies, 
we can see that governments that produce them alone are rare (Gomide & Pires, 2014). In the 
institutional environment of public policy production in Brazil, there is a close interaction between 
state and non-state players. This is the case, for example, of the public policy councils, conferences, 
ombudsmen and public hearings, amongst other areas that institutionalize public participation in 
different areas, including education (Gomide & Pires, 2014; Lotta & Vaz, 2014; Segatto & Abrucio, 
2016). In addition to the participating institutions, there exist various different forms of co-production 
that are under way, such as the contracting of organizations for the provision of services, or partners 
for the drafting and management of public policies, players that are not State-controlled but which 
influence the decision-making processes.

In the case of Brazil, another important particularity concerns the size, heterogeneity and inequality 
of the country. As the literature points out, these characteristics lead to an environment of public policy 
production in which a balance between the degree of ambiguity and the degree of coordination is necessary. 
On the one hand, the high level of decentralization (the result of ambiguity and little coordination) 
can lead to a rise in inequalities (Abrucio, Franzese & Sano, 2010; Arretche, 2012). On the other, the 
ambiguity allows for the production of innovative experiences that are important for ensuring that  
the policies are effective at a local level. The last few decades have seen a search for this balance based upon 
a combination between policies designed to provide incentive and federal inducement (characteristics 
of an administrative context), but with a certain amount of space for adaptation and creation at local 
level (characteristics of the experimental context) (Abrucio et al., 2010; Arretche, 2012; Segatto, 2011).

2.3 Implementation of Reforms

Another important issue when thinking about policy implementation is that of institutional and 
organizational changes. The literature highlights two possible types of change: radical change, when 
an abrupt shift in direction occurs, and gradual change, when incremental changes take place.

The works of authors such as Baumgartner et al. (1999), and Lindblom (1965) show that the 
State’s day-to-day operations tend towards ‘incrementalism’, with small, gradual changes over time, 
due to the difficulty of addressing transformations as much in political terms as in the high level 
of institutionalization. This stems from the characteristics of the public sector: extremely complex 
difficulties; players with only partial access to information on problems and solutions; decision-making 
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processes that require a great deal of negotiation (Lindblom, 1965); and decisions from the past that 
weigh upon the present - called ‘path dependence’ (Pierson, 2000).

As such, the policies are generally characterized by long periods of stability, possibly being 
interrupted by periods of instability, that lead to significant changes (Baumgartner et al., 1999). This 
context is named by the authors as ‘punctuated equilibrium’: a tendency towards equilibrium with 
the punctuation of radical changes that create a new equilibrium. Radical changes are normally rarer 
and are related to exogenous factors that undermine the institutional status quo - for example, natural 
disasters, economic crises or wars. However, the change can also come about from alterations in the 
coalition forces that manage to impose new standards, images and problems on the political agenda, 
which causes a displacement of the state action, altering the previous equilibrium to create a new 
balancing point (Baumgartner et al., 1999).

Another segment of the literature seeks to understand the processes of gradual change in the 
policies (Lindblom, 1965). In one classic text on the issue, Mahoney and Thellen (2010) argue that 
there exist different types of change in the institutions that vary depending upon the level of intensity 
and institutional transformation. Similar to the idea set out by Matland (1995), they use the pairing 
of conflict and ambiguity, but also consider another two variables: the number of veto possibilities 
(conflict) and the level of discretion of the players (ambiguity). As such, there are institutional contexts 
with many possibilities for veto and others with fewer possibilities for veto, as well as contexts that allow 
a high level of discretion for the players, while in others there is a much lower level. The relationship 
between these elements leads to scenarios that allow for different types of change.

In the specific case of education, the literature has focused on understanding the factors that 
determine the success and failure of the implementation of educational reforms. By analyzing what 
has been learned from the literature about the implementation of reforms in the field of education, 
Bruns and Schneider (2016, p. 4) argue that “[...] educational reform is politically risky”. Taking the 
political risk as a starting point, the authors argue that reforms in the field of education differ from 
others in four features: the ubiquity and power of the teachers’ unions; the opacity of the classrooms; 
the difficulty in monitoring performance; and the fact that the reforms produce results in the long-
term. As such, the success of the reforms depends upon elements such as: the sequence of the changes; 
the decision concerning whether it is to be a legislative or administrative change; the communication 
strategies adopted; and negotiation with those players holding powers of veto, especially the unions.

The literature on the implementation of educational reforms also highlights a number of factors upon 
which success is conditional: commitment from the school community, the performance of pilot and/or 
small-scale experiments, and what has been learned from the failures of previous reforms (Cox, 2006; 
Holm-Nielsen, Thorn, Brunner & Balán, 2005; Krawczyk & Vieira, 2005; Organization for Economic 
Cooperation and Development [OECD], 2010). Part of the literature also explains that the success of the 
implementation of a reform measure in education also depends upon the prioritization the government 
gives to both education and the reform itself (Hallinger, 2010; Sorensen, 1994; Tan & Gopinathan, 2000; 
Tan, Koh & Choy, 2016). Finally, the literature shows how the success of education reforms also depends 
upon the time dedicated to its implementation, meaning that the players involved are convinced of its 
content and understand how to implement it (Hallinger, 2010; Howie, 2002; Moodley, 2013).

The possibility of creating changes for the implementation of reforms is tied to the capacity to have 
proposals that are both general and strategic and, at the same time, contextualized and adaptable to 
the local needs (Matus, 1996). This factor is even more relevant in federal and heterogeneous contexts, 



BRAZILIAN JOURNAL OF PUBLIC ADMINISTRATION    |    Rio de Janeiro 55(2): 395-413, Mar. - Apr. 2021

RAP    |    Effects of changes in a multi-level implementation context: analysis of the Brazilian High School Reform

	 402

as is the case with Brazil. In this case, the federal government can assume the role of promoter and 
instigator of the proposals for change, but given the particularities of each context and the local 
autonomy, it is expected that the reform ideas are transformed locally (Segatto, 2011).

Considering, therefore, the heterogeneity expected in the implementation of reforms of this nature 
and the characteristics inherent to the reforms highlighted by the literature, the conflict and ambiguity 
pairing becomes an important tool for understanding the capacity of implementation of reforms in 
education. Based upon the academic references presented here, an analysis will now be provided of 
the case of recent reforms to Secondary Education in Brazil, observing the different impacts of this 
process on the contexts of implementation.

3. CONTEXT AND METHODS

3.1 Context

To perform the analyses proposed in this paper, we have chosen the case of the implementation of 
Secondary Education Reform proposed by the Temer Government in 2016, based on Provisional 
Measure (PM) 748 (2016), later transformed into Law 13.415 (2017). The implementation of the 
reform was analyzed in all the states and the Federal District between 2017 and 2018, subsequent to 
the approval of this federal legal framework.

Education policies in Brazil pass through various different tiers and levels - these resulting from 
the division of responsibilities guaranteed by the Federal Constitution (1988) that establishes a system 
of collaboration between the Federal Union, the states and the municipalities in the organization of  
their teaching systems. It is the Federal Government’s responsibility to coordinate the national policy 
and articulate the different federal levels (art. 8). The state governments should ensure Primary 
Education and prioritize the offer of Secondary Education (art. 10). However, the general norms of 
the policies (including the Law of Basic Directives [LDB], and the Common National Curriculum 
Base [BNCC]) are defined at national level. The division of responsibilities in education is not set in 
stone, since there is an overlapping of offers in different state systems and an inequality in terms of 
distribution of resources (Segatto & Abrucio, 2016).

In addition to being a multi-layering policy, education is also notable for the various levels that are 
produced in the three federal bodies. Specifically, this means dozens of state education departments, 
thousands of municipal offices, regional units and schools, and millions of employees.

Or in other words, what exists is a multi-level context that is complex, heterogeneous and 
historically unequal (Segatto & Abrucio, 2016), in which a high level of discretionary decision-making 
is accumulated. As such, thinking of processes of change within this reality means developing systems 
of multi-level adhesion with a great number of players who, in general, do not operate in relation to 
any sort of hierarchy. As Bruns and Schneider (2016, p. 44) explain, “[...] To be effective, reforms have 
to reach into even the most distant classrooms, which means they may have to go through multiple 
levels of administrative hierarchy, including provincial, municipal, and school-level directors”.

Furthermore, the case of Secondary Education reflects the Brazilian institutional environment. 
As a result of the federalism and the decentralization of social policies, education in Brazil operates 
in the midst of a complex maze of players located within the three federal levels, in addition to the 
social players, participating institutions and other powers that interfere in the decision-making 
process (Segatto & Abrucio, 2016). With this structure in place, it can be argued that, in principle, the 
implementation of reforms in Brazilian education entail a high degree of negotiation and coalition 
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building, tackling obstacles for enactment and later alterations, that have to be submitted to the 
same channels of veto and partners (Schneider & Mizala, 2014). Within this context it is important 
to analyze the implementation of a reform and its effects.

3.2 Collection Method and Analysis

The analyses presented in this article are based upon two research strategies: a study of the literature  
on the implementation of policies, and a study of the primary data related to the process of 
implementation of changes in Secondary Education in the various Brazilian states1. The data was 
collected in two stages: interviews and field studies in eleven states in 2017; and a survey, interviews 
and documentary analysis conducted in the 26 states and the Federal District, in 2018.

Eleven states were selected for the interviews and field studies conducted in 2017: Acre, Pará, Piauí, 
Rio Grande do Norte, Pernambuco, Bahia, Espírito Santo, Minas Gerais, Ceará and Santa Catarina, as 
well as the Federal District of Brasília. The choice of these states2 sought to include states that had already 
been making moves towards a change in Secondary Education before the 2016 reform. In these states, 
the collection of data was performed by means of interviews with the experts responsible for Secondary 
Education at each State Education Department. In the case of the states of Ceará and Santa Catarina, field 
visits were conducted to perform interviews with other players with important roles in the process of 
implementation, including representatives from the state boards of education, teachers, school principals 
and union representatives. These two states were chosen due to their importance in terms of the innovation 
of educational policies they had made over recent years, which allowed for an understanding of how the 
reforms were negotiated and implemented in those states where this was done more substantially.

This first stage of data collection allowed us to map out the processes of change adopted through 
until 2017 in some Brazilian states.

In 2018, other data collection strategies were adopted, with coverage extending to all 26 states and  
the Federal District: 1) application of a survey, in partnership with the National Board of State 
Education Departments (Consed); 2) interviews with the experts responsible for Secondary Education 
in the different states. The aim of survey was to map out and understand the development of the 
initiatives of change and flexibilization of the curricula in the different states. Data was collected 
in relation to the changes under way in each state - whether legal changes had already been made, 
whether they had incorporated the principal measures proposed by Law 13,415(2017), the number 
of schools impacted, the players involved in the discussions, etc.

The aims of the interviews, held between July and October, 2018, were: to validate and complete the 
data collected by the survey; to understand the qualitative changes; and to test hypotheses. 40 Interviews 
were performed with experts responsible for the coordination of Secondary Education at the State 
Education Departments in the 27 states. As in some states that management of Secondary Education 
is divided between the Department of Education and the Department of Development (or similar), 
or between different departments within the Department of Education, in some states more than one 
interview was performed. They were all transcribed and analyzed in order to create narratives with 
which to contextualize and improve the understanding of the development of the changes in each state.

1 The study was developed with the technical and financial support of the Instituto Unibanco.
2 The states were chosen with the technical support of the Instituto Unibanco and the National Board of State Education Departments 
(Consed).
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The research then moved on to the analysis of the process of change in light of what has been 
published about policy implementation. Based upon the analytical model developed by Matland 
(1995), the variables of ambiguity and conflict were observed in each moment in time (before and 
after - 2016) to understand the contexts of implementation. Once this had been done, analysis was 
performed to provide answers to the research questions in this article. The aim was not to understand 
the individual cases, but rather the general movement of the reform, observing the country as a whole. 
As such, and in agreement with the interviewees, it was decided not to cite specific cases or the names 
of the experts who took part in the research.

4. ANALYSIS OF THE CONTEXT OF EDUCATION POLICY IN BRAZIL: PRE AND POST-REFORM

4.1 The pre-reform context

By performing an empirical observation of the actions developed by the states in relation to the 
changes in Secondary Education prior to 2016, two parallel contextual characteristics were identified: 1.  
the context of experimental implementation, and 2. the context of administrative implementation.

The first was a reflection of the federal characteristics of education, which meant little conflict 
between the players and a high level of ambiguity concerning the regulations, guaranteeing that each 
state could manage its own solutions. However, the consequence of the experimental context in a 
country with high levels of diversity and inequality is the production of heterogeneity in the provision of 
education policies (Arretche, 2012). Where there exist installed capacities, the states and municipalities 
manage to produce innovative and inclusive solutions that are suited to the specific location. Where 
capacities are lacking, the states and municipalities have problems executing the policies and they 
become ineffective. Therefore, this heterogeneity, on the one hand, produces innovative but also 
irregular experiences, with results that have both great and little effect, whilst leading to inequality 
in terms of the quality of education and access to it (Abrucio et al., 2010).

Over the last few decades, in order to address the problems of inequality, the Federal Government 
has been strengthening its policies of incentive and inducement that seek to encourage standards for 
the production and results of policies, with the transfer of specific resources to those defined nationally 
(Abrucio et al., 2010; Arretche, 2012). This is the typical case of intergovernmental cooperation 
described by May (1993) and one which leads to the construction of a context of administrative 
implementation (Matland, 1995), with an attempt to achieve adhesion, encouraging standardized 
actions for the development of local potential.

In both cases, be it in the experimental context, or be it in administrative implementation, the central 
characteristic of the scenarios of implementation of change in Secondary Education in the states was 
a low level of conflict, since there existed a degree of stability in the interactions between the different 
players, which showed a high level of autonomy when making decisions. As such, a gradual process 
of transformation was created, as was noted by the experts who were interviewed: processes of change 
in the provision of Secondary Education characterized by experimentation, dialog with the different 
players, and an effort made to produce new results, which generally, preceded the institutional change.

Some of the state governments were experiencing these processes in the form of tiers, and 
conversion and reinterpretation at the time of implementation, with deviations due to changes in the 
environment, without having to deal with a radical change in the laws (Mahoney & Thellen, 2010). As 
an example, we can cite the implementation of curricular innovations in full-time schools, involving 
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discussions with the players directly involved and with space for adjustments and route corrections. 
This experience was made possible by the relatively stable environment, by the states’ control over 
the ways things were done, and by the prior consolidation of an experimental and heterogeneous 
environment. For example: Espírito Santo, with a reorganization of the curriculum and experiences of 
the working environment since 2007; Rio Grande do Sul (since 2012) and Rio de Janeiro (since 2011), 
with a new curriculum; Ceará, with experiences of Full-Time High Schools (EMTIs) and technical 
and vocational education, as well as a reorganization of the curriculum, since 2008; and Pernambuco, 
with EMTIs since 2008, and experiences with flexibilization of the curriculum since 2012.

4.2 Reform of Secondary Education: a change of the context of implementation

The analysis of the empirical data allows us to note that, if the institutional environment through until 
2016 was notable for its relative stability and low level of conflict between the players, the same cannot 
be said for the following year. In 2016, President Dilma Roussef was impeached and a president with 
little social legitimacy moved into office. This new president proposed a provisional measure, which 
was later approved by Law 13.415 (2017), confirming numerous changes that had been proposed 
previously, but also introducing new ones which had not been debated to any great extent. There 
was, however, a loss of the previous balance, creating a critical situation in which one actor changed 
the status quo and the environment of stability (Baumgartner et al., 1999).

The law in question proposed alterations and regulations for Secondary Education by means 
of new wordings of the articles of the Law of Basic Directives (LDB). Despite entailing numerous 
changes from the regulatory perspective, the alterations were not automatically applicable to the local 
contexts: they needed to be regulated and then implemented by the states. By way of example, some of 
the most important modifications were: an increase in the working hours; changes to the curricular 
structure; alteration to the regulations for training teaching staff, changes in the offering of vocational 
and technical education; and incentives for the offering of full-time education, amongst others.

A large part of the reform was not regulated at the time, leading to a lack of clarity over how the 
alterations should take place. A new environment of conflicts was therefore created, with ambiguity 
owing to regulations that still hadn’t been interpreted and without any guidance on their execution, 
such as, for example, the uncertainty surrounding the approval of the BNCC for Secondary Education 
and the lack of guidance for implementing training itineraries.

 On the one hand, the reform led the context of the policy into enormous conflict, in so far as 
it was approved and established by a government that was not accepted by part of the population, 
without taking into account previous gradually developed discussions. On the other hand, since it had 
not been fully regulated, and since it led to changes that had not been fully agreed upon, the reform 
created a highly ambiguous context. We therefore have the displacement of a context that varied 
between experimental implementation and administrative implementation to one of great ambiguity 
and conflict. This context is referred to as ‘symbolic implementation’, one in which results are not 
expected, since the conflict hinders the mobilization of the players and the high level of ambiguity 
paralyzes the ability to act (Matland, 1995). In this case, ambiguities and conflicts were created in 
relation to both the means and the ends.

In parallel to this, the Federal Government continued operating on the logic of incentives and 
inductions, or in other words, with administrative implementation, but with measures relating to the 
reform of Secondary Education - such as the Policy of Promotion of the Implementation of Full-Time 
High Schools (EMTIs), that was pushed during that period. This policy established the provision of 
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resources by the Ministry of Education (MEC) for the states over a period of ten years per school, 
whilst conditions were created for the provision of the resources by the MEC.

In other words, at the same time as the general policy was shifted into the zone of  
symbolic implementation (conflict and ambiguity), specific routes remain part of the logic  
of administrative implementation via systems of incentive and induction (Matland, 1995; Arretche, 2012).

Considering this new context, the questions that remain are as follows: what is the effect of this 
displacement for the states? To what extent does the exogenous change, caused by the actions at federal 
level, produce different results in the different Brazilian states? The analyses that follow take a comparative 
look at the federal states, in an attempt to understand the different consequences caused by the reform.

5. EXOGENOUS CHANGES IN LOCAL CONTEXTS: EFFECTS OF THE REFORM IN THE STATES

By making a comparative analysis of Secondary Education in the states, a situation- that was notable 
for its high level of heterogeneity was recognized, both in relation to the degree of the changes being 
implemented, and in relation to the direction they had taken and the period of their implementation.

By means of an analysis of the empirical data relating to the changes in Secondary Education 
prior to MP 748 (2016) and Law 13,415 (2017), it was possible to divide the states into two groups, 
according to the levels of incidence, coverage and institutionalization of the changes implemented. 
The first group includes those which have had early, basic experience of changes in Secondary 
Education. The second includes those states that have had experience that could be considered more  
significant and/or impacting, or in other words, it concerns alterations that were more radical,  
more institutionalized, or provided greater coverage across the system.

The second group was further divided into two subgroups: states with previous institutionalized 
experiences that were more specific or connected to certain themes prompted by the federal government; 
and states that had a more consolidated movement of changes, with inter-related initiatives that were 
broader and more institutionalized rather than being tied solely to federal initiatives.

By comparing these groups, and taking into account the context prior to 2016 and that of 2018, 
different degrees of progress were noted that had been created as a consequence of the previous 
contexts, as summarized in Box 2:

BOX 2	 IMPACTS OF THE REFORM OF SECONDARY EDUCATION ON THE STATES

Great impact of the reform Low impact of the reform 

States with 
incipient prior 
experience. 

1. States with little prior experience of change that 
were greatly impacted by the reform (in quantity 
or content). Two states make up this group.  

2. States with little prior experience of change, in which 
the impact of the reform is proportional to their adhesion 
to the Federal Government’s induction systems. Twelve 
states make up this group.

States with high 
levels of prior 
experience.

3. States with high levels of experience prior to 
the reform, in which the Law fostered changes. 
Six states make up this group. 

4. States with significant integrated experience, 
suggesting a more broad-reaching movement, in which 
the Law has not led to changes due to the complexity 
of the prior situation. Seven states make up this group.

Source: Elaborated by the authors. 
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In the first group, we find states that decided to take advantage of the reform to push forward 
broader changes, be they more quantitative (for example, establishing more full-time schools than the 
number the federal government was providing incentives for), or be they more qualitative (investing 
in new forms of teaching and curricula, or developing the relationship with players across the system). 
Based upon this group, it is possible to conclude that the federal government’s induction process is 
capable of enabling important changes in the states’ agendas, but the changes are boosted when there 
are independent local initiatives to invest in transformations that go beyond this induction.

In the second group, with the arrival of the reform, prior incipient initiatives were impacted by 
changes that were already expected due to the incentives, without any innovation in the content or 
reach. In all of them, the biggest impact caused was the creation of EMTIs, which, in general, brought 
with it a set of initiatives that bolstered flexibilization, comprehensive education, and leadership 
amongst students, but did not necessarily result in more structural transformations. This group 
allowed us to realize that, when the federal government proposes alterations that are tied to induction 
models (administrative implementation); it is capable of including the change in the states’ agendas, 
since they are interested in embracing it. Differently to the first group, however, it is noticeable that 
there is less locally developed content present, meaning there are changes that stick more to what the 
federal government has proposed, with a more linear and more expected trajectory. This scenario 
indicates that an exogenous change can reposition the internal actions more incrementally when the 
states adhere to it. 

The third and fourth groups differ in the degree of institutionalization and integration between 
the changes. The third is made up of states which have important prior experience, but which is, in 
general, connected to other induction actions operated by the Federal Government during previous 
periods. These transformations, although robust, did not form a single movement, but rather a full set 
of initiatives with little institutionalization. In these states, the arrival of the reform meant leverage for 
the changes. In almost all of them, since 2012 (and in some cases still during the 2000s), there were 
shifts focused on curricular reviews, the creation of vocational technical schools formed into a single 
class group, complementary work experience and integration with the work market, and the creation 
of elective subjects, all of which were made possible by Federal Government actions implemented 
during the previous decade (Programa Ensino Médio Inovador [ProEMI]). In these cases, it is interesting  
to note how this broader and more consistent process can take advantage of an exogenous change to 
boost the transformation. This takes place largely because the innovations created were in line with 
the reform model, since they had followed the movement suggested by the Federal Government via 
strategies of incentive and induction, making the adoption of the new changes less costly. 

Finally, the fourth group also underwent a broad and intense process of change in Secondary 
Education. However, this group experienced less effects, or effects of paralysis or a reduction in the 
pace of the changes, upon arrival of the reform. It is interesting to note that, in all of the states in this 
group, there was a prior tradition of innovation and good results in education, with an important 
legacy and institutional capacity. Also in these states, the agenda of changes in Secondary Education 
had already been in place for a long time, fostered not only by federal directives (as in the previous 
group), but also by the specific trajectory of the education they were pursuing. This concerns States 
that, for example, had implemented innovations in the creation of EMTIs for more than a decade, 
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approved models for curricula reorganization and the offering of vocational education in a single class 
group, amongst others. In all of them there was a process of transformation under way, with a clearly 
defined direction, established objectives, a unique model, and a high level of institutionalization in 
the changes. For these states, the approval of the Provisional Measure 748 (2016) and Law 13,415 
(2017) became a potential obstacle. On the one hand, because it created an environment of indecision, 
leading to paralysis (for example, the lack of definition for Secondary Education in the BNCC). On 
the other, because they recognized the high costs involved in the adaptation to the new proposals 
of those measures already implemented. In short, in these states, the reform had not, through until 
2018, provided leverage. On the contrary, it was transformed into a motive for taking a “calm and 
careful” approach, or in other words, to “wait and see in relation to what will happen, and then adapt 
the changes that have already been established”. 

Another important point in relation to the course taken by the changes concerns the process of 
standardization, which, in turn, influences the degree of institutionalization. The states from group 4 
have invested in large-scale and broad-reaching processes over the past few years. The percentages for 
the other three groups show variations in the standardization: some established regulations for specific 
changes, whilst others did nothing since they felt that this was more a moment for experimentation 
and discussion. Once again, this helps to explain the difficulties involved in the implementation of 
the changes in group 4.

6. FINAL COMMENTS

The aim of this paper has been to study the effects that an exogenous change can lead to in the 
context of the implementation of public policies in complex and federal institutional environments. 
In empirical terms, the start of the process of implementation of the reform of Secondary Education, 
between 2017 and 2018, was analyzed to observe the extent to which the decisions taken by the Federal 
Government have altered the contexts of implementation in the states and, at the same time, the extent 
to which the local contexts have also altered the contexts of the reform. To provide an analytical base, 
the ‘conflict’ and ‘ambiguity’ variables were employed.

The analysis of the cases provided a view of how the transformation of context took the players 
into a state of symbolic implementation, and led to paralysis and little capacity for action. At the same 
time, the incentive and induction initiatives put into operation by the Federal Government, caused 
situations of administrative implementation. These two general contexts materialized in different 
ways in the states. This was due to the fact that the exogenous changes found specific contexts in each 
location, thus leading to different results.

This case also reflects the complexity of the contexts of multi-level and multi-layering 
implementation, involving various players, with different interests and coordination needs. It also 
demonstrates how, in these cases, the instruments of coordination become key parts in the effecting 
of decisions. As the literature that has been published on educational reforms highlights, if there is 
a lesson to be learned from all the cases, it is that the implementation stage of the reforms is crucial 
and extremely vulnerable, especially when the players with an interest in the decision-making process 
are not involved, as has occurred in Brazil (Bruns & Schneider, 2016). The literature also shows how 
a failure to establish means for debate and the involvement of key-players leads the conflicts to other 
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contexts, making part of the implementation unviable. As the authors point out, “[...] losers in the 
reform adoption phase retain substantial scope to undermine reforms during implementation”. Despite 
no analysis of the position of the various players in relation to the reform having been performed, 
it is possible to understand, solely from the perspective of the players from the state governments, 
that reforms that have not been negotiated, and in which the conflict and ambiguity have not been 
resolved, tend to have different effects in each context, depending upon the reaction of the local players.

It is also important to consider that this paper has analyzed a specific period in the progress of 
the reform (between 2017 and 2018) and that both state and federal governments sought to somehow 
invest in the implementation strategies, with the aim of reducing conflicts and ambiguities3. However, 
in relation to the period studied, the results of these actions cannot be observed. As such, one limit 
of this paper is that it is able to study just a restricted period of time that should be expanded upon 
in future studies. Other studies may also be able to provide more detailed analyses of these changes 
of context, elaborating on specific cases, to understand how and why differences in implementation 
take place in the different states and how the different players behave in these different scenarios.

The findings presented here contribute to both the literature on the implementation of public 
policies and to that on education, as well as to the literature that addresses reform and change in the 
public sector. Empirically, it is also intended that contributions should be provided to the understanding 
of the process of change in Brazilian Secondary Education following the publication of Law 13,415 
(2017).

3 The New Secondary Education Support Program, established by means of Ordinance numbers 649 (July, 2018) and 1,024 (October 4, 
2018), and the New Secondary Education Implementation Guide, are all measures designed to provide guidance for the implementation 
through the reduction of ambiguities and conflicts.
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