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ABSTRACT - Class Condition and Educational Performance in Brazil. This
paper analyzes the effects of social class on the educational performance of
young Brazilians students. Our theoretical approach in this study is based
on Pierre Bourdieu’s concept of social class. We opted for a quantitative
methodology using the database of the Basic Education Evaluation System
(Saeb) tests carried out in 2013. We used descriptive statistics, correspon-
dence analysis and multiple linear regression. Empirical results showed
the persistence of the effects of social class on academic performance, al-
though these results coexist with the impacts of variables related to school-
ing, individual life story and pedagogical aspects.

Keywords: Social Class. Economic Capital. Cultural Capital. Educational
Performance.

RESUMO - Condicao de Classe e Desempenho Educacional no Brasil. O
objetivo do artigo é analisar o impacto da condicdo de classe dos estu-
dantes brasileiros da educacao bésica nos seus desempenhos educacionais.
Os fundamentos tedricos da pesquisa remetem ao conceito de classe social
de Pierre Bourdieu. A partir de uma abordagem quantitativa, utilizamos a
base de dados do Sistema de Avaliacao da Educagdo Basica (Saeb), realizado
em 2013. As técnicas analiticas mobilizadas foram a estatistica descritiva,
a andlise de correspondéncia e a regressao linear multipla. Os resultados
empiricos demonstraram a persisténcia dos efeitos da classe social na con-
formacao dos rendimentos académicos, ainda que coexistindo com os im-
pactos das varidveis de escolarizacao, de trajetéria individual e de carater
pedagogico.

Palavras-chave: Classe Social. Capital Econémico. Capital Cultural. Des-
empenho Educacional.
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Introduction

The aim of this paper is to examine the impacts of class condition
on the performance of Brazilian students in basic education. The rela-
tionship between social origin and success or failurein formal education
isrecurrent in academic literature, in Brazil as well as around the world
(Barbosa, 2009; Soares; Collares, 2006; Bourdieu, 2008; Bowles; Gintis,
1974).

Despite this, even if inequalities remain at the center of public
debates at the beginning of this century (Scalon; Salata, 2016; Piketty,
2014), the quality of Brazilian basic education has not been progressing,
as indicated by the poor results often found in evaluations such as the
Program for International Student Assessment (PISA). The intersection
of these phenomena justifies paying careful attention - in a continuous
updating — to the determinants of our students’ performance focusing
on multiple areas, one of which is class condition.

The theoretical/empirical approach of Pierre Bourdieu (2008,
2007) is at the basis of our study. As a measure of educational perfor-
mance, we used the data for 2013 of the country’s main large-scale ed-
ucational assessment, the Basic Education Evaluation System (Saeb).
Saeb is composed of tests that assess proficiency in Portuguese and
mathematics, in addition to contextual questionnaires on the lives of
students and characteristics of schools and teachers.

Wide-ranging evaluations should be considered only one of the
measures for assessing an education system (Dourado, 2007). There
are many discussions about reducing the notion of educational perfor-
manceto proficiency in just two school subjects. On the other hand, this
does not detract from the fact that knowing how to read and write, while
interacting with a variety of texts, and knowing how to perform logical
and mathematical operations are basic skills for life in society.

This paper is divided into three parts: first, an overview of the
relationship between education and inequality; next, we discuss the
methodology of our empirical work, presenting how we applied the con-
ceptofsocial class and a description of statistical techniques; finally, we
discuss the research’s main results and address the weight and particu-
larities of the influence of social class on the educational performance
of Brazilian students.

Social Inequalities and Formal Education

The second half of the twentieth century saw the consolidation of
awhole field of studies that started to discuss the bases of formal educa-
tion, reflecting on the role that schooling plays as a central institution
for the reproduction of inequalities in modern capitalist societies. Neo-
marxists approaches argue that the school would serve to reproduce the
social relations of production. The function of the school would be to
prepare a passive workforce well adjusted to the economic hierarchies
of capitalism. Differences in school performance would mirror work
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inequalities. The school would be the means for reinforcing the ideol-
ogy of the dominant classes, making young workers adaptfrom an early
age to the dictates of capital (Althusser, 1980; Baudelot; Establet, 1975;
Bowles; Gintis, 1974).

It was Pierre Bourdieu (2008, 2007) who gave a broader outline to
the thesis that educational systems help in the reproduction of social
inequalities. For the French sociologist, society must be understood
through the notion of social space, a space of social positions and pow-
er relations in dispute and movement. The basis of the notion of social
space is the idea of difference, or of a gap, in a complex set of coexist-
ing but distinct positions, “[...] exterior to one another and which are
defined in relation to one another through their mutual exteriority and
their relations of proximity, vicinity, or distance, as well as through re-
lations of order, such as above, below, and between” (Bourdieu, 1996, p.
18-19).

In modern times, the social space was fragmented in different
fields, which started to have autonomy in relation to each other. These
fields are microcosms with their own rules, in which agents dispute po-
sitions of power on the basis of the volume and composition of the capi-
tal they own. Bourdieu (2008) talks about four types of capital, of which
two are determinants of the performance of agents in different fields,
and, thus, of the position of these agents in the social space. Economic
capital is defined in terms of income, relationship with the means of
production and possession of material goods. Cultural capital is divided
into three different, interrelated dimensions:

Cultural capital can exist in three forms: in the embod-
ied state, i.e., in the form of long-lasting dispositions of the
mind and body; in the objectified state, in the form of cul-
tural goods (pictures, books, dictionaries, instruments,
machines, etc.), which are the trace or realization of theo-
ries or critiques of these theories, problematics, etc.; and in
the institutionalized state, a form of objectification which
must be set apart because, as will be seen in the case of
educational qualifications (author’s emphasis), it confers
entirely original properties on the cultural capital which it
is presumed to guarantee (Bourdieu, 2007, p. 74).

What does the school have to do with all this? According to
Bourdieu, the global cultural stock (cultural capital) of nuclear fami-
lies explains the success or failure of students in educational institu-
tions. “In all fields of culture, theater, music, painting, jazz, cinema, the
students’ knowledge is so much richer and more extensive the higher
their social origin” (Bourdieu, 2007, p. 45). In addition to direct contact
with cultural goods and family training, young people from privileged
classes inherit knowledge, tastes and cultural dispositions that fit the
demands of institutionalized education.

The social space has a synchronic dimension (properties, capital)
and a diachronic dimension that is shaped by modal trajectories, i.e.
routes more often traveled by agents, connecting particular origins and
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destinations and representing the typical forms of capital appropria-
tion (Bertoncelo, 2013). The composition of the agents’ capital and the
modal trajectories are the two most relevant elements to differentiate
relative positions in the social space, since they form the main lines of
division and conflict in modernity. The positions in the social space dif-
fer relationally in the face of a variety of social determinants (the class
condition).

Social groups, and especially social classes, exist twice,
so to speak, and they do so prior to the intervention of
the scientific gaze itself: they exist in the objectivity of
the first order, that which is recorded by distributions of
material properties; and they exist in the objectivity of
the second order, that of the contrasted classifications
and representations produced by agents on the basis of
a practical knowledge of these distributions such as they
are expressed in lifestyles. These two modes of existence
are not independent, even as representations enjoy a defi-
nite autonomy with respect to distributions (Bourdieu,
2013, p. 111).

To socialize in this or that region of the social space means that
the agent has incorporated a set of dispositions for action, a class habi-
tus, systems of long-lasting and transposable dispositions that inform
the perceptions, actions and classifications of agents in different social
fields. The habitus acts as a pre-reflexive principle that coordinates
the agents’ perceptions and classifications, in addition to establishing
probabilities of action. Through the mediation of habitus, the genera-
tion of classifiable and classifying practices, the objective social space
of the first order is transformed into a symbolic space and the prac-
tices of agents become signs of distinction. The habitus organizes the
production of a homology between the symbolic space and the social
space, making the hierarchy of lifestyles appear as a new expressive
translation of the social space’s objective dissimilarities.

In short, the theoretical model proposed by Bourdieu
implies the overlapping of three analytical schemes: the
social space, the habitus and the space of lifestyles, with
the habitus being the element that mediates the trans-
mutation of objective differences into distinctive signs. It
seems clear, thus, that the social space is, simultaneously,
a structure of objective relationships, which is at the origin
of the perception, classification and action schemes that
guide practices, and a set of strategic places from which
the agents struggle around the appropriation (and appre-
ciation) of capital and the imposition of principles of clas-
sification and (di)vision of the world (author’s emphasis)
(Bertoncelo, 2016a, p. 75).

Social conflicts in modernity mainly revolve around symbolic
disputes over access to scarce goods and resources, but this does not
mean disregard for the objective conditions for survival. On the one
hand, symbolic disputes are conditioned, in part, by the objective prop-
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erties of social space; on the other hand, they influence the social space
itself (Wacquant, 2007).

Bourdieu (2008, 2007) argues that the school privileges the privi-
leged, as it does not take into account cultural disparities among stu-
dents before to their entry in the school’s game. Similar methods, simi-
lar forms of evaluations and similar pedagogies are applied to people
with very different class habitus, especially with regard to cultural capi-
tal. “Itis, in short, the inner logic of a system whose objective function is
to preservethe values which are the basis of the social order” (Bourdieu,
2007, p. 56).

Agreeing or not with Bourdieu, more diverse research approaches
began to guide studies on education, society and inequalities. Ethno-
methodologists argue that students’ failure or success in educational
establishments should be studied as practical constructions of agents.
Charlot (2000) proposes that the school has to be seen as a place that
goes beyond social differentiation, but that congregates and organizes
itself around the transmission of knowledge.

The relationship between social conditions and schooling results
is addressed in the recent works of Duncan and Murnane (2011), both
Americans. They point out that the widening gap between the academic
achievement of children growing up in wealthy and poor families is a
reality in the United States. Between 1978 and 2008, the gap between the
reading test scores of children from high and low income families grew
by one third. This is reflected in a growing gap in completed schooling.
In the past 20 years, the rate of wealthy children who completed college
has increased by 21 percentage points, while the rate of college gradu-
ation of children from low-income families has increased by only four
percentage points (Duncan; Murnane, 2011).

In Brazil, Barbosa (2009) analyzes the school institution, examin-
ing the social relations internal to the school, to study the reasons or,
at least, the school factors that can be associated with the increase in
social inequalities (Barbosa, 2009, p. 21). Barbosa’s research shows the
strong effect of the presence of parents at home, the differences in so-
cial resources in families headed by men and women, the mother’s oc-
cupation and available time, the help received at home and the number
of children in the family. Moreover, Barbosa (2009, p. 183) summarizes
“[...] the effect of the school can, at least in part, reduce the effects of the
social position of students on their school performance.”

In detailing the class structure of Brazilian society, Costa Ribeiro
(2014) observes some decrease in the impact of social origin on Brazil-
ian educational outcomes in recent decades. The author also warns that
“[...] analyzes show that, even when we take into account the type of
school, socioeconomic inequalities in opportunities remain” (Costa Ri-
beiro, 2011, p. 79).
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Methodology

This study uses the database of the Basic Education Evaluation
System (Saeb), launched in 1990 by the National Institute for Education-
al Studies and Research Anisio Teixeira (INEP) of the Ministry of Educa-
tion (MEC). Saeb is a system for sample evaluation of Brazilian students’
performance conducted every two years. Together with information
on the quality of teaching, Saeb produces data that make it possible
to better understand the external and internal conditions involved in
learning, through questionnaires answered by students, teachers and
school directors. Saeb also collect information on the schools’ physical
structure and the didactic and pedagogical resources available at each
school.

Saeb prepares evaluations for students from all regions and edu-
cation systems. The math and Portuguese language tests are applied to
students in the 5th and 9th years of basic education and to students in
the 3rd year of high school, providing data on student achievement in
three key moments of basic education.

Saeb is divided into a census component and a sample compo-
nent. The census evaluation includes public schools with more than 20
students, from the 5th to the 9th grade of basic education. The sample
evaluation involves private schools with 10 or more students in regular
classes, in addition to public and private schools with 10 or more stu-
dents inregular classes attending the 3rd year of high school. In order to
allow more specific analyzes, another sample is added including public
schools with 10 to 19 students.

Saeb editions are comparable at least since 2003, due to the simi-
larities in sample planning. Students are divided into six groups of fun-
damental populations, according to the grade they are attending and
the administrative affiliation of the school. A cross-classified sampling
of students is used, considering that it is not possible to select student
by student.

Data from Saeb 2013

Saeb micro data is made available online by INEP at its institu-
tional website. After downloading the raw data, we have carried out a
series of operations to organize the database according to our research
interests!. We used IBM-SPSS software, version 21, to handle data and
produce statistics.

Initially, it was necessary to merge all TS_ALUNOS spreadsheets,
which contain the students’ data for each grade, in a single spreadsheet.
Because of the difference in the sequence of questions and answers in
the questionnaires, we made some changes to the variables in these
spreadsheets. The variables were named according to the equivalence
of questions and answers, that is, in the TS_ALUNO_3EM spreadsheet,
the variable TX_RESP_QO032 is related to the following question: “How
often do you read news magazines in general?”; in the spreadsheets TS _

6 Educagdo & Realidade, Porto Alegre, v. 45, n. 4, €93008, 2020.



Caprara

ALUNO_5EF and TS_ALUNO_9EF the corresponding variables are the
TX_RESP_QO034. Thus, all equivalent questions were renamed to ensure
the proper equivalence of questions after the merger of these spread-
sheets. Variables that exist in a single spreadsheet and not in the others
remained after the merger with only the data for that spreadsheet.

To avoid conflicts in the naming of the variables that contain the
answers to the questionnaires of the teacher, studentsand school spread-
sheets, when these spreadsheets were merged, TX_RESPA_000 variables
came from the student spreadsheet; TX_RESPE_000 from the school
spreadsheet and TX_RESPP_000 from the feacher spreadsheet. In the
respective separate spreadsheets they are all named as TX_RESP_000.
However, after the spreadsheets were merged and the variables com-
mon to all of them were identified, the variables were renamed again
considering their main characteristic, such as RESIDENCIAPAI_AQ022
when referring to the question addressed to the student: Do you live with
your father?

The first merger of spreadsheets resulted in the TS_
ALUNO_3EM+9EF+5EF spreadsheet created from the TS_ESCOLA
spreadsheet, using the key variable ID_ESCOLA in SPSS. Thus, all the
student spreadsheet items associated with the ID of school X, received
the variables referring to this school X. The second merger was of this
spreadsheet (Student + School) with the TS_PROFESSOR spreadsheet.
Using the variable ID_TURMA as the key variable, the merger was per-
formed making each class (furma) on the Student + School spreadsheet
receive all the variables related to it from the TS_PROFESSOR spread-
sheet. However, each ID_TURMA may appear more than once, since it
is possible to have more than one teacher per class, and since only one
teacher per ID_TURMA is needed to perform the merger, we selected
the first teachers in each case. In this way, the final spreadsheet asso-
ciates students, school and teacher and supports further analysis with
these associated data.

Sampling

The final sample used for our analysis contains 269,693 cases,
representing students from all the country’s regions, from the 5th and
9th years of basic education, from the 3rd year of high school and from
all school systems, in both rural and urban areas.

To ensure this proportional representation, stratified random
sampling is used, which consists of: (1) identifying these significant
subgroups; (2) calculating the relative weight (%) of each subgroup in
the population; (3) using, for each subgroup, a simple random sampling
procedure to choose (in the same proportion that they are represented
in the population) the subjects who will integrate the sample. The SPSS
software can perform this sampling in a simple and automatic way, just
by defining in which variable the strata will be identified and what per-
centage of the total population (and, consequently, of each stratum) will
compose the sample. In this case, the ID_UF variable (states) was cho-
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sen to select the respective strata (27 strata - RO, AC, AM, RR, PA, AP, TO,
MA, PI, CE, RN, PB, PE, AL, SE, BA, MG, ES, R], SP, PR, SC, RS, MS, MT,
GO, DF). The sample was defined as 5% of the population, considering
that, for large populations (with about 100,000 cases or more), it is not
necessary to increase the sample size, as the margin of error will not be
reduced by much (Ramos, 2014, p. 32).

Statistics

We used descriptive statistics, correspondence analysis and
multiple linear regression. Correspondence analysis is an exploratory
analysis of categorical data, useful for examining double entry tables,
investigating the correspondence measures of rows and columns. It al-
lows visualizing the proximity relationships between variables in a kind
of two-dimensional map, while associations can be interpreted by their
proximity or distances (Bertoncelo, 2016b; Greenacre; Blasius, 1994). It
can be applied in its simple form, producing graphics with the catego-
ries for only two variables. It can also be applied in its multiple form,
generating graphs with several variables simultaneously.

By using multiple correspondence analysis, we were able to sim-
plify the assessment of complex data relationships with the geometric
observation of the associations between the categories of the variables
used by the researcher (Cyrino, 2011). The logic of the multiple corre-
spondence analysis involves a matrix in which the lines are the cases
(here the students evaluated by Saeb 2013) and the columns the charac-
teristics, such as their volume of capital, the location in the class strata,
the quality level of the school attended, etc. The graphs illustrating the
relative positions in the geometric space are derived from this matrix.
Each student (matrix line) has a profile related to the answers given for
each topic of the information collecting instruments (questionnaires
and scores), and each variable (column) has a profilerelated to the dis-
tribution of students.

As our aim is to analyze the influence of social issues on school
performance, another technique used is multiple linear regression. We
were thus able to reveal the influence of a set of independent variables
on a quantitative dependent variable (student proficiency). In order to
avoid working with too many variables, we need to experiment with ex-
changing one or more variables for others, either manually or by some
variable selection algorithm, such as the stepwise method, selected
for this research. It adds the most significant variable and removes the
least significant variable at each step, but for that it is necessary to de-
fine the partial F statistics (for testing the statistical significance) that
will be used. Due to the large number of variables available, we chose to
use a FIN = 0.01, that is, the variable enters the model if the F statistic is
higher than this value, and a FOUT = 0.05, the variable is removed from
the model if the F statistic is lower than this value.
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Indicators

In order to perform correspondence analysis, which demands
the use of categorical variables, we built an indicator of capital volume
(class condition in Bourdieu) with the levels very low, low, medium and
high. The cutoff point between each category was based on the mean
and more or less one standard deviation. It means that students in the
very low capital volume category scored between zero and 10 points on
the capital scale; students in the low category scored between 11 and 15
points; those in the medium category scored between 16 and 20 points;
and students in the high capital volume category scored between 21 and
47 on the scale that indicates the volume of economic and cultural capi-
tal of students and their families. Students were distributed as follows
among the different categories:

Graph 1 - Relative Distribution of Students by Capital Volume
40,20%

28.,70%

16,50% 14,60%

muito baixo baixovol médiovol altovol cap
vol cap cap cap

Note: alto vol cap — high cap vol / médio vol cap - medium cap vol / baixo vol cap -
low cap vol / muito baixo vol cap — very low cap vol.
Source: The author / Saeb 2013.

To perform multivariate regression, we used individual categori-
cal variables to indicate the objective dimension of the concept of class
in Bourdieu (2013), based on economic capital and cultural capital. Five
variables for economic capital and five variables for cultural capital
were used. With regard to economic capital, since it was not possible
able to use family income (information that young people often do not
know), or the occupation of parents (information that the database does
not provide), we worked with indirect measures, based on the existence
of comfort goods in the students’ households (Buchmann; Dalton, 2002;
Willms, 1992). We used these variables and others, such as early entryin
the labor market and the size of the residence.

Bourdieu’s notion of cultural capital (2007) is rather polysemic
and difficult to apply to quantitative research (Soares; Collares, 2006,
p. 621). One of the main sociological studies that quantitatively opera-
tionalized the concept of cultural capital is Paul DiMaggio’s (1982). The
author focused on the access to high-culture symbolic goods, such at-
tending theaters, exhibitions and concerts. In Brazil, it seems more ap-
propriate to assess this cultural dimension on the basis of aspects rel-
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evant to the acquisition of academic knowledge, such as reading habits
and the education of parents (Soares; Collares, 2006). In other works, we
operationalized the concept of cultural capital by measuring cultural
resources or by measuring different categorical variables of family edu-
cation level or the student’s cultural habits (Caprara, 2017, 2016, 2013).

We operationalized cultural capital here on the basis of two of its
three dimensions: the capital institutionalized in the family and the
capital incorporated by the student. The institutionalized cultural capi-
tal is measured by the high educational level of the students’ parents
(complete college education). It is possible to think of this variable also
as an incorporated cultural capital, as a kind of inheritance transmit-
ted by the family to the students, considering that these, attending ba-
sic education, are in the process of primary institutionalization of their
cultural capital, not yet possessing themselves school certifications.
However, we chose to think of the parents’ high level of education as a
cultural capital institutionalized in the family, as this family heritage
may or may not be transmitted to the children. Incorporated cultural
capital, on the other hand, is measured by the habit of reading books in
general and literary books in particular, as part of the habitus acquired
by the students.

Due to the large number of questions in Saeb, at first we grouped
a set of variables to assess aspects of the objective dimension of the
students’ class condition, schooling and faculty, in addition to demo-
graphic variables. Analyzes of these questions showed that, for the ap-
plication of the chosen statistical techniques, the vast majority of the
questions could be grouped into dichotomous categorical variables
(such as 0 and 1), or should be transformed into binary (dummy) or or-
dinal categorical variables (1, 2, 3, etc.). In multivariate regressions, the
dependent variables are proficiency in Portuguese language and pro-
ficiency in mathematics, measured in a scale ranging from zero to 500
points for each subject. Below we can see that both dependent variables
have a normal distribution.

Graph 2 - Histogram for Proficiency in Portuguese Language
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Source: The author / Saeb 2013.
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Graph 3 - Histogram for Proficiency in Mathematics
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Source: The author / Saeb 2013.

The standard deviation for both dependent variables was not
very high, being much less than half the average (in Portuguese, mean
of 217.38, standard deviation of 55.299 and median of 215.89; in math-
ematics, mean of 227, 53, standard deviation of 54.258 and median of
227.03).

Social Classes and Educational Performance in Brazil

Initially, it is interesting to look at a synthesis of the distribution
of scores across different social classes. Among students from social
classes with very low volume of capital (economic and cultural), 62.8%
scored very low or low in Portuguese, and only 9.1% scored high. Among
those from classes with high capital volume, 35.2% obtained very low or
low math scores, while 29% scored high.

Table 1 shows the distribution of the volume of capital among stu-
dents from different regions. In the Northeast region, only 7% of stu-
dents have a high volume of capital. This region also has the highest
rate of students possessing very low and low volume of economic and
cultural capital — 30.2% and 43.8%, respectively. In short, 74% of stu-
dents have a low volume of capital. In the South, on the contrary, we
find the highest rate of students with a high volume of capital among all
regions: 21.6%. The southern region also has the lowest number of stu-
dents among the lower brackets of capital volume, with 7.1% in the very
lowbracket and 35.6% in the low bracket — totaling 42.7%.
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Table 1 - Cross Tabulation of Country Regions and Capital Volume

volume of economic and cultural capital

Region very low low medium | high Total
North Number of students 2921 5606 3475 1968 13970
% in the region 20.9% 40.1% 24.9% 14.1% | 100.0%
Number of students 13327 19280 8365 3085 44057
Northeast - -
% in the region 30.2% 43.8% 19.0% 7.0% | 100.0%
Southeast | Number of students 8827 29736 24198 12150 74911
% in the region 11.8% 39.7% 32.3% 16.2% | 100.0%
South Number of students 1925 9584 9612 5815 26936
% in the region 7.1% 35.6% 35.7% 21.6% | 100.0%
Center- Number of students 1742 5850 4425 2382 14399
West % in the region 12.1% 40.6% 30.7% 16.5% | 100.0%
Total Number of students 28742 70056 50075| 25400 174273
% in the region 16,5% 40.2% 28.7%| 14.6%| 100.0%

Source: The Author / Saeb 2013.

We should also examine the association between class and scores
and the effects of economic and cultural capital on proficiency in math-
ematics and Portuguese. Figure 1 shows the multiple correspondence
analysis of capital volume, school quality and scores in Saeb 2013, for
cases from all over Brazil.

Figure 1 — Multiple Correspondence Analysis of Capital Volume,
Scores in Portuguese and Mathematics and School Quality

Dimensdo 2
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Note: The figure shows the associations (proximity and distance) between the

variables used, expressed by colored-circle indicators.

Note: niveis de qualidade da escola —school quality level / notas em matemadtica
—math scores / notas em portugués — Portuguese scores / volume de capital
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econdmico e cultural - economic and cultural capital volume / nota alta - high
score / notamédia—-medium score / nota baixa-low score / nota muito baixa
—very low score / esc alta qualidade — high quality school / esc muito baixa
qualidade - very low quality school / alto vol cap —high cap vol / baixo vol cap -
low cap vol / muito baixo vol cap - very low cap vol
Source: The Author / Saeb 2013.

Dimension 1 explained 47% of the variation in the data, while Di-
mension 2 explained 34.2%. The left quadrants (Dimension 1) evidenced
the associations between high scores in mathematics and Portuguese
language, high volume of capital and high quality of the school. On the
other hand, in the right quadrants, we can observe the associations be-
tween very low scores in Portuguese and mathematics, very low volume
of capital on the part of students and their families and schools of very
low quality. Figure 1 also shows an opposition between these modal
groups: on the one hand, high levels (of schooling, capital, scores) and,
on the other, very low levels for the same categories.

The regression model that best explained the variation of the stu-
dents’ scores found an adjusted R? of 0.36, indicating that 36% of the
proficiency in Portuguese obtained by the evaluated students can be
explained by the set of independent variables that make up the model.
We did not find collinearity between the variables and the relationships
were all statistically significant at the 99% level. Table 2 shows the rank-
ing of effects of independent variables on educational performance in
Portuguese language, considering the class condition of Brazilian stu-
dents.

Table 2 - Economic and cultural capital and performance in
Portuguese throughout Brazil - Ranking of effects

Variable Effect

tS_tut%ents of the 3rd year of high school (ref. 5th grade of basic educa- 66.603
ion

Students of the 9th grade of elementary school (ref. 5th grade of basic 43.628
education)
Federal school 32.513
Student that never repeated a year 23.819
Private school 22.013
Student with parents that encourage studying 17.605
Student who are a regular book reader 10.253
Student who has a computer at home 9.685
Female student 9.195
Student who have never quit school 6.875
Student in urban school 6.679
Student with a mother with complete college education 5.649
Student with 3 or more bathrooms at home 4.661
School with someone responsible for the library or reading room 3.424
School without signs of vandalism 3.102
Teacher uses projector in classes 3.097
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School with a diversified book collection in the library 2.877
Student who are a regular literary book reader 2.569
Student whose family owns a car 2.352
Teacher who teaches ten or more years in the same school 2.163
Teacher with specialization 2.114
Teacher who uses internet in classes 2.019
Southeast region (ref. south) 1.840
Teacher graduated from a public university 1.479
Student who self-declared as brown -1.889
Teacher without complete college education -2.734
Student who self-declared as black -9.014
North region (ref. south) -11.156
Northeast region (ref. south) -13.530
Student who works outside the home -15.062

Source: The Author / Saeb 2013.

Seven of the ten variables used to operationalize class condition
stood out in this model. The class variable with the greatest impact was
the one indicating whether the student works outside the home, be-
sides studying; working students obtained, on average, 15.062 points
less than those who do not work. This is an economic capital variable.
And this is an important piece of information, since working outside
the home during basic education studies probably reveal an economic
need typical of poor families. The impact of this variable makes it clear
that belonging to classes that need to dedicate part of their time to work
and earn money, while also studying, negatively affects scores in Por-
tuguese language.

Another economic capital aspect, owning a computer at home,
which may seem commonplace in times of widespread adoption of in-
formation technologies, showed to have a strong impact, with students
who have computers at home scoring, on average, 9.685 more points
on Saeb 2013 in Portuguese. Students whose family owns a car tend to
score, on average, 2.352 more points. The size of the student’s residence
also matters. Students who have three or more bathrooms at home ob-
tained, on average, 4.846 points more than those who have less than
three bathrooms in their homes.

Cultural capital is the other objective class dimension. Students
who are regular readers of books on general topics scored, on average,
10.253 more points than students who do not read books. Those who
usually read literary books obtained, on average, 2.569 more points
than those who do not read this type of book. Another class variable,
capable of reflecting a more cultural aspect of social class, is the moth-
er’s education level. Students who have mothers with complete college
education scored, on average, 5.649 more points than those who do not
have a mother with a college degree. These effects are shown in Graph 4.
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Graph 4 - Economic capital and cultural capital and performance
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Let us now examine the particularities of the effects of economic
and cultural capital on performance in mathematics. Among the mod-
els found by stepwise regression, the one that was able to better explain
the variations in math scores of the students evaluated by Saeb 2013 ob-
tained an adjusted R2 of 0.30. We can see that 30% of the variation in
math proficiency can be explained by this model — with statistical sig-
nificance at 99% and without collinearity between the variables. Table
3 presents information for the whole of Brazil. The list of impacts of the
variables goes from the greatest positive effect to the greatest negative
effect.

Table 3 - Economic and cultural capital and performance in
Mathematics in Brazil - ranking of effects

Variable Effect
Students of the 3rd year of high school (ref. 5th grade of basic education) 59.274
Federal School 41.163
Students of the 9th grade of elementary school (ref. 5th grade of basic edu- 31.591
cation)
Private school 25.547
Student that never repeated a year 23.935
Student with parents that encourage studying 16.519
Student who have never quit school 8.285
Student who has a computer at home 8.211
Student who are a regular book reader 6.726
Student in urban school 5.115
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Student with 3 or more bathrooms at home 4.802
Student with a mother with complete college education 4.465
Student whose family owns a car 4.209
School without signs of vandalism 3.913
School with someone responsible for the library or reading room 3.577
Teacher uses projector in classes 3.511
Teacher with specialization 3.027
Teacher uses internet in classes 2.772
Teacher have worked ten or more years in the same school 2.715
Student with 3 or more bedrooms at home 2.670
School with datashow available 2.435
Student with parents who attend school meetings 2.327
School with a diversified book collection in the library 2.216
Student who are aregular literary book reader 2.163
Southeast region (ref. south) 1.988
Teacher graduated from a public university 1.320
Teacher without complete college education -3.019
Center-West region (ref. south) -3.143
Female student -7.894
Student who self-declared as black -8.622
Student who works outside the home -11.589
North region (ref. south) -15.702
Northeast region (ref. south) -16.067

Source: The Author / Saeb 2013.

Of the ten variables that indicate possession of capital — five of
economic capital and five of cultural capital - eight were found to have
important effects in multiple linear regressions: three of cultural capi-
tal and five of economic capital. The social class variable that stood out
concerns students who work outside the home, besides studying. This
is an economic capital variable. These students scored, on average,
11.589 less points than students who do not work, but only study. Close
behind, we found that owning a computer at home is an important el-
ement. Students who have a computer at home obtained, on average,
8.211 more points than those who do not have this consumer good. Stu-
dents whose families own a car tend to score, on average, 4.209 more
points. The influence of social class on performance in mathematics,
in economic terms, is also evidenced by the variables that indicate the
students’ housing conditions. Students living in a home with three or
more bathrooms tend to obtain, on average, 4.802 more points. Students
living in a home with three bedrooms or more tend to score, on average,
2.670 more points.

Let us continue the examination of the influence of class on ed-
ucational achievement. The mother’s education also stands out with
regard to class cultural aspects. If the mother has a complete college
education, students scored, on average, 4.465 more points. But the
most relevant effect found is that of the variable that indicates reading
habits. Students who are regular book readers tend to obtain, on aver-
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age, 6.726 more points. On the other hand, students who usually read
literary books obtain, on average, 2.163 more points. This allows us to
observe the impact of social class in different dimensions, indicating
that a larger home, the possession of a personal computer, a family with
a higher education level and the habit of reading books have a direct,
positive impact on the performance in mathematics in Brazilian basic
education. Graph 5 shows all the effects of the economic and cultural
capital variables on proficiency in mathematics.

Graph 5 - Economic capital and cultural capital and performance
in Mathematics
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The variable that indicates working students deserves a closer
look. So far, we have been treating this variable as an indicator of eco-
nomic capital, considering that the need for early entry in the labor
market tends to be related to the need for supplementing the family in-
come in some degree. However, if we think about it, this is a variable
that can establish a boundary between economic capital and cultural
capital, as students who do not work have more free time, which thus
can be spent in various activities, including cultural activities. Souza
(2015) addresses this issue, tangentially, arguing that the reproduction
of class inequalities involves the fact that classes possessing medium
and high volumes of capital can hire low-skilled workers to perform do-
mestic tasks, such as cleaning and maintenance, freeing up time to in-
vest in strategies to increase capital volume. A daily life with more free
time, in which students do not need to work to help their families, can
reveal a connection between the possession of economic capital and
the increase in cultural capital.
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Among the variables of most impact on performance in Portu-
guese and mathematics, there are some that indicate elements appar-
ently unrelated to social class. Their main effects are found in variables
of individual life stories, in the school system, in the urban or rural lo-
cation of the school, in the involvement of families that encourage the
engagement in studies, in rates of school abandonment and failure and
in the students’ skin color. So far, we have treated these relationships as
diverse indicators, unrelated to the class condition of students and their
families. It turns out that we can raise some valuable questions: who are
the students who drop out of school, fail or study in rural schools, for ex-
ample? How are they distributed across classes with different volumes
of economic and cultural capital in Brazilian schools? What is their skin
color? Do high scores, school system and encouragement to study from
the family might have any association with differences in access to the
two fundamental forms of capital?

Let us start by describing how students are distributed according
to their volume of capital and the school system they attend. Among pri-
vate school students, 52% possess a high volume of economic and cul-
tural capital; while among public school students, only 13.5% possess a
high volume of cultural capital. It seems that families with higher vol-
umes of capital tend to invest in a private education, which may indicate
that cultural capital is being institutionalized by students. This may also
be linked to the assumption that private schools are better than public
schools, which makes sense when they are compared with the state and
municipal public systems, but not when compared with the federal sys-
tem. Among private schools (2.7% of the sample), 65.2% present a high
quality level. In the state and municipal systems (42.7% and 54.3% of the
sample), we found 15.2% and 10.9% of schools with a high quality level.
Among federal schools, 77.3% have a high quality level. In the federal
system, 70.9% of students obtained high scores in Portuguese; in the
private system, they were 50.4%.

Given this scenario, we performed a multiple correspondence
analysis between school system, volume of capital possessed by stu-
dents and their families and the scores in Portuguese and mathematics.
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Figure 2 — Multiple Correspondence Analysis between School
System, Capital Volume and Scores in Portuguese and Mathematics
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Source: The Author / Saeb 2013.

Dimension I, which explained 48.3% of the data variation (Dimen-
sion 2 explained 35.3%), shows the existence of an association between
private and federal systems and the high volume of capital possessed by
students and their families, in addition to the proximity to high scores.
Figure 2 also shows an opposition between these systems and the very
low scores on that axis. However, this set of variables related to the
volume of capital also provides a measure of economic capital, so it is
necessary to verify these associations with the use of a specific variable
for cultural capital. In this sense, we adopted as a proxy the categori-
cal variables of education of the mother and father, in order to observe
whether there is an association between high education levels and at-
tending public or private schools. Figure 3 shows the multiple corre-
spondence analysis between parent’s educational level, school system
and scores of Saeb 2013 participants.
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Figure 3—Multiple correspondence analysis between mother’s educational
level, school network and scores in Portuguese and Mathematics
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The right quadrants (Dimension 1, which explained 43.6% of the
variation) clearly show the association between students from federal
and private schools and a high educational level of parents, as well as
with high scores in both evaluated subjects. In Dimension 2, which ex-
plained 30.7% of the variation, we can observe the opposition between
low educational level of parents (incomplete and even complete basic
education), private and federal systems and high scores.

The associations found between the school system and the vol-
ume of capital/educational level of the family may indicate that study-
ingin federal and private schools means that students are in the process
of initial institutionalization of their specific cultural capital, in terms
of school qualification. If this is correct, if attending a federal or private
school is an indicator of this process of partial institutionalization of
cultural capital by young Brazilians, our empirical results expand its
scope, showing an even greater effect of the social class of students on
their school performance. School level transitions also impacted Saeb
scores, with students in the 9th year of basic education and in the 3rd
year of high school achieving better results than those in the 5th year of
basic education. Is there a possible relationship between advancing in
school levels and the class condition of the agents? It is worth observing
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the distribution of students in terms of capital volume across the three
school years analyzed. Among students in the 5th year of basic educa-
tion, 61.5% are located in the low capital brackets (19.9% very low and
41.6% low). Only 13.1% of the youngest students evaluated by Saeb 2013
possess a high volume of economic and cultural capital. At the end of
basic education (9th grade), this scenario changes a little, but the dis-
parity remains: 13.8% have very low volume and 39.4% have low volume
of capital, totaling 53.2% of students. Only 15.3% possess a high volume
of capital.

In the 3rd year of high school, in which are the students who have
already overcome all the system’s barriers, we observe some important
differences: only 8.6% have a very low level of access to economic and
cultural capital. Adding this value to the 30.9% that possess a low vol-
ume of capital, we find 39.5% of students pertaining to the most vulner-
able classes —a figure much lower than in other years. Students finishing
high school also have the highest rate of access to economic and cultur-
al capital, reaching 27.9% of them. There is a great difference between
the beginning of schooling and its last stage, with regard to differences
in the distribution of capital among students and their families. Figure
5 shows the multiple correspondence analysis between years, volume
of capital and scores in mathematics and Portuguese, visually revealing
the relations of distance and proximity between the modalities.

Figure 4 — Multiple Correspondence Analysis between School Year,
Capital Volume and Scores in Portuguese and Mathematics
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variables used, expressed by colored-circle indicators.
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Source: The Author / Saeb 2013.
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Dimension 1 explained 50.8% of the variance and demonstrated
the association between being in the 3rd year of high school, having a
high volume of capital and obtaining high scores. It also showed the op-
position of these characteristics with verylow scores and the 5th year of
basic education, as well as with very low access to capital. This opposi-
tion is also evidenced by Dimension 2, which explains 34.8% of the vari-
ation in the data. The effect of school level transitions on the dynamics
of internal struggles in schools seems to have some relation with the
class condition of the students.

The involvement of the family in the students’ school life can be
examined in view of the differences in access to economic and cultural
capital. The effect of having parents or guardians who encourage stu-
dents to study was clearly visible in the scores obtained in Portuguese
and mathematics. Among students who do not receive this encourage-
ment (only 2.4% of the sample), we find 27.8% of students with very low
volume of capital and 41.8% with low volume, reaching 69.6% of stu-
dents. This number is even more relevant if contrasted with the small
group that has a high volume of capital and has no family encourage-
ment to study (11.8%). Figure 5 shows the results of the multiple corre-
spondence analysis between family encouragement, volume of capital
and students’ scores.

Figure 5- Multiple Correspondence Analysis between Family
Involvement, Capital Volume and Scores in Portuguese and Mathematics

Oenvobvimento familar
Cinotns em matemdtica
notas em poruguis
2,01 3 vohume de caphal econd
ot muito e & cultural
nota muto baxa

nota ats

1.0+
. alto vol
- S
w
E 0,5+
[ o baleo vol coap
- ]
o miécin vl

0,0 et

com incerdivobaico vol cap
o
0,59 notn baien
ot média®) ;M
nota méd m

T T T

Dimensio 1

Note: The figure shows the associations (proximity and distance) between the variables
used, expressed by colored-circle indicators.
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Source: The Author / Saeb 2013.

Dimension 1 explained 44.5% of the variation in the data, while
Dimension 2 explained 34.1%. Dimension 1 shows the associations of
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very low scores with the lack of family encouragement to study, as well
as with the possession of very low volume of capital. In this axis, there is
an opposition between these characteristics and high scores and high
volume of economic and cultural capital. The non-involvement of the
family in school life seems to be a more localized phenomenon affect-
ing mainly students from the most vulnerable classes.

Two other important effects are related to dropping out of school
and repetition of the school year (failure). Students who have already
dropped out of school and/or have failed at least once tend to obtain
worse scores than those who never did. We treat these variables as indi-
cators of individual life stories, but we suspect that they may be linked to
the students’ social class. To address this issue, starting with students
who drop out of school, we ran a contingency table between the stu-
dents’ volume of capital and dropping out of the school, to check how
many students have already dropped out of school in the different levels
of economic and cultural capital volume. Among students who have al-
ready dropped out (31% of the sample), 22.8% have a very low volume of
capital and 42% have a low volume. Together, these categories represent
64.8% of the students who have already dropped out of school. It repre-
sents a very significant share of students with low and very low access
to forms of capital that are essential to living in modern societies. Only
12.2% of the students who dropped out possess a high volume of eco-
nomic and cultural capital.

With this evidence, we performed a multiple correspondence
analysis between scores in Portuguese and mathematics, volume of
capital and dropping out of school. We looked into the relations of prox-
imity and distances between the characteristics to verify whether drop-
ping out of school can indicate class belonging to some extent. Figure 6
presents a visualization of these categories.

Figure 6 — Multiple Correspondence Analysis between Dropping Out
of School, Capital Volume and Scores in Portuguese and Mathematics
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Note: The figure shows the associations (proximity and distance) between the
variables used, expressed by colored-circle indicators.
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Source: The Author / Saeb 2013.

Dimension 1 and Dimension 2 explained 45.7% and 34.5% of the
data variation, respectively. Dimension 1 reveals the association be-
tween very low scores in mathematics and Portuguese, a history of
dropping out of school and very low volume of capital. On the other
hand, we can observe the association between high scores and high
volume of capital. This also shows an opposition between these groups
of characteristics. Dimension 2 reveals an opposition of low scores and
high scores and high volume of capital. The proximity of dropping out
of school to a very low volume of economic and cultural capital, togeth-
er with the distance to the high volume of capital category, may signal
that the episode of disruption of school attendance is more associated
with classes that have reduced access to the most important forms of
capital in modern societies, and that this phenomenon affects less the
wealthy classes.

We carried out the same operations for the relationship between
failing a school year and volume of capital. Among the students who
have already failed a year (48.5% of the sample), 22.1% have a very low
volume of capital and 42.8% have a low volume of capital. Only 11.1% of
students who have already failed a year possess a high volume of capi-
tal. Figure 7 maps these categories.

Figure 7 - Multiple Correspondence Analysis between Failing a School
Year, Capital Volume and Scores in Portuguese and Mathematics
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Note: The figure shows the associations (proximity and distance) between the
variables used, expressed by colored-circle indicators.
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Note: notas em matemadtica — math scores / notas em portugués — Portuguese
scores / reprovacao — failed a school year / volume de capital econémico e cultural
—economic and cultural capital volume / ja reprovou - failed a year / nunca
reprovou — never failed a year / nota alta — high score / nota média — medium score
/ nota baixa - low score / nota muito baixa - very low score / alto vol cap — high cap
vol / baixo vol cap —low cap vol / muito baixo vol cap - very low cap vol
Source: The Author / Saeb 2013.

Dimension 1 explained 48.2% of the data variance, while Dimen-
sion 2 explained 34.1%. Dimension 1 shows that very low scores are as-
sociated with very low volume of capital and with the existence of at
least one episode of the student failing a school year. There is also an
association between high scores and high volume of capital, in addition
to an opposition between these categories and possessing a very low
volume of capital, obtaining very low scores and having already failed
aschool year.

Finally, we analyzed the relationship between social class and the
skin color of the students. Figure 8 shows the results of a multiple cor-
respondence analysis between self-declared skin color, the scores in the
two disciplines evaluated by Saeb 2013 and the volume of economic and
cultural capital.

Figure 8 - Multiple Correspondence Analysis between Self-Declared Skin
Color, Capital Volume and Scores in Portuguese and Mathematics
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o nota baixa
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Dii io1

Note: The figure shows the associations (proximity and distance) between the
variables used, expressed by colored-circle indicators.
Note: Cor autodeclarada dos alunos - Self-declared skin color / notas em
matemadtica — math scores / notas em portugués — Portuguese scores / volume de
capital econémico e cultural - economic and cultural capital volume / branco -
white / preto - black / pardo — brown / amarelo - yellow / indigena - indigenous /
nota alta - high score / nota média — medium score / nota baixa — low score / nota
muito baixa — very low score / alto vol cap - high cap vol / baixo vol cap —low cap
vol / muito baixo vol cap - very low cap vol
Source: The Author / Saeb 2013.
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Dimension I, which explained 45.3% of the variation in the data,
shows an association between high scores, high volume of capital and
self-declared white skin. We can observe, in the right quadrants, an as-
sociation between very low scores, very low volume of capital and self-
declared black skin. The distances between these associated character-
istics reveal an opposition between them, which may signal a link of
skin color with social class and with educational achievement. Dimen-
sion 2 explains 34.3% of the variance, and shows a similar opposition
between high volume of capital, high scores and self-declared white
skin and low scores.

Among white students (34.1% of the sample), 10.9% have a very low
volume of capital and 35.8% have a low volume - totaling 46.7%. Almost
half of white students are among those with very low or low volume of
economic and cultural capital. Whites with a high volume of capital are
20.6% of self-declared white students. On the other hand, among self-
declared black students (11.3% of the sample), 19.1% and 40.0% possess
very low and low volume of capital, respectively. Altogether, self-de-
clared black students that have low or very low access to economic and
cultural capital reach 59.1%. Black students who are in the high volume
of capital bracket are only 11.2%. Data for brown students (48.7% of the
sample) are similar to data for black students, as well as the data for in-
digenous students (2.7% of the sample).

Final Considerations

In this paper, we show that, in Brazil, social class appears almost
always related to student performance in mathematics and Portuguese.
Living in a large residence, having the habit of reading and parents with
a high level of education are conditions that influence the students’
school proficiency. This demonstrates that circumstances external to
the school are still very important to the life stories of students compet-
ing in the school system as a whole.

By examining the influence of social class on Brazilian students’
scores, as assessed by Saeb 2013, we show that the objective class di-
mension affects students’ achievements in basic education, revealing
the relevance of this theme for current academic debates and educa-
tional policies. Showing the relationship between social classes and
school performance does not mean that the educational problems are
caused exclusively by poverty or the lack of resources on the part of stu-
dents and their families, but it call attention to the fact that schooling
alone has not yet been able nor is currently able to avoid reproducing
social inequalities.

Studies on class inequalities and their relationship with formal
education can and should continue to address the social conditions that
generate and transmit the fundamental dispositions for an efficient in-
corporation of the logic of educational establishments. Investigating
these issues requires carrying out a qualitative research agenda aimed
at understanding the processes of subjectivity/morality that form the
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agents in our society and how these agents deal with the interactions
inherent in the school environment.
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Note

1 The modified database usedin thisarticleisavailable at: <https://drive.google.
com/file/d/0B7BXzpD4c9hqaVRUVEJEeDJjWmM/view?usp=sharing>.
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