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ABSTRACT 

 

This article presents evidence of the relationship between class, race and access to higher 

education based on data from the 2006 round of the National Household Sample Survey, 

PNAD. It aims to bridge the knowledge gap on this issue that still exists in spite of the intense 

public debate over the adoption of policies to promote equitable access to higher education 

for black and poor Brazilians. The indicators presented point out the existence of an 

association between class, race, and access to higher education that goes beyond the effects 

of the relationship between class, race and finalizing secondary education. It concludes by 

pointing out the need for both social and racial quotas for achieving the objective of fighting 

the inequality that exists in access to university. 

RACE – HIGHER  EDUCATION – POVERTY – ACCESS TO EDUCATION 

 

Should a policy that promotes equitable access to higher education be adopted in 

Brazil? If the reply is “yes”, which social groups should benefit - blacks and/or the poor? Is 

the difference in access due to class differences or to racial discrimination?  

There is intense public debate about these questions in Brazilian society and this gives 

rise to articles and even books, both for and against the adoption of quotas for one or other 

social group, legislative bills in Congress, public letters, petitions and every type of 

manifestation. The eventual adoption of such policies and definition of the groups that should 

benefit are topics, to which a significant number of Brazilians are not indifferent, particularly 

those who participate in the formation of “public opinion”. It is surprising to discover, 
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however, that there are no diagnoses of the extent of the problem, just disaggregated 

attendance indicators. Many assumptions are made, but it is not known if there are any actual 

relationships between class, race and access to higher education in Brazil and what the nature 

of these relationships is. 

The objective of this article is to fill this gap, by quantifying the inequality that exists 

in access to higher education, by class and race. The work focuses on the Brazilian population 

between 18 and 24, the age band at which people normally enter higher education. The data 

source used is the 2006 National Household Sample Survey (PNAD) that was conducted by 

the Brazilian Institute of Geography and Statistics (IBGE), covering the whole country.  

The two following sections present the definitions of class and race that are used and 

the data that characterize and form the relationship that exists between these two dimensions. 

Then, the higher education access data are presented. The final section contains a summary of 

the facts that contribute to the debate about the adoption of mechanisms that equitably 

promote access to higher education. 

 

CLASS 

 

There is no consensus in sociological literature about the concept of class, or of how 

such a concept can be applied in operational research. On the contrary, there are various 

concurrent approaches (Crompton et al., 2000; Grusky, 2001; Wright, 2005). Despite this, in 

the public debate about access to higher education, categories like “rich”, “poor” and “middle 

class” are frequently employed, even though precise definitions on their boundaries are 

lacking. The hierarchy of these categories, however, is obvious and normally understood in 

terms of income. In other words, what differentiates the poor, the middle class and the rich is 

the average income of each group, which indicates their capacity for consumption and their 

level of well-being. 

In this article these three “classes” will be defined according to household income per 

capita, in line with the criterion of the appropriation of total income into thirds, as suggested 

by Osorio (2003). This criterion consists in ranking the population, from the poorest 

individual to the richest, and then accumulating the income of the individuals so ordered. The 

distribution point at which accumulated income is equal to the first third of total income is the 

boundary between the poorest, the lower class, and the middle class. The boundary between 

the middle class and the richest – the upper class – occurs at the point at which accumulated 
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income is equal the second third of total income. So, each of the classes – lower, middle and 

upper – appropriates one third of the total income and what differentiates them is their size 

and, consequently, the average income. It should be noted, however, that it is the income that 

is being divided into three parts of equal size, and not the population. 

According to the 2006 PNAD the total income of Brazilian household groups was 

around R$ 89.4 billion a month. Although it is known that the PNAD underestimates the total 

amount of income when compared to other sources, such as the Family Budget Survey and 

the National Accounts System, Barros, Cury and Ulyssea (2007) proved that this does not 

affect studies that focus on distribution – which is the case with the division into social classes 

used here. By applying the criterion of thirds to the data from the PNAD to define the three 

social classes, each class would have a monthly income of approximately R$ 29.8 billion. The 

distribution of the total population and of young people from 18 to 24 and the income 

characteristics of the classes thus obtained are shown in Table 1. 

 

TABLE 1 

INCOME AND POPULATION BY CLASS. BRAZIL, 2006 

Household income per capita Population 

18 to 24 

Finished secondary school 

Class 

Band Average 
Percentage of 

total income 
Total 

Total 

Total In the class 

Lower Less than R$ 506 R$ 219 33.3% 74.6% 75.2% 58.8% 34.2% 

Middle 

from R$ 506 to  

R$ 1,500 
R$ 822 33.3% 19.9% 20.3% 33.5% 72.1% 

Upper 

More than  

R$ 1,500 
R$ 2,959 33.3% 5.5% 4.4% 7.7% 76.4% 

Total  R$ 490 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 43.8% 

Source: PNAD, 2006 (IBGE Foundation, 2007).  

Table 1 shows that the 5.5% richest people in the population received a third of the 

total income; that the 74.6 % poorest people took one third and that the 19.9% which fell 

between the richest and the poorest appropriated the other third. These percentages express 

the size of the three classes in 2006. As an example, a family of four people who had 
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household income of up to R$ 2,024 was considered lower class; in the R$ 2,024 to R$ 6,000 

band, middle class; and over R$ 6,000 upper class. The average household income per capita 

of the lower class was 27% of the income of the middle class and just 7% of the income of the 

upper class; that of the middle class was 28% of the income of the upper class. 

Young people between 18 and 24 were slightly over-represented in the lower and 

middle classes and under-represented in the upper class – in terms of their distribution vis-à-

vis the whole population. On the other hand, young people between 18 and 24 who had 

finished their secondary school education are over-represented in the middle and upper 

classes and under-represented in the lower class; just 43.8% of the young people from 18 to 

24 had finished secondary school. In the last column, it can be seen that the percentages of 

young people between 18 and 24 who have completed secondary school were very similar in 

the middle and upper classes, at more than 70%. In the lower class this percentage was 34.2. 

Consequently, the chance of finding a young person from the lower class who had finished 

secondary school was smaller than finding this same person in the other two classes. 

In short, although there is no strong association between being a young person 

between 18 and 24 and belonging to a particular class, there is a strong association between 

class and completing secondary school. 

 

RACE 

 

The definition of race and of racial groups is as controversial as that of class. To apply 

the concept of race from the PNAD 2006 in operational research, it is necessary to employ the 

requisite “color or race”, according to which, the people interviewed are classified into one of 

six categories: white, colored, black, yellow, Indian and not-known. Around 99% of the 

population place themselves into one of the first three categories. This classification system 

has been used almost unaltered by the IBGE since the census of 1940. Much studied and 

heavily criticized, it has already proved to be suitable for studying racial inequality in Brazil, 

despite the complexity of the phenomenon (Petruccelli, 2000; Osorio, 2003; Rocha, 

Rosemberg, 2007). 

Oliveira, Porcaro and Araujo (1985) mention a bibliographic survey covering 

hundreds of studies that have various views on Brazilian racial issues published before the 

1970s, in which it can be seen that academics used to indiscriminately use the word “black” to 
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refer to a group of the population comprising both blacks and mulattos. The word “mulatto” 

was frequently used as a substitute for the word “colored” when presenting statistics.  

Souza (1971) seems to have been the first to aggregate blacks and coloreds and call 

the resulting group “black”, alleging the socio-economic homogeneity of the two groups and 

the statistical need for doing so, due to the reduced size of the group of blacks in sample 

surveys. The socio-economic homogeneity of blacks and coloreds was one of the two central 

hypotheses put forward and confirmed by the PhD thesis of Nelson do Valle Silva (1978). 

The public policies, which are discussed or adopted in Brazil and that aim at improving the 

situation of the black population, generally point out that the latter comprises people who 

declare themselves to be black or colored in the data gathered by the IBGE. 

For purposes of this article two groups were defined: one formed by people declared to 

be white or yellow, and another formed by people who are declared to be black, colored or 

Indian. The first group is called “white” and the second “black”. People of unknown color, 

who are an extremely small portion of the sample, were not considered. Table 2 gives the 

distribution of the total population and of young people from 18 to 24 years old from both 

racial groups by class, the total racial composition and the composition of each class. 

In Table 2 the composition statistics reveal the percentage of blacks and whites in a 

particular population in each class and in total. In the total population the racial composition 

was half and half in 2006, but in the middle class and in the upper class the percentage of 

blacks was very much smaller than 50%, and in the lower class was bigger. There was a 

considerable difference in the percentage of young people from each group who had finished 

secondary school. While just 54.7% of young whites from 18 to 24 had completed secondary 

school, among young blacks the percentage was even smaller, at 33.9%. 

Due to the fact that the black population is slightly younger, its percentage in the 18 to 

24 year age band in the lower class was a little bigger than the percentage of whites, but in the 

other two classes the percentages of young whites and blacks were very similar. Despite this, 

the percentage of whites in the population of 18 to 24 year olds who have finished secondary 

school was greater than in all classes. Around 12.3% of the whites from the lower class were 

between 18 and 24 and of these 42.6% had completed secondary school. But among young 

blacks from the lower class only 28.7% had finished secondary school. The difference 

between these percentages reduces as one moves up the social pyramid, but does not 
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disappear. Therefore, the chance of finding a young black who has finished secondary school 

was smaller than of finding a young white with a secondary school education in all classes. 

 

TABLE 2 

DISTRIBUTION AND RACIAL COMPOSITION OF THE POPULATION BY CLASS. BRAZIL, 2006 

Class Total population Population from 18 to 24 

In the population of each 

race 
Finished secondary school Statistic 

 Whites Blacks Whites Blacks Whites Blacks 

Lower 42.4% 57.6% 12.3% 13.6% 42.6% 28.7% 

Middle 69.7% 30.3% 13.1% 13.5% 74.9% 66.1% 

Upper 82.4% 17.6% 10.4% 10.5% 77.0% 73.6% 

Composition 

Total 50.0% 50.0% 12.3% 13.5% 54.7% 33.9% 

Lower 63.3% 86.0% 62.9% 86.5% 49.0% 73.3% 

Middle 27.7% 12.0% 29.4% 12.0% 40.3% 23.4% 

Upper 9.1% 1.9% 7.7% 1.5% 10.8% 3.3% 

Distribution 

Total 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 

Source: PNAD, 2006 (IBGE Foundation, 2007). 

 

Both the total black population and the black population between 18 and 24 were 

similarly distributed across classes, with a concentration in the lower and middle classes. The 

white population was also concentrated in these two classes, but much less so in the lower 

class. Returning to Table 1, it can be seen that around 5.5% of the total population was from 

the upper class. In contrast, 9.1% of the whites were from the upper class and just 1.9% of the 

blacks. However, the distribution of the young, whether white or black, who have finished 

secondary school, was less concentrated in the lower class, with larger percentages – relative 

to young people from the same age band – in the middle and upper classes. 

In short: there is a strong association between class and race, but there is not a strong 

association between race and being young in the 18 to 24 year age band. Over and above the 

association between class and having completed secondary school (Table 1) there is an 
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association between race and having finished secondary school. Therefore, it can be said that 

there is an association between class, race and having finished secondary school education. 

 

CLASS, RACE AND ACCESS TO HIGHER EDUCATION 

 

To enter higher education it is necessary to have completed secondary school 

education. In Brazil in 2006, 18.5% of the population had finished secondary school 

(regardless of age and excluding the population that has already finished higher education). 

Young people between 18 and 24 represented 30.6% of the population with a secondary 

school education. Of the population who had completed secondary school education 15.6% 

had gone on to study on a higher education level course. More than half of the people 

attending a higher education course (55.1%) were between 18 and 24, but 71.9% of young 

people between 18 and 24 who had a secondary school education did not go on to do a higher 

education course. 

It is reasonable to suppose that most people enter higher education when they are in 

this age band, considering that only 24.8% of the population attending a higher education 

course was 30 or more. Because of this, from this point on, all the data presented refer to the 

population between 18 and 24 who have finished their secondary school education. 

Considering that 28.1% of young people between 18 and 24 who finished their 

secondary school education went on to do a higher education course, if there were no 

inequalities of class and/or race in access to higher education it could be expected that this 

proportion would be repeated in all groups that are formed by the crossing of these two 

dimensions. In other words, if young blacks or whites from any class were to be considered, 

this total attendance rate would be found. As can be seen in Table 3, this was not what 

happened. The attendance rates of the middle and upper classes were higher than 28.1%, and 

the rates of whites were always higher than those of blacks, even in the lower class. 

If there were only racial, but not class inequality, the total attendance rates for blacks 

and whites, 34.8% and 18.2 % respectively, would be repeated in all classes. Otherwise, if 

there were just class inequality, blacks and whites would have attendance rates equal to the 

totals for their class: 13.3%, 43.1% and 75.2%. In analyzing attendance rates by class and race 

in Table 3 as a function of these expected values, based on the hypothesis of an absence of 

association between race and class - or both - and access to higher education, the association 
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appears net of the effect of the association between class and race and having completed 

secondary school education, as represented in Table 2. 

The total attendance rate can be split down to analyze the contribution of each class 

and racial group. To do so it is sufficient just to divide the number of members attending 

higher education, not by the population of the group, but by the whole population between 18 

and 24 who have finished secondary school education. This was done in the three columns of 

intermediary data in Table 3. Here it can be seen, for example, that 3.1% of the young people 

from 18 to 24, were blacks from the lower class who were doing a higher education course. 

Once again, breakdown shows that whites have higher education attendance rates than blacks 

in all classes. However, it reveals an additional fact: despite the attendance rate being higher 

among young people from the upper class, 14.4% of the young people from 18 to 24 who 

finished secondary school and who attended higher education courses were from the middle 

class. Therefore, more than half of the young people attending higher education courses were 

from the middle class. Another interesting aspect from this outline is that it reveals that there 

are more young people from the lower class than the upper class attending higher education 

courses. 

 

TABLE 3 

ACCESS TO HIGHER EDUCATION, BY CLASS AND RACE FOR THE 18 TO 24 YEAR OLDS WHO HAVE FINISHED 

SECONDARY SCHOOL, BRAZIL, 2006 

Attendance rate 

Broken down by class and race 

By class and race 

Observed Counterfactual 

Class 

Whites Blacks Total Whites Blacks Total Whites Blacks Total 

Lower 16.1% 10.5% 13.3% 4.7% 3.1% 7.8% 8.2% 8.3% 16.5% 

Middle 46.3% 35.0% 43.1% 11.1% 3.3% 14.4% 6.7% 2.7% 9.4% 

Upper 76.6% 68.7% 75.2% 4.9% 0.9% 5.8% 1.8% 0.4% 2.2% 

Total 34.8% 18.2% 28.1% 20.7% 7.3% 28.1% 16.7% 11.3% 28.1% 

  Source: PNAD, 2006 (IBGE Foundation, 2007). 
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However, this does not mean that access is equitable from the point of view of class. 

In fact, returning to Table 1, it can be noted that the distribution by social class of young 

people between 18 and 24 who have finished their secondary school education is as follows: 

58.8% lower class; 33.5% middle class; 7.7% upper class. Consequently, if access were 

equitable, the young people from the lower class should be in the majority among students in 

higher education. If the associations between class, race and higher education, as revealed by 

the attendance rates, did not exist, i.e. if the attendance rates of each group were exactly 

28.1% instead of the values seen in the breakdown, we would have the counterfactual 

(simulated) values that are presented in the last three columns of Table 3. 

Comparing the rate broken down by simulation with the breakdown observed, it can 

be noted that access to higher level education is unequal by class and race, even if one 

considers as given the preexisting associations between class and having completed secondary 

education (Table 1); race and having completed secondary education (Table 2); class and race 

and having completed secondary education (Table 2). 

In Table 4 the information from Table 3 is represented in a different way to facilitate 

understanding. The values of the cells were divided by the reference value: the total 

percentage of young people between 18 and 24, 28.1 %. It can be noted that the higher 

education attendance rate of young white people from the upper class was 2.7 times the total 

rate, or that the rate for blacks from the lower class was 0.4 times the total rate. 

 

TABLE 4 

ACCESS TO HIGHER EDUCATION, BY CLASS AND RACE FOR THE 18 TO 24 YEAR OLD POPULATION WHO HAVE 

FINISHED SECONDARY SCHOOL, BRAZIL, 2006 

Attendance rate/Reference (28.1%) 

Broken down by class and race 

By class and race 

Observed Counterfactual 

Class 

Whites Blacks Total Whites Blacks Total Whites Blacks Total 

Lower 0.6 0.4 0.5 16.7% 11.1% 27.8% 29.2% 29.6% 58.8% 

Middle 1.6 1.2 1.5 39.6% 11.8% 51.4% 24.0% 9.5% 33.5% 

Upper 2.7 2.4 2.7 17.5% 3.3% 20.8% 6.4% 1.3% 7.8% 

Total 1.2 0.6 1.0 73.8% 26.2% 100.0% 59.6% 40.4% 100.0% 

            Source: PNAD, 2006 (IBGE Foundation, 2007). 
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In the case of the breakdowns, Table 4 contains the weight percentage of the 

contribution made by each class and racial group to the overall rate (observed or 

counterfactual). For example, young people from the lower class contribute 27.8% of the total 

rate and young whites from the upper class were 17.5% of all students in higher education. 

However, if there were no class and race inequality in access to higher education then young 

people from the lower class should represent 58.8% of all students and young whites from the 

upper class would be just 6.4%.  

Therefore, in addition to the association between class, race and having finished 

secondary school (Tables 1 and 2), there are also associations between class, race and access 

to higher education for young people between 18 and 24. With regard to young whites from 

the upper class, all the groups suffer from a degree of access deficit to higher education. The 

lower class is the only one that has attendance rates below the totals, but the middle class also 

shows a considerable access deficit relative to the upper class. This deficit is always greater 

among blacks, even among those who come from the upper class. 

 

CONCLUSIONS 

 

There is currently a warm debate in Brazilian society about the adoption of affirmative 

action for access to public universities. The debate revolves around reserving places by 

establishing quotas for certain social groups. Among those who are in favor of the adoption of 

quotas, there are those who argue that they should be social, for people who have a low family 

income and/or those coming from public schools; those who argue they should be racial, for 

blacks and coloreds, and possibly indigenous; and there are those who argue for both types of 

quota. 

In defending social quotas it is frequently argued that there is a coincidence between 

having a low income, studying in a state school and being black. By applying to the poorest, 

these quotas would mainly benefit blacks and those coming from state schools. In this 

approach, it is believed that racial quotas would benefit a black middle class in detriment to 

the poorest whites, a problem that would not occur with social quotas. So, social quotas would 

resolve both class inequality as well as racial inequality in access to higher education, without 

creating “dangerous divisions” that would racially segregate the nation, thereby instilling 

hatred between groups. 
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Only part of this argument can be analyzed from the facts of the case. It is impossible 

to know if the introduction of racial quotas will create “dangerous divisions”; this is an 

exercise in predicting the future. Likewise, it is possible to carry out an opposite exercise to 

predicting the future, in which the non-introduction of racial quotas would create “dangerous 

divisions” due to Brazilian society's inability to integrate half of its population and provide it 

with equal opportunities. There is no way of deciding in favor of one or other scenario. 

Study demand in state schools also causes considerable problems when it comes to 

empirically analyzing its pertinence. There are no data sources in Brazil that allow for an 

estimate to be made of the proportion of possible university candidates who always, or for a 

time, studied in state public schools. Although there certainly exists an association between 

studying in a state school and having a low income, establishing study in a public school as a 

criterion for claiming benefit of the social quota would be problematic. It would be necessary 

to decide when and for how long a person who had had a mixed path in the education system 

would need to have studied in state schools. There would be a risk of doing a grave injustice 

to those families which, despite their low income, decided to sacrifice their present 

consumption to invest in the future of their children by paying for private schools for them in 

the hope of providing them with a better quality education. There would also be the problem 

of those who had studied in private schools on scholarships. There is, however, no way of 

estimating the incidence of each one of these situations. 

Social quotas based on family income would undoubtedly provide many of the 

benefits alleged by those who defend them. Most of the underprivileged would obviously be 

people who have attended state schools at some time, or have always studied in them. 

Scholarship-holders who have studied for free in private schools, and the children of poor 

families, which have made a sacrifice to pay for private schools for them, would also benefit. 

Poor whites would not be overlooked and a good part of the problems that are rightly or 

wrongly attributed to racial quotas would be eliminated; and given the fact that blacks are the 

majority among the poor their children would be favored without benefiting the black middle 

class. 

However, in the light of the facts here presented, the adoption of social quotas may be 

considered insufficient from the point of view of racial inequality, because a requirement for 

entering higher education is the conclusion of secondary school education. The probability of 

a young, low income person concluding secondary school is remote, and it is even more 
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remote if the young person is black. Consequently, the adoption of social quotas would 

benefit young whites more. Furthermore, it has been shown that both blacks from the middle 

and upper classes have access deficits relative to whites from the same classes. The 

supposition underlying the allegation that young blacks from these classes are unlikely to 

benefit because they compete for access to higher education under equal conditions with 

young whites cannot be sustained. Young blacks from the middle class, although not so 

prejudiced as those from the lower class, both whites and blacks, have a considerable access 

deficit when compared with their white peers. In fact, all young people have access deficits 

when compared with young whites from the upper class, of whom more than three quarters 

are in a higher education course. 

Given the coincidence between race, class and attending a state school, purely racial 

quotas would also suffer from many of the effects claimed for social quotas, with the 

advantage that they are more efficient from the point of view of racial inequality. Given the 

fact that blacks are over-represented among the poorest, many of those who would benefit 

would come from the lower class and/or be from state schools. 

However, the adoption of purely racial quotas would be insufficient from the point of 

view of social inequality – and there is obviously a public call for attacking this problem. In 

fact, there is a reasonably large contingent of young whites from the lower class which has 

finished secondary school. These young people have a considerable access deficit to higher 

education, which is bigger than that of young blacks from the middle class. Purely racial 

quotas, in addition to overlooking them, would prejudice them, because they would have to 

compete for a smaller number of places with whites from the middle and upper classes, who 

are better prepared to sit the higher education entrance exams; and it is for this reason, better 

preparation, that purely racial quotas would be of greater benefit to blacks from the middle 

and upper classes than those from the lower class. 

The statistical evidence of the relationship between class, race and access to higher 

education that has been presented here leaves no doubt; the decision cannot be about adopting 

either purely social or purely racial quotas. If the objective is to attack unequal opportunities 

in access to university it is necessary to have both social and racial quotas, simultaneously. 

Two additional considerations are necessary. The first is that the debate about quotas 

is centered on access to state universities and the evidence presented here was about access to 

higher education, without distinction as to the system – state or private. This is due to 
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questions of a technical order: the size of the public system would demand additional statistics 

about the reliability of the indicators for sampling purposes. In any event, there is no reason to 

consider that class and racial inequality in access to state universities is any less, or very 

different from what has been characterized here. 

A second consideration has to do with both social and racial quotas. Quotas are 

somewhat rudimentary mechanisms for promoting equal access opportunities to higher 

education. But there is no doubt that, even though they are rudimentary, from the point of 

view of equal opportunities it is better to have quotas than not to have them. There are better 

and more sophisticated alternatives than quotas. But these alternatives also demand the 

definition of the groups that will benefit. The current debate about quotas is precisely about 

which groups should be favored. At the right moment, when the decision about the groups has 

been taken, more refined ways of promoting equitable access to higher education can be 

thought of. 

The decision about the groups that should benefit, however, is political; it cannot come 

from groups of the enlightened. In as far as is possible it must involve the whole of society. 
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