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ABSTRACT

This article aims to understand how public funding is set up to maintain assistance policies for
higher education students in Brazil and Portugal. The research is qualitative in nature and used
bibliographical review and documentary analysis as its technical methodological procedures. The
research revealed that it is essential to strengthen the funding of Student Assistance in Brazil and the
Student Support Service in Higher Education in Portugal. This funding needs to be intertwined with
an idea of a continuous flow of investment, under the right to education and the promotion of equal
opportunities for students, to the detriment of the path that is paved in current contexts — unstable
funding, built on meritocratic, procedural and compensatory paradigms.

Keywords: Student Assistance. Financing of Student Assistance Programs. Higher Education.

RESUMO

Este artigo objetiva compreender como se configura o financiamento publico direcionado a
manutencdo de politicas assistenciais voltadas aos estudantes da educagdo superior no Brasil e em
Portugal. A pesquisa é de cunho qualitativo e utilizou como procedimentos técnico-metodolégicos
a revisdo bibliografica e a andlise documental. A pesquisa revelou ser imprescindivel fortalecer os
caminhos do financiamento da Assisténcia Estudantil no Brasil e do Servico de Apoio ao Estudante
no Ensino Superior em Portugal. Esse financiamento necessita estar entrelacado a uma ideia de
fluxo continuo de investimento, sob a via do direito a educacdo e a promocao das igualdades
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de oportunidades dos estudantes, em detrimento do caminho que é pavimentado nos contextos
atuais — um financiamento instavel, construido com base nos paradigmas meritocratico,
procedimental e compensador.

Palavras-chave: Assisténcia Estudantil. Financiamento dos Programas de Assisténcia estudantil.
Educacao Superior.

RESUMEN

El objetivo de este articulo es comprender como se establece la financiacién publica para
mantener las politicas de asistencia a los estudiantes de ensefianza superior en Brasil y Portugal.
La investigacidn es de naturaleza cualitativa y utiliz6 como procedimientos técnicos metodolégicos
la revisidn bibliografica y el andlisis documental. La investigacion revelé que es esencial reforzar la
financiaciéon de la Asistencia al Estudiante en Brasil y del Servicio de Apoyo al Estudiante de Ensefianza
Superior en Portugal. Esta financiacidn necesita entrelazarse con una idea de flujo continuo de
inversion, en virtud del derecho a la educacion y la promocién de la igualdad de oportunidades para
los estudiantes, en detrimento del camino que se pavimenta en los contextos actuales - financiacion
inestable, construida sobre paradigmas meritocraticos, procedimentales y compensatorios.

Palabras clave: Asistencia a Estudiantes. Financiacién de Programas de Asistencia a Estudiantes.
Ensefianza Superior.

INTRODUCTION

The structural crisis of capital, particularly since the 1970s, reflecting the weakening of the
welfare state and the Fordist/Taylorist model of production, has driven capital to adopt restructuring
processes with a view to recovering its reproductive cycle (Antunes, 2002). These processes were
intensified by the internationalization of capital, the implementation of a more flexible mode of
capitalist accumulation, and the adoption of neoliberal policies, resulting in changes in all spheres
of social life. The role of the state and educational systems took shape in these changes.

In the context of neoliberal reforms, the role of the State, “which, until then, had been that
of regulating the economy, prescribing rules to guide market development and ensure the provision of
social public policies aimed at the well-being of the population” (Silva and Bezerra, 2019, p. 81), has
been redefined. This new paradigm is anchored in the primacy of “privatization, liberalization, and
deregulation” (Tavares da Silva, 2008, p. 5), ceasing to be an executor of social policies and assuming
the role of regulator and evaluator of such policies.

Based on these new configurations, higher education becomes circumscribed by the need to
respond to constant changes in the world of work and the challenges of the so-called knowledge
society, embedded with a discourse that views it as responsible for the social advancement
of individuals and the economic development of nations. Higher education thus finds itself in a
prominent position in the face of repeated changes to the State under neoliberalism. New scenarios
are being planned for higher education: differentiation and diversification of funding are some of the
elements established in these new processes.

In the face of these new scenarios, a process of expansion of higher education has been
observed, particularly since the 1990s in Brazil and the 1970s in Portugal. However, while Brazil and
Portugal have expanded access to higher education, enabling students from historically excluded

2 Revista Brasileira de Educagédo, v. 31, €310012, 2026



Public student funding in higher education:
a look at student assistance in Brazil and the social support service in Portugal (2015-2022)

social strata to enter the highest levels of the educational system, it has been possible to observe
that, upon accessing such levels, these students encounter numerous difficulties that limit or prevent
them from remaining in these segments and meeting expectations for permanence, continuity, and
academic performance.

Therefore, Student Assistance (AE, acronym in Portuguese) policies in Brazil and Social Action
for Higher Education (ASES, acronym in Portuguese) policies in Portugal have been created with
a view to enhancing the mechanisms for democratizing higher education. This takes into account
not only an expansion in the number of vacancies, but also the promotion of conditions for access,
permanence and completion for the most economically disadvantaged populations.

In Brazil, it is possible to deliberate on AE, in recent contexts, as an educational policy strategy
that aims to confront the elitist nature of Brazilian higher education, since it seeks to offer conditions
for low-income students to access, remain in, and complete this stage, thus converging with
mechanisms of equity and guaranteeing rights to education.

Amaral and Nascimento (2010, p. 3) reiterate the indispensability of AE, arguing that it is “an
essential policy in the context of teaching, research, and extension.” In addressing AE from this
perspective, the authors assume the relevance of this policy in the context of social inequality
present in Brazilian society.

In Portugal, the ASES’s fundamental objective is “to enable all students to attend higher
education, regardless of their socioeconomic conditions, by providing financial support and
subsidized services” (Pereira, 2019, p. 113).

As for the financing of these welfare policies in both Brazil and Portugal, this public financing is
understood to be a contentious process that reflects the contrasting categories of maintenance or change
(Mészaros, 2005) of social inequality processes. Thus, looking at AE from this perspective enables us to
understand the various socio-historical and political connotations of this theoretical framework.

In these initial propositions, it is important to emphasize that the AE policies of Brazil and
Portugal will not be compared. Instead, this study will take a parallel approach to examine these two
countries, seeking to understand the composition of the social fabric through social mediations. As
Ciavatta (2009, p. 148) teaches us, this involves “the relationships, tensions, and conflicts between
conjunctural changes and the structural materiality of a given society, which allows us to grasp, in a
dialectical way, the meaning and nature of events at a given historical moment.”

By taking Brazil and Portugal as a reference to understand AE and the vicissitudes of this policy,
we seek, through “getting to know the other and, in doing so, deepening our knowledge of ourselves
and the other” (Ciavatta, 2016, p. 14), new interpretations that enable us to construct the provisional
syntheses that the educational reality requires.

Thisarticleis part ofan ongoing doctoral research project on AEin Brazil and the ASES in Portugal,
with a focus on public funding for these policies. The objective of the article is to understand how
public funding is configured for the maintenance of assistance policies aimed at higher education
students in Brazil and Portugal, with an emphasis on the National Student Assistance Program
(PNAES, acronym in Portuguese) in Brazil and the ASES in Portugal.

This qualitative research study employed a literature review as a technical-methodological
procedure. The goal of this procedure was to compare the theoretical constructs addressing the
financing of the PNAES in Brazil and the ASES in Portugal, as well as to gather information that would
contribute to a comprehensive understanding of the subject. To this end, research was conducted
in books, journals, scientific articles, and websites. References included Kowalski (2012), Santos
(2017), and Pereira (2019).

Documentary research was also employed as a technical-methodological procedure, with
statistical records serving as its primary source. For this procedure, official, open-source data from
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internet repositories were used, particularly from the Integrated Planning and Budgeting System
(SIOP, acronym in Portuguese) in Brazil and the Contemporary Portugal Database (PORDATA, acronym
in Portuguese) in Portugal.

Thus, this article will consist of five sections. In addition to this introductory section, the second
section presents considerations about AE in Brazil for undergraduate students, with an emphasis on
the PNAES and its financing. Such a section discusses how the financing of this assistance policy is
established in Decree n. 7.234/2010 and the challenges it faces in terms of its maintenance and
continuity, given the policies of public spending constraints. The third section focuses on the ASES
in the Portuguese context, and discusses the financing configurations established for these services.
The fourth section addresses the financial resources allocated to PNAES in Brazil and ASES in Portugal,
weighing considerations regarding such resources and the challenges these policies face in order to
be consolidated as sustainable, lasting policies that uphold the right to higher education. Finally, the
fifth section provides a summary of what has been discussed, presenting the provisional conclusions
of the research.

STUDENT ASSISTANCE IN BRAZIL FOR UNDERGRADUATE STUDENTS
AT FEDERAL PUBLIC UNIVERSITIES

When examining at AE in Brazil, it is necessary to take a brief historical step back and try to
uncover the political subjects, civil segments, and legal milestones that, together, played a part in
establishing AE as a public policy that seeks to promote the democratization of higher education
and, consequently, the right to education.

It is important to note, in these initial propositions, that AE and Social Assistance policy have
gone hand in hand throughout history, emerging primarily “from the social movements that fought
to end the military regime and for a new constitution to be enacted” (Vasconcelos, 2010, p. 603).

In this context, the emergence of the National Forum of Vice-Rectors for Community and Student
Affairs (FONAPRACE, acronym in Portuguese), in 1987, is noteworthy. This Forum “set as its priority
goal to work on the systematization of a AE policy proposal that would guarantee access, permanence,
and completion of courses at Federal Higher Education Institutions (HEIs), from the perspective of
inclusion, social rights, and the democratization of education” (FONAPRACE, 2008, p. 1).

Also, during this period, the National Association of Directors of Federal HEls (ANDIFES,
acronym in Portuguese) emerged, presenting “the integration of federal HEls, their valorization, and
defense” (ANDIFES, 2008, p. 1) as one of its objectives.

These two segments — FONAPRACE and ANDIFES — established themselves as important
sectors focused on discussing the conditions for student retention in higher education associated
with socioeconomic profile.

Meanwhile, the promulgation of the 1988 Federal Constitution constituted a relevant legal
tool that prompted new ways of thinking about education and social assistance. In relation to these
ways of thinking, two key points were highlighted in such a Constitution. The first, in Chapter II,
Article 6, treats education as a social right, and Chapter lll, Article 205, expresses “equal conditions
for access to and permanence in school” (Brasil, 1988, p. 122) among the principles of education.
The second point is mentioned in Chapter I, Article 203, which states that social assistance should
be provided to those who need it (Brasil, 1988, p. 122).

The promulgation of this Federal Constitution brought about new ways of thinking about
education and social assistance, and new perceptions about affirmative action policies came to
the fore. It could be argued that the 1988 Federal Constitution sparked debates and reflections on
transforming AE into a social rights policy.
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In this scenario, the political and social changes that have taken place since the 1990s are also
worth highlighting. Looking at AE, especially during the Fernando Henrique Cardoso administration
(1995-2002), we can see that AE policies during this period were “closely related to the guidelines of
international organizations that defined goals and established criteria for dealing with social policies
in developing countries, such as Brazil” (Pavan, 2014, p. 6). Subject to market logic and the ideologies
of international organizations, and with the support of local political and governmental entities, AE
policies remained tied to a focused and selective approach.

In line with this historical context, it is worth noting that only in 2007, in response to demands
arising from the expansion of higher education and the strengthening of claims by civil entities, students,
and leaders of federal public universities in favor of the democratization of this stage of education, was
the PNAES created through Ordinance No. 39 of the Ministry of Education (Brasil, 2007). In December
2010, this ordinance was transformed into Presidential Decree No. 7,234/2010 (Brasil, 2010).

PNAES is currently the main AE program. It is especially aimed at students from the public
basic education system or those whose per capita income is lower than 1.5 times the minimum
wage. The program aims to improve the conditions for young people to remain in federal public
higher education, with the following objectives:

| —to democratize the conditions for young people to remain in federal public higher
education;

Il - to minimize the effects of social and regional inequalities on retention and
completion of higher education;

Il - to reduce retention and dropout rates; and

IV - to contribute to the promotion of social inclusion through education (Brasil,
2010, p. 1).

The PNAES can be understood as a public policy that seeks to meet the socioeconomic needs
of students and enable guaranteed access, retention, and completion of higher education (Macedo,
2014). Therefore, it is a rights-guaranteeing policy.

Importantly, although this program was established as a public policy, it has encountered an
economic and political scenario in which tensions are deepening, especially regarding financial/
budgetary issues and the reduction of social rights guarantees. The rhetoric of the need to contain
public spending under the neoliberal state ultimately limits the implementation and continuity of this
policy. These limits, as pointed out by Kowalski (2012), are expressed in the conditions imposed on:

equalization of human rights to education, which, in times of neoliberal policies
and market hegemony, associates student assistance with the logic of service rather
than rights. The possibilities and limits of guaranteeing rights to students at federal
higher education institutions reveal the interplay between progress and missteps in
formalizing student assistance in the country, in which the State’s role as a welfare
guardian, the market’s influence on program design, and the normalization of social
issues can be revealed (Kowalski, 2012, p. 9).

When it comes to financing, AE has been a challenge for federal public HEls. Decree n.

7.234/2010, in Art. 8 states that:

PNAES expenses shall be covered by the budgetary appropriations annually
allocated to the Ministry of Education or to federal higher education institutions,
and the Executive Branch shall reconcile the number of beneficiaries with the
existing budgetary appropriations, observing the limits stipulated in the form of the
current budgetary and financial legislation (Brasil, 2010, p. 2).
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Based on the provisions of Article 8, it can be said that the financing of AE in Higher Education
depends on the existing budgetary amount rather than on the number of students who meet the
criteria for receiving the benefit.

It should also be noted that Decree n. 7,234/2010 does not allocate a specific budget for AE.
This mechanism keeps AE on constant alert. Depending on contingency and fiscal austerity policies
and the will of government officials, for example, the financial resources for the implementation of
PNAES actions may or may not be released.

The financing of AE in higher education therefore reflects the disputes that arise in social
policies, including education, regarding the public budget. At the heart of such disputes are, on one
hand, neoliberal precepts that call for a reduction in the role of the State in social policies, public
resources directed to private initiative, and fiscal contingency that limits public spending; and, on
the other hand, the demands of the most impoverished population for the strengthening of AE
funding as a policy of the right to higher education.

Thus, we must emphasize that the establishment of the PNAES and its financing process cannot
be consolidated without political clashes and divergent conceptions on the subject prevailing. In this
dispute, there are questions that reveal that consensus is still a path under construction, as stated
by Dutra and Santos (2017, p. 162):

Despite the progress resulting from the struggles and consequent institutionalization
of AE at the national level, which led to a broader view of this object, one cannot
speak of a single AE. In the proposed concepts, there are divergences regarding
some aspects that still mobilize debates around the topic. Among the aspects around
which the main controversies revolve, the following stand out: the target audience
of AE; the scope of the actions developed in the area; and the management of the
Program in Federal Higher Education Institutions.

In light of these conflicts, AE and, consequently, the mechanisms that guarantee its funding
in Brazil seek to establish themselves as important instruments to ensure the rights of students in
higher education and gain prominence as they attempt to respond to these students’ demands, as
they see in this policy a possibility, albeit small, of equal opportunities in terms of access, retention,
and completion of this level of education.

Social Action Service in Portuguese Higher Education System

In Portugal, the ASES is aligned with the ideals of equality and equity in higher education.
The ideal of equality can be represented, among others, by what is stated in the Basic Law of the
Educational System (LBSE, acronym in Portuguese) No. 46 of 1986, Art. 12, item 6: “the State must
create conditions that guarantee citizens the possibility of attending higher education, in order to
prevent the discriminatory effects resulting from economic and regional inequalities or previous
social disadvantages” (Portugal, 1986, p. 9).

In this sense, equality presupposes access opportunities. Equity, in turn, can be repositioned
based on the concepts presented by the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development
(OECD). For this organization, equitable education systems can be assessed in two dimensions: the
dimension of justice and the dimension of inclusion. From the perspective of justice, educational
systems are equitable when they ensure that “personal and social circumstances — for example
gender, socio-economic status or ethnic origin — should not be an obstacle to achieving educational
potential” (OCDE, 2007, p. 11). With regard to the dimension of inclusion, education systems are
inclusive when they ensure “a basic minimum standard of education for all — for example that
everyone should be able to read, write and do simple arithmetic” (OCDE, 2007, p. 11).
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This ideal of equality and equity in higher education in Portugal was challenged by the
significant presence of students from lower social classes, a result of the massification of this stage
of education beginning in the 1970s. This presence was responsible for pressuring governments
to promote affirmative and compensatory policies that would contribute to strengthening higher
education as a right. It is within this context that social support policies for students in Portuguese
higher education have been strengthened.

It can be said that, in recent contexts, social support for higher education students in
Portugal is defined by Decree-Law No. 129/93, of April 22. This Decree establishes the principles
of social action in higher education, emphasizing that this action should be “developed within the
respective educational institutions, which are responsible for defining the management model to
be implemented and choosing the most appropriate instruments to execute the policy defined
by the Government, through the Minister of Education” (Portugal, 1993, p. 1,967). In addition to
public HEIs, the decree stipulates that such action should also be taken to support non-public higher
education students.

Other regulatory milestones of the ASES include Law No. 37/2003, which establishes the
Bases for the Financing of Higher Education; Law No. 62/2007, which deals with the Legal Regime
of HEls; Order No. 14,474/2010, which regulates the awarding of scholarships to higher education
students; and, most recently, Order No. 9,619-A/2022, which amends the regulations for awarding
scholarships to higher education students.

The State plays a leading role in social services in higher education in Portugal. It must “ensure
the existence of a system of school social action that promotes access to higher education and
successful attendance, with positive discrimination in favor of economically disadvantaged students
with adequate academic performance” (Portugal, 2007, p. 6,362).

Following this line of thinking, the provision of support services to the most disadvantaged
higher education students includes: direct support, which takes the form of scholarships and
emergency aid; and indirect support, provided in the form of access to food and accommodation,
health services, support for cultural and sporting activities, and other educational support
(Portugal, 2007).

The financing of social support services in Portugal is established in Decree-Law 129/93, Art. 5,
which specifies that, in addition to the annual appropriations allocated in the State budget, the following
are included in the calculation of the budget for social support services for higher education students:

a) Revenue from the provision of services within the scope of school social action;
b) Income from assets owned by social action services in any capacity; c) Subsidies,
grants, contributions, donations, inheritances, and legacies awarded by any entities;
d) Revenue from tuition fees that the competent body of the higher education
institution allocates to social action; e) The proceeds from fees, charges, and fines;
f) Balances from the management account of previous years; g) Any other revenue
that, by law, contract, or other title, is allocated to them (Portugal, 1993, p. 1,968).

Itis worth emphasizing that the need to earn their own revenues has placed excessive pressure
on HEIs and requires social support systems, as mentioned in Santos (2017, p. 28), to implement
practices that:

range from setting prices for the services they provide, monitoring sales and
delivering services based on marketing strategies, to assessing the final balance of
sales volume and costs. Therefore, the need to develop a culture of control and
auditing is essential for assessing and correcting inconsistencies.
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ASES services in Portugal, in terms of direct social support, are limited to the granting of
scholarships. Such granting aims to enhance access, attendance, and academic success in higher
education, in dialogue with the world of work and regional development. According to Cerdeira
(2009), higher education support scholarships can be defined as “including all forms of non-
reimbursable support aimed at reducing the costs of education that students have to bear” (Cerdeira,
20009, p. 139).

While scholarships can play a positive role in the access, retention, and completion of higher
education students from the most economically vulnerable social strata, they can also camouflage
the social injustices present in Portuguese society. In this sense, Cabrito (2004, p. 989) argues that
the socioeconomic vulnerabilities of countless students in Portugal “can hardly [be overcome]
without tackling the root of the problem, which is nothing more than the result of an unfair and
asymmetrical distribution of national income and fiscal policies for income redistribution that
generate social inequalities.”

Attention is therefore drawn to the cyclical format in which the payment of support grants to
higher education students in Portugal occurs. They are paid by the State to students, who use them
to pay tuition fees, a system that is “purposefully constructed to foster a financial machine whose
monetary flows are superimposed and respond to globalization” (Santos, 2017, p. 26).

The idea that the State subsidizes support grants masks the configurations it has assumed
through neoliberalism — less participation in the provision of social policies. What actually happens
with the prioritization of support grants is that the state transfers a financial amount to grant
recipients so that they can pay their tuition fees, thereby relieving itself of the responsibility of
financially supporting HEls. “The cycle of monetary transfers is, [in this sense], initiated by the
Portuguese State and finalized by it” (Santos, 2017, p. 26).

Figure 1 illustrates this cyclical movement that occurs in ASES services in Portugal.

Figure 1. Cycle of social support service funding in Portugal.

State budget

Universities and tuition fees

Directorate General for

Studentwigher Education

Source: adapted from Santos (2017, p. 26).

Rather than investing directly in HEls, primarily public ones, the Portuguese state chooses to
grant financial aid to higher education students on an individual basis, which may or may not be
awarded. Thus, the social support system in Portugal reflects the concepts based on the neoliberal
State according to which the “universality of rights [is] transformed into individual privileges to be
guaranteed to each person” (Carvalho et al., 2010, p. 240).

Through the allocation of support grants, there is a “precarious realization of the right
to education” (Antunes and Peroni, 2017, p. 207). Instead of promoting the autonomy and
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emancipation of the individual, these scholarships, by being consolidated through selectivity,
reinforce asymmetries and divisions and ultimately “undermine the democratization and
citizenship promised by the expansion of access to education” (Ibid.), which are so widely touted in
contemporary Portuguese society.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

In Brazil

The AE budget at federal public universities in Brazil for the PNAES primarily comes from the
Federal Government, specifically the Ministry of Education (MEC, acronym in Portuguese). The
program also receives budgetary support from the universities’ own revenues and from parliamentary
amendment funds.

In the Annual Budget Law, Action 4002 — Higher Education Student Assistance! — is where
there is a budgetary link to the PNAES. This action is described as:

financialsupportforstudentassistance actionsthatcontributetothe democratization
of higher education, based on the implementation of measures aimed at reducing
social and ethnic-racial inequalities, accessibility for people with disabilities,
improvement of academic performance, and increase of access and retention rates
in higher education, primarily for low-income students or those from the public
basic education system, enrolled in on-campus undergraduate courses offered by
federal and state higher education institutions, including foreign institutions, whose
concession is legally relevant, through the provision of food, medical and dental
care, accommodation, and transportation, among other typical student assistance
initiatives (Brasil, 2022, p. 522).

Chart 1 below shows the amounts allocated to the PNAES for the years 2015 to 2022. Again,
almost the entire budget for Action 4002 is allocated to this program, with an average of 97.5% of
the committed amounts being allocated to it during the analyzed years.

As shown in Chart 1, the budget for PNAES has undergone reductions that jeopardize the
program’s effectiveness and continuity. The current allocation, the committed and settled budget in
2015, in parallel with the year 2022, was reduced by 34, 24, and 24%, respectively. In all the years
that were examined, when we look at the committed amounts, the budget amounts decreased
except for 2016, 2019, and 2022. The amounts committed to the PNAES in 2022, when compared to
2015, showed a 24% reduction, figures that are equivalent to approximately RS 327.2 million.

Pereira and Souza (2017, p. 75) argue in favor of the need to promote AE as a right and not as
a benevolent policy, or “simply as aid or relief.” The authors subscribe to the view that the paradigm
that AE is an intersectoral policy that orbits the fields of social assistance and education, and that it
aims to curb the social inequality and injustice imposed by neoliberalism on contemporary society.

For these authors, the PNAES should be understood at the core of the “right to access, remain
in, and complete a course, which in a country with profound social inequalities refers to a complex
institutional structure in which both the financial aid provided by AE and other forms of support it
offers” (Pereira and Souza, 2017, p. 68) will provide mechanisms to mitigate students’ conditions
of socioeconomic vulnerability. By alleviating these conditions, the PNAES contributes to citizen
autonomy and emancipation.

1 We note that, in Budget Action 4002, financial resources are also allocated to the Promisaes and Incluir programs; however,
in this section, we will only analyze the resources allocated to PNAES.
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Chart 1. Evolution of initial, committed, and settled allocation amounts
for the National Student Assistance Program (PNAES)* from 2015 to 2022 (amounts in RS, at

December 2022 prices, adjusted by the consumer price index).

Year Aﬁ‘;;;::n A% Committed A% Settled A%
2015 1,553,140,289 - 1,337,369,075 - 1,133,012,539 -
2016 1,437,269,675 -7 1,362,704,648 2 1,168,865,131 3
2017 1,338,069,837 -7 1,286,966,533 -6 1,113,072,897 -5
2018 1,260,868,410 -6 1,254,937,433 -2 1,094,471,040 -2
2019 1,300,889,334 3 1,333,363,271 6 1,117,070,525 2
2020 1,247,185,011 -4 1,226,308,225 -8 985,314,202 -12
2021 981,268,988 -21 972,311,219 -21 777,337,193 -21
2022 1,024,015,790 4 1,022,725,903 5 864,548,284 11
A%2015-2022 - -34 - -24 - -24

*The budget figures presented are part of the calculation of Budget Action 4002, excluding the figures for the
Promisaes and Incluir programs.
Source: Brasil (2023).

In this sense, the reduction of resources for the PNAES represents a denial of the right to
education and a surrender to market logic, in which equal opportunities are intrinsically related to
the merit and ‘ability’ of each individual.

Another point to be exemplified concerns the debate on cuts to social policies and, as outlined
here, AE. This debate is linked to the narrative of the need for ‘fiscal adjustments’ and disputes over
public funds, and responds to the pressures imposed by capital. As Brettas (2017) points out, these
adjustments are made to benefit rentier capital, since:

fiscal austerity and changes in budget management are important tools for
channeling public resources to big finance capital and, in this way, acting on the
effects of a propagated “fiscal crisis” in order to ensure capitalist accumulation.
Thus, public funds are becoming increasingly important in sustaining the profit rates
of big capital, reinforcing their structural place in the dynamics of accumulation
(Brettas, 2017, p. 66).

Therefore, the path to consolidating AE funding has been marked by both advances and
setbacks. It is well known that this path has not been immune to the macroeconomic, political, and
social structural determinants that have been in vogue in society at different moments in history.

Thus, the strengthening of AE policy and its funding as unrestricted rights (Salvador, 2012),
even in times of fiscal crisis, cannot be reflected without paying attention to the mechanisms of
commodification/commoditization of the human being that are prevalent in the new formats of
flexible capitalism, based, above all, on neoliberal ideology.

Embarking on ethical political action and consolidating processes of collective resistance
would be possible, albeit non-linear and unpredictable, paths to change that would help build new
scenarios for AE policy and its financing in Brazil, as sustainable and lasting projects.
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IN PORTUGAL

Statefundingforsocial supportservicesinhighereducationin Portugalhasfaced macroeconomic
and financial constraints imposed by neoliberal policies that advocate for the reduction of public
spending. “Budget cuts, austerity measures, market insecurity with a weak presence abroad, lack of
investment, changes in government, and changes in oversight promote instability and condition the
activities of higher education institutions” (Leandro, 2017, p. 75), causing, in turn, a ‘domino effect’
on the financing of social support for students at this stage of education.

There has been a cooling of the State’s role in providing social policies, with direct repercussions
on the financing of higher education and social support for students. As a result, there has been
“a growing direct responsibility of Portuguese families [in this financing] through the payment of
tuition fees, taxes, and other charges” (Partido Comunista Portugués, 2023), a situation that greatly
affects families from the most impoverished social strata. This dynamic has increasingly urged social
support services to become self-sustaining and self-financing.

Article 5 of Decree-Law No. 129/93, dated April 24, establishes the sources of funding for
social action in higher education. The aforementioned article specifies that, in addition to the annual
appropriations allocated through the State budget, the following are also included in the calculation
of such budget: revenue from the provision of services within the scope of social action; income
from assets owned by social action services in any capacity; revenue from tuition fees that the
competent body of the HEI allocates to social action; subsidies, grants, contributions, donations,
inheritances, and legacies granted by any entities; account balances from previous years, among
other fees, emoluments, fines, or other revenues allocated to them (Portugal, 1993).

The budget for social action in higher education is part of the Portuguese State’s budgetary
organization structure, through the Budget Program for Science, Technology, and Higher Education,
having been designated as PO10 for the years 2016—2019 and PO13 for the years 2020-2022.

The programmatic guidelines for social support services for students in the Portuguese State
Budget Law for higher education included the following guidelines: strengthening social support
instruments for higher education attendance; strengthening social support for disadvantaged
students through total allocations to the Social Action Fund, reducing the bureaucracy involved
in the scholarship allocation process; strengthening the +Superior Program (Programa +Superior,
in Portuguese) to support scholarship holders in rural areas; strengthening accommodation for
displaced students through the implementation of the National Accommodation Plan for Higher
Education; ensuring the promotion of social inclusion for minorities and citizens with special
educational needs in scientific and HEIs (namely, by guaranteeing free higher education for students
with a disability equal to or greater than 60%); among others.

The budget of the ASES service in Portugal is coordinated by a variety of funding sources,
among which the following stand out: the State budget, own revenues, transfers within the public
administration, and community funding. Together, these revenues are used to promote a successful
academic career. It is through the budgetary composition of these sources of funding that the
Portuguese ASES, by offering direct support to students through scholarships, or indirect support
through food and accommodation subsidies, for example, seeks to promote access, retention,
and completion of higher education, especially for those students coming from less advantaged
socio-origins.

It is important to remember that direct social action services in higher education refer to the
granting of scholarships and emergency aid, while indirect social support is related to the provision
of access to food and accommodation, access to health services, support for cultural and sporting
activities, and access to other educational support (Portugal, 2007). Chart 2 below details the
amounts spent on direct social action services in higher education in Portugal.
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Chart 2. Evolution of resources spent on direct social action in higher education* (2015-2022)
(amounts in Euros updated by the Consumer Price Index — CPI at December 2022 prices).

Year Total Community funding State Budget
2015 159,758,952 92,266,181 67,492,772
2016 149,453,483 87,128,317 62,325,166
2017 153,253,374 95,675,727 57,577,647
2018 159,419,210 94,910,890 64,508,320
2019 154,251,574 98,308,398 55,943,176
2020 138,716,320 79,699,412 59,016,908
2021 139,185,408 81,662,555 57,522,853
2022 147,188,920 82,121,615 65,067,304

*Includes data on public and private higher education.
Source: PORDATA (2022).

Regarding the total amounts allocated to Direct Social Support, 2020 and 2021 saw the
largest reductions in this budget compared to the other analyzed years. The data in Chart 2 show
that financial contributions from community funds decreased by EUR 18.6 million in 2020 and by
EUR 16.6 million in 2021, both compared to 2019, affecting the total amounts budgeted for this
social action.

Chart 2 shows that Direct Social Support services in higher education have been receiving
resources primarily from Community Funding. In 2022, these funds provided EUR 82.1 million for
social support in Portugal, accounting for 56% of the budget for direct social action.

Despite the importance of revenue from Community Funds in expanding social action
resources, these funds are due to “the need for [Portugal] to comply with European Union
regulations” (Rolim, 2017, p. 306). Within these guidelines, the higher education system gains
relevance and is combined as a “key part of smart specialization strategies” (Rolim, 2017, p. 306).
It is important to mention that in order to meet these requirements, higher education systems
needed to technically readjust their practices.

By aligning themselves technically with Community Fund projects, Portuguese HEls and social
action services receive a significant amount of financial resources, as shown in the data presented in
Chart 2. However, receiving this financial support may be a disguised imposition of ‘choice’ — HEls
must follow the Community Funds requirements in order to complement their sources of funding
and thus offer more effective social action services to students who request them.

As for the State budget allocated to this social action, the data in Chart 2 shows that 2019
was the year in which direct social action received the lowest state subsidy, with a contribution of
EUR 55.9 million. It is clear from this table that the State budget for this action in 2022 was lower
than in 2015.

Continuing with the analysis of the resources allocated to social action in Portugal, Chart 3,
detailed below, shows the specifics of the resources allocated to indirect social action in higher
education from 2015 to 2022.

From the analysis of Chart 3, it can be seen that, in 2022, the total amount of funds allocated
to indirect social action increased by EUR 17.6 million when compared to 2021. The total budget
for this action remained relatively stable in 2015, 2016, and 2017, with 2018 showing the highest
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Table 3. Evolution of resources executed for indirect social action in higher education* (2015-
2022) (aalues in Euros updated by the Consumer Price Index — CPI at December 2022 prices).

Year Total Comml'mity State Budget Own revenue Trarfsfers vfli?hin t!\e
Funding public administration

2015 86,831,697 34,587 36,596,669 47,353,654 2,846,787

2016 86,831,062 291,990 36,299,688 46,158,938 4,080,446

2017 85,476,734 717,694 34,123,634 46,365,240 4,270,167

2018 91,298,118 505,981 34,399,531 52,623,906 3,768,700

2019 88,599,901 1,448,232 35,376,478 49,062,779 2,712,412

2020 72,569,512 620,082 35,977,857 32,411,377 3,560,196

2021 72,743,624 2,034,373 35,512,092 31,054,949 4,142,211

2022 90,392,985 863,689 36,901,590 37,012,628 15,615,077

*Includes data on public higher education only.
Source: PORDATA (2022).

budgeted resources for this action in the analyzed historical series. In 2020 and 2021, these resources
decreased compared to 2018, representing the lowest budgets for this action in the years examined
in this study.

As this table shows, Own Revenue sources were those that provided the most resources
for indirect social action, except in 2020 and 2021, when they were surpassed by revenues from
the State budget. The data in Chart 3 help us to reflect that ‘cost sharing’ in the financing of HEls
and, consequently, in social action services, places a burden on Portuguese families, who incur a
large part of the costs of attending higher education. In this sense, and in accordance with Ferreira
(2014, p. 29),

“cost sharing” in the face of the State’s progressive withdrawal from the financing of
public universities, urging them to seek other sources of funding, resulting mainly in
an increase in tuition fees, may constitute a form of discrimination against citizens
and contribute to increasing social injustices and inequalities.

From what is shown in Chart 3, it is reasonable to say that indirect social action in higher
education is underfunded, given that most of the resources allocated to this action come from the
universities’ own resources, which derive largely from the payment of tuition fees by students and
their families.

From this perspective, it is worth mentioning the considerations of Crespo (1993). When
referring to support for students with regard to the costs of higher education in Portugal, this
author highlights the importance of recognizing the value of higher education both for the
individual and for society in general. He argues that obtaining a university degree is not only a
personal investment, but also an asset that benefits society as a whole. When he sheds light on
the idea that a truly developed society is one in which the majority of its population achieves a
high level of education, Crespo (1993) recalls the importance of social action in higher education
and, therefore, its financing. For him, the pursuit of equal opportunities, implemented in the
national interest, is not justified if it excludes young people who, due to economic difficulties,
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are unable to pursue higher education. From this perspective, it would not be fair for the costs of
education to fall exclusively on students and their families.

Thus, the State must not only continue to be the main supporter of social action in higher
education, but also seek mechanisms that can consolidate this policy within the scope of the right
to education. Therefore, the processes of universalizing this social support for higher education
students should be priority agendas that, based on the idea of higher education as a public good
and a right, encourage the construction of a more democratic, inclusive, and humane social project
in Portugal.

Final considerations

In the course of the reflections outlined here, some conclusions about this subject of study are
outlined. Although the research does not intend to compare the policies for financing AE in higher
education in Brazil and Portugal, a parallel view allows us to highlight, based on the recognition of
particularities (Ciavatta, 2016), similarities and differences in the configuration of financing for this
public policy.

In Brazil, the PNAES, although it has established itself as an important policy for assisting
undergraduate students, has weaknesses in terms of the continuity of its actions, since there is
no specific law that guarantees the maintenance of resources for this policy in each fiscal year, via
the public budget. Decree No. 7,234/2010, which established the PNAES, suggests that there is no
obligation to provide resources for the implementation of PNAES actions. The budget allocated to
this program is not determined by the demand from students at federal public universities, but
rather by the availability of resources in the public budget.

In Portugal, the financing of the ASES shows that the State has experienced a decrease in the
overall composition of this budget. The resources for maintaining social support have come mainly
from Community Funding and Own Revenues from HEls. In this context, it is possible to say that
the budgetary share coming from the own revenues of HEls in Portugal puts pressure on these
institutions to maintain the service activities.

The research findings show that PNAES funding in Brazil, which consists mainly of resources
from the federal government, has suffered budget cuts in terms of the amounts committed to this
action in all the years of the analyzed historical series, except in 2016, 2019, and 2022.

It was also found that the amounts committed to PNAES in 2022, when compared to 2015,
showed a 24% reduction in its budget, equivalent to approximately RS 327.2 million. This reduction
not only indicates the impracticability of increasing the coverage of this policy to serve students from
the most impoverished social strata, but also calls into question the sustainability of this program as
a policy of the right to higher education.

When looking at the resources allocated to financing the Direct Social Support Service in
Portugal, which come from the State budget, it can be seen that they also decreased during the
examined historical series, with the exception of the years 2018, 2020, and 2022. This action received
funds mainly from Community Funds, which in 2022 contributed EUR 82.1 million to social support,
equivalent to 56% of the total budget allocated to direct social action.

As for Indirect Social Support, Own Revenue sources provided the most resources in Portugal.
This action highlights the impact of cost sharing in higher education in Portugal and, consequently,
on ASES in this country, with direct repercussions for the most impoverished families, given that they
are the ones who bear the costs of maintaining such action.

It should therefore be noted that the financing of PNAES in Brazil and ASES in Portugal, in
being provided by the State, is subject to the vagaries of neoliberal policies that encourage less
participation by this government entity in social policies.
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Thus, it is essential to strengthen the financing of AE in Brazil and the ASES in Portugal. This
funding needs to be intertwined, as Santos (2017) teaches us, with the idea of a continuous flow of
investment, based on the right to education and the promotion of equal opportunities for students,
rather than the path that is paved in the current contexts — unstable funding, built on meritocratic,
procedural, and compensatory paradigms.
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