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Education and development projects in Brazil 
(1932-2004): Political economy perspective
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This paper discusses the long-run history of education policies in Brazil. It is 
suggested that the main reason for the educational backwardness was the existence 
of strong political interests over education. It is also defended that these interests 
can be empirically observed in the allocation of public resources between the differ-
ent levels of education, with political choices favouring specific groups in society. It 
was not a matter of lack of investment in education, but of inadequate allocation 
of resources. This pattern of political-based policies created a strong negative path 
dependence of misallocation of resources in education in Brazil, particularly with 
significant underinvestment in secondary education. 
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Introduction

Speaking of education in the 1930s, the president of Brazil at that time, Getulio 
Vargas, said, “Education is a matter of life and death”, and this statement was en-
graved in stone in the hall of the Ministry of Education in Rio de Janeiro 
(Havighurst & Moreira, 1965, p. 132). However, during history, Brazilian educa-
tion has always lagged behind other nations, even when compared to other devel-
oping economies. Brazilian educational indicators always presented some of the 
worst results compared to other Latin American countries, even the poorer ones 
(Frankema, 2008 p. 447; Boó, 2002, p. 255). On the other hand, during the twen-
tieth century Brazil had some of the most significant positive rates of economic 
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growth of the world (Abreu, 1990, pp. 398, 403, 408), particularly in the period 
1930-1980. Table 1 reveals this paradoxical combination of high growth but poor 
educational performance.

Table 1: Literacy and GDP per capita growth — Latin America

  Literacy GDP per capita growth

  (percent) (percent per year)

Country 1900 1950 2000 1900-39 1940-80 1981-2000

Argentina 51 88 97 1 1.7 0.6

Brazil 35 49 85 1.6 3.7 0.7

Chile 44 79 96 1.4 1.7 2.6

Colombia 34 62 92 0.3 2.1 0.7

Mexico 24 61 91 1 3.2 0.6

Peru 24 51 90 - - -

Uruguay 59 86 98 - - -

Venezuela 28 51 93 3.9 2.8 -0.9

Source: Bergés (2009, pp. 2, 3).

This backwardness continued until the present time. In the same period all 
other Latin American countries were catching-up with developed nations faster 
than Brazil in terms of educational development. The question that arises from this 
situation is straight-forward: What happened? Why has education in Brazil lagged 
behind? 

While there is a vast body of literature discussing economic growth in Brazil, 
the literature that assesses this historical problem of education is still very incipient. 
In this sense, the objective of the paper is to contribute to this subject by providing 
new contributions to the topic. It will be suggested, similarly to the current litera-
ture, that education in Brazil always lagged behind because of policy decisions that 
were based on political reasons, with the existence of strong political interests over 
education. In addition, two contributions to the literature will be made. First, it will 
be argued that the political interests over educational policies can be seen in the 
light of the different development projects conducted by the distinct regimes. The 
role of education in each project reflected the political power of each time. Second, 
it will be suggested that these interests can be empirically observed in the allocation 
of public resources between the different levels of education, which reflects the 
political choices favouring specific groups in society. In this direction, it will be 
argued that the main reason for the backwardness was not a matter of lack of in-
vestment in education, but the allocation of resources based on political interests. 
The result of this situation was that these political-based policies created a strong 
negative path dependence of inadequate allocation of resources in the Brazilian 
educational system, particularly with significant underinvestment in secondary 
education.

The work is divided in three more sections. Second section briefly revises the 
literature that asses why education in Brazil has always lagged behind and dis-
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cusses the historical evolution of education policies in the country. The method-
ological approach will be of analysing the politics of education1, searching for the 
role of educational policies in each development project, and looking for the po-
litical interests behind each of them. After that, the third section presents the quan-
titative evidence that supports the argument. It analyses the evolution of long-run 
series (1933-2004) of enrolment and expenditure on the different levels of educa-
tion, and also presents the results of a multiple structural break model that indicates 
the strong link between the expenditure structural breaks and the regime changes, 
supporting the political interests’ hypothesis. Finally, fourth section concludes the 
paper with some possible future policy insights.

The Political Economy of Educational Policies in Brazil

Why Education in Brazil lags behind?

There is a growing debate in the Brazilian literature concerning how to im-
prove the educational system (Menezes-Filho, 2007; Amaral & Menezes-Filho, 
2009). However, the existing literature that tackles the historical reasons for this 
situation is still very incipient, only a few studies try to answer the question of why 
education in Brazil has always lagged behind. While providing explanations from 
different perspectives, in general terms the literature agrees on the main reason for 
the backwardness of Brazilian education: political interests.

The general idea can be seen in the work of Peter Lindert. He argues that is 
possible to find in history many more cases of underinvestment than overinvestment 
in education. And, for at least three centuries, underinvestment in education has 
been the result of political decision-making, with political interests undermining 
the possibility of societies to fully invest in specific areas and levels of education 
(Lindert, 2009, p. 3). One of the authors that aggress with Lindert for the case of 
Brazil is David Plank. His general argument is that Brazil always had political 
systems that favoured private over public interests, resulting in non public-oriented 
policies (Plank et al., 1996, p. 120; Plank, 1996). Plank argues that throughout 
history all Brazilian governments were concerned with policies that favoured their 
own political base, which was normally the high elites of each period. As a result, 
policies focused on providing benefits only for these groups

Kang (2009) provides similar arguments to explain why Brazil did not develop 
its primary educational system during the period 1930-1964, a period during which 
its backwardness increased significantly. He argues that the existence of a high 
degree of political inequality, with political power concentrated in elites, which has 

1 This approach is based on Malloy (1979), which discuss the politics of social security in Brazil. His 
work provides a framework to analyse the relationship between the political environment and the 
economic outcomes in Brazil. 
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its roots on the colonial times, undermined the possibilities of the expansion of 
primary education. Even with the expansion during this period of a middle class 
that demanded more schooling, this was not enough to make massive educational 
policies effective. Other similar answers are provided by Wegenast (2009a, 2009b) 
and Schwartzman (2004). In this sense, while answering from different perspectives, 
the literature in general argues that the main reason for the backwardness of the 
Brazilian education was political interests. 

From the Old Republic to Vargas Era

The beginning of educational policies in Brazil started with the country’s inde-
pendence in 1822. However, until the end of the First Republic in 1930, it is not 
possible to discuss national educational policies. The beginning of federal and cen-
tralized policies occurred only with the passage from the Old Republic (1889-1930) 
to the Vargas Era (1930-1945) (Skidmore, 1967). The political structure of the First 
Republic (1889-1930) was mainly based on regionalism and local oligarchies. The 
formation of the Brazilian Federation with the Constitution of 1891 was a victory 
of the decentralized view. Due to this, the central government did not play an im-
portant role in many social and economic activities during this period. The states 
and their dominant agrarian oligarchies were fundamental in terms of political 
decisions (Fausto, 1994, p. 788; Bethell, 2008, p. 8). Educational policies were, 
during the entire First Republic, basically a state issue. 

In terms of economic development, it was a period of growth of the primary 
exports strategy, which is described by the continuity of strong concentration of 
land and plantation-style production, similar to the system adopted during colonial 
times and the empire. All this period was characterized by the existence of strong 
relationships of clientelismo and also of significant political power from the agrar-
ian oligarchies (Fausto, 1994, p. 809). The result of this process was a very diverse 
pattern of educational policies all around the country, and only in some urbanized 
and developed places some investment in education occurred, with benefits targeted 
to the elites. A clear example of this situation is that only a very small number of 
basic schools were set, normally in the state’s capital, while many states started to 
build public universities for their elites. The beginning of the 20th century was the 
time when this higher education system started to develop (Mendonça, 2000, p. 136). 

This structure changed significantly with Getulio Vargas’ government (1930- 
-1945), not only in education but also in the whole political environment and de-
velopment project of the country. Vargas led a project with the aim of building a 
centralized and for the first time fully national state, focusing on modernization, 
industrialization and growth (Skidmore, 1988). It was a period of significant invest-
ments in industrialization and the beginning of the import-substitution strategy in 
Brazil (Baer, 2003, pp. 55, 56). However, education was not a major part of the 
project at that time. In terms of political support, the Vargas government had to 
deal with two distinct forces to maintain its centralized power. First, it had to obtain 
the support of the new urban classes, which had been growing since the beginning 
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of the industrialization. Second, Vargas had to negotiate the support of the agrar-
ian elites, which continued in this period with their dominance over the political 
power in the countryside. In this sense, his policies had to focus on providing ben-
efits for both groups (Bethell, 2008, pp. 19, 20). In relation to the urban sector, his 
modernizing project focused on providing them with industrial jobs and social 
security. This was their main demand. Regarding the agrarian elites, Vargas main-
tained their power, and so his policies had very little effect over the countryside. 
And as previously discussed, the agrarian elites were not interested in paying for 
schooling for their working class. As a result of this political structure, there was 
not much space and interest for implementing significant changes in educational 
policies. His modernizing project was targeted to the concerns of his political base 
(Bethell, 2008, p. 61).

However, some changes and improvements occurred in education. And it is 
possible to argue that this was the first positive step of educational policies in Brazil. 
Together with the administrative centralization of all social areas, education also 
became part of the scope of the central government, with the establishment of the 
Ministry of Education (Havighurst & Moreira, 1965). Besides, the Constitution of 
1934 (art. 5) established education as a free public good, also determining that a 
Law of education should be issued to regulate educational policies. These improve-
ments were essentially related to the work of Gustavo Capanema, the Minister of 
Education between 1934 and 1945. With Capanema the bases of the Brazilian 
educational system started to develop, and a series of reforms in all educational 
levels took place, with the objective of transforming the different states systems 
into a uniform educational structure (Bomeny, 2008a). Capanema’s reforms in-
cluded a reformulation of the school curriculum, targeting the construction of a 
national identity, and giving a great deal of attention to Brazilian history, geography, 
literature and language. This was part of the project of building a modern and 
fully integrated national state (Bethell, 2008, p. 61).

Though, as already pointed out, besides Capanemas’ interests, education was 
not a major part of the development project of Vargas in that period. The main 
focus of the modernizing plan was related to the economy. And a huge effort was 
made to modernize the production side by investing in the import substitution pro-
cess (Baer, 2003, pp. 55, 56). As an example of the lack of importance given by the 
government to education it is possible to point to the fact that the interest in estab-
lishing a Law to regulate education was left aside, being brought back only in 1961. 

The Fourth Republic  2 (1945-1964)

After the end of the Vargas period, and its dictatorship with the Estado Novo 
(1937-1945), between 1945 and 1964 Brazil had a period of “open politics” be-
tween two dictatorships. Open in the sense that there was no full control of the 

2 Edgar Carone (1980) classifies this period as the Fourth Republic.
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political power by one person or group, and there was a reduced form of democ-
racy in place (Bethel, 2008, p. 87) However, only a few could enter the political 
game, so it is not possible to talk about a complete democracy. In economic terms, 
it was a period of strong economic growth for the country, with full support of the 
government for the import-substitution strategy. However, until 1961, the develop-
ment projects of the democratic presidents continued being very similar to the one 
of Vargas, focusing on industrialization and with little interest in educational poli-
cies (Skidmore, 1988). During this period, governments had many attitudes towards 
education, though just a few were really attempted. Already in 1948, the Minister 
of Education, Clemente Mariani, sent the first draft of the First Law of Direction 
and Bases for Education (1st LDB3) to the congress (Kang, 2009, p. 11). However, 
the Law was only approved in 1961. 

One important president of that period was Juscelino Kubitschek (1956-1960). 
During his government, a large development plan was set out, the Plano de Metas, 
(Target Plan). This plan defined huge investments of the government and private 
sector in five prioritary areas: energy, transportation, basic industry, food and edu-
cation (Silva, 2008). However, the educational sector was only given 3.4% of all 
investments of the program (Bomeny, 2008b, p. 1). As a result, while Brazil ob-
served a strong development in many areas, education was left aside. The result of 
this lack of interest of the democratic governments was a strong increase of educa-
tional backwardness in Brazil. 

Only in 1961, with the left wing President João Goulart, the first government 
with clear social policies, a significant changed occurred (Havighurst & Moreira, 
1965). João Goulart, who became president after the resign of Jânio Quadros, had 
a very different development project compared to the previous governments. With 
clear social interests, Goulart tried to start implementing new policies in Brazil. 
However, he stayed in government for just three years, the fear of socialism led to 
a military dictatorship in 1964 (Germano, 2000). However, even with such a small 
time in government, it was during his time that the First Law of Education (1st LDB, 
1961) was approved, just a few months after he arrived in power. The approval 
also reflected a movement of scholars and pedagogs who have been fighting for the 
LDB in the previous years, finding space for its approval during Goulart’s admin-
istration (Havighurst & Moreira, 1965). The LDB was the first clear regulatory 
framework of education in Brazil, and it was essentially based on the idea of educa-
tion as an end in itself. Table 2 provides a comparison of the First Law of Education 
with the further ones that will be discussed later. 

3 Portuguese acronym for Lei de Diretizes e Bases para a Educação.
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Table 2: Brazilian Education Laws

 
Expenditure

Compulsory 
Years of Study

Compulsory 
Annual Days  

of Study

Other Important 
aspects(Compulsory %)

1st Law — 
1961

12% federal, 20% sta-
tes and municipalities 

Primary  
(7 - 11 years old)

180 days

2nd Law — 
1971

No enforcement  
on federal budget, 
20% states and  
municipalities

Primary and  
Secondary  
(7 - 14 years old)

180 days

Free public secondary 
education should be 
gradually substituted 
by loans for students.

3rd Law – 
1996

18% federal, 25% sta-
tes and municipalities 

Primary and  
Secondary  
(7 - 14 years old)

200 days - 800 
hours

 

Sources: Brazilian Educational Laws (1961, 1971 and 1996).

The most important aspects of the First Law were the enforcement of 12% of 
the federal budget and 20% of states and municipalities budget to be spend on 
education, and also the establishment of primary school as compulsory for all 
children in the country. The result of the First LDB was clear: an increase in expen-
diture in all levels of education, leading to a positive impact in enrolment rates, as 
it will be seen later in the data.

The Military Dictatorship (1964-1984)

The impacts of the first LDB were short. Just three years later, in 1964, Brazil 
entered a military dictatorship, and this generated another significant change in 
educational policies (Skidmore, 1988). During this period, and in contrast to the 
previous, the government started to see education as an important part of its de-
velopment program, a big change compared to the previous governments. There 
were two main reasons why education had a new role in the development project. 
In first place, the militaries also had in their project the idea of continuing with 
industrialization and the import-substitution strategy, and this period (1968-1974) 
was a positive peak of this process, with the government inducing the country to 
achieve extremely high rates of economic growth — the so-called Economic Miracle 
(Milagre Econômico) (Hermann, 2005, p. 82). However, the militaries also de-
fended improvements in human capital to allow a new step in productivity. Their 
strategy was to continue inducing growth by investing in a productive working 
class that could stimulate the country to continue growing. It was a view essen-
tially related to the theoretical approach of education as a means to economic 
growth (Germano, 2000, p. 105). 

Another important point that influenced educational policies at that time was 
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the student’s opposition. During the first years of dictatorship there was a huge 
increase in student protests, both with objective of showing opposition to the mil-
itary government and also advocating more investment in education (Bethell, 2008, 
p. 184). In this direction, it is possible to say that educational policies during that 
time had two main objectives: modeling the student’s view of the country, in order 
to protect the government against new opposition, and also investing in human 
capital to create a technical class that could guide the country to more growth. Due 
to these reasons education became more integrated into the development project.

The student protest and the interests of the new government in education as a 
means to economic growth led to two major reforms, of higher education in 1968 
and of basic education in 1971, resulting in the establishment of the Second Law 
of Education in 1971 (2nd LDB, 1971), during the presidency of Emílio Garrastazu 
Médici (Germano, 2000, p. 104). The Second LDB maintained some of the charac-
teristics of the previous one, but also incorporated important changes. It preserved 
the budget requirement of 20% for states and municipalities, but left out any en-
forcement at the federal level, which could spend the sum it wanted on education. 
In addition, the most important aspect of the new legislation was the decision 
concerning secondary education, which was clearly left aside. The 2nd LDB deter-
mined that secondary education should be withdrawn as a public good, being 
gradually replaced by loans for students:

“Art. 63. The gratuity of the public school and the scholarships of-
fered by the Public Power will be progressively substituted, in secondary 
education, by the concession of loans subject to restitution” (2nd LDB, 
1971, p. 11)4.

The quotation clearly indicates that not only was the government not inter-
ested in investing in secondary education, but it also had a clear plan of progres-
sively withdrawing it as public good. It was a signal that secondary education was 
not part of the national project at that time. Investments in this level would go 
against the two roles of education in their development project. First, it would be 
contrary to the interests of targeting the policy towards the political base of the 
government: the rich classes that supported the regime and were able to obtain 
private secondary education and could consequently enter the higher level. And 
second, it would also be against their interests of reducing opposition. The militar-
ies did not have any intention of providing the poor population with more school-
ing than the minimum qualification for a working class, afraid of the possibility of 
contestation of the regime. The year of 1968 was an example of the growing op-
position to the regime, with a huge increase in protests both from workers and 
students (Bethell, 2005, p. 184). So the new Law also had the objective of reducing 
this resistance. 

4 Free translation from Portuguese.
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As a result of these interests, the practical results of the 2nd LDB, which will be 
seen in the data, were: i) huge investments in higher education, with new universi-
ties and technical schools, targeting the desired skilled labour needed for growth; 
ii) new investments in primary education, to provide a minimum qualification 
standard for the poor population, and iii) a huge drop on secondary expenditure, 
as determine by the Law that secondary education should be gradually withdrawn 
as a public good. 

As a consequence of these policies, a strong inequality between the levels of 
education in Brazil emerged, and the quality of secondary schooling declined sig-
nificantly. A gap between classes was created, with basic schooling for the poor, and 
higher education for the rich. As will be clear from the quantitative data, the ex-
penditure allocation of the government followed exactly this policy, with increases 
in primary and tertiary expenditure, and a huge reduction in secondary investments. 
The path dependency of this policy remains until today, with persistently bad qual-
ity secondary education, and a disproportional expenditure on higher education. 
The conditions for this path dependency will be deeply discussed later, but is im-
portant to stress that the meaning used here for this concept is of institutions which 
are self reinforcing. Once Brazil started this allocation of its public resources on 
education, there is a self reinforcing force within governments (political interests) 
which maintain this structure until today. As the data will show, despite some recent 
improvements Brazil still did not manage to fully correct this gap between levels.

The Recent Democracy

Even after the end of military rule, in 1985, educational policies remained 
based on the 2nd LDB. In terms of economic development, the decades of 1980s and 
1990s did not follow the pattern that had been taking place since the 1930s. The 
country presented very low rates of economic growth, high external deficits and 
huge inflation. It is commonly argued that this situation was the result of a crisis 
of the import substitution strategy, with Brazil having exhausted all its substitution 
possibilities. It is also argued that one reason for the stagnation was the lack of 
technological learning during the substitution years. The copying process under-
mined the potential of the country to induce technological development by itself 
(Castro & Tiezzi, 2004, pp. 144, 145). In this sense, it is interesting to notice that 
the stagnation that followed the substitution years was perhaps the result of an 
unsustainable type of growth, which was only based on the incorporation of capi-
tal. The lack of importance given to education during all the governments since the 
1930s created a non-innovative labor market, which was not able to developed new 
technology and overcome the end of substitution possibilities. In this direction, the 
quality of Brazilian economic growth during the substitution years was low, result-
ing in a non-sustainable process in the future. 

The situation of educational policies only changed with the Constitution of 
1988 and the Third Law of Education (3rd LBD, 1996) in 1996. They came in a 
period with significant changes of economic policy in the country, which started to 
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open its economy. The Constitution of 1988 already pointed out the new policies 
that were corroborated by the Law a few years later. They re-incorporated compul-
sory expenditure at the federal level, increasing it to 18%, and also raised to 25% 
the compulsory expenditure of states and municipalities. Besides, the new Law 
clearly indicates a shift in expenditure towards primary and secondary education, 
the later being re-integrated as an important target for the governments. According 
to the study of Brown (2002, p. 117), these changes only became possible due to the 
advent of democracy and the reduction of the political power of the elites. He argues 
that the increase in electoral competition with the end of the military rule led to two 
main consequences: (i) an increase in the percentage of federal budget allocated to 
education; and (ii) a shift in spending from university to primary education. 

These new policies are considered important steps in educational policies in 
Brazil, they are starting to reverse a long-run negative pattern of inadequate alloca-
tion of resources in education (Silva Junior & Sguissardi, 2005, p. 23), which 
lasted for at least 28 years after the 2nd LDB. With these measures, it can be said 
that education became, as in Goulart’s years, an important social issue for the new 
democratic governments and also an end in itself, as demanded by society. In the 
recent years education remained a central part of the national project, but now with 
a totally different role in comparison to the military project (Dourado, 2002). 

Econometric Analysis 

In the previous section, it was argued that the main reason for the lagged situ-
ation was the existence of political interests over educational policies, with a strong 
relationship between the development projects of the regimes and their policy deci-
sions. It was also argued that this situation can be seen in the light of the regimes’ 
allocation of expenditure between the levels of education, with the adoption of 
political-based choices that favoured specific groups in society. This section will 
provide evidence for theses conclusion by analysing the long-run series of expen-
diture and enrolment in the different levels of education in Brazil, and also by 
performing a multiple structural break model over the series of expenditure. The 
basic idea of the model is to locate, without previous expectations on the data, 
structural breaks, and then relate them to the history of educational policies in 
Brazil discussed in the last section. The results indicate that the breaks in expendi-
ture reflect extremely well the changes in the development projects, being directly 
linked to regime changes or new educational laws. These results support the argu-
ment presented in the previous discussion.

To start, before getting into the analysis of the allocation of expenditure be-
tween the levels of education, it is important to take a step back and show evidence 
that the overall level of expenditure in education in Brazil was not significantly 
different from other similar countries. This is necessary to support the argument 
that the main reason for the lagged situation was not the lack of investment, but 
the incorrect allocation of investment based on political interests. Table 3 provides 



Brazilian Journal of Political Economy  33 (1), 2013156

this evidence, showing the overall expenditure of developing countries in education 
as a percentage of their current GDP since 1970, when this data becomes available. 

Table 3: Overall Expenditure in Education — Developing Countries (% of GDP)

Country 1970 1975 1980 1985 1990 1995 2000 2005

Argentina 1.5 1.8 2.6 1.4 3.3 3.6 4.6 3.8

Brazil 2.9 3.0 3.5 3.6 4.4 4.6 4.0 4.0

Chile 4.8 3.9 4.5 3.8 2.4 2.7 3.9 3.4

South Korea 3.5 2.1 3.5 4.2 3.3 3.2 4.3 4.6

India 2.4 2.3 2.9 3.2 3.7 3.3 4.4 3.2

Source: UNESCO – Institute for Statistics.

The table indicates that Brazilian expenditure was not very different from 
other Latin American countries that achieved much better results in education, such 
as Chile and Argentina. It also shows a not very distinct pattern in comparison to 
South Korea, a country that is considered an example of investment in education 
in the post-WW2 period. This indicates that the lagged educational situation seems 
not to be a result of lack of investment, and consequently it would be better to 
analyse the allocation of expenditure within the education sector as a possible cause 
for the backwardness.

Data

The data used to perform the multiple structural break model comprise full 
series of total public expenditure (as percentage of the GDP) in the different edu-
cational levels for the period 1933-2004. The data includes all public expenses with 
education at the three levels of management: federal, states and municipalities. It 
does not include any private investment in education. The dataset also includes 
information on enrolment (as a percentage of the cohort of students in the age of 
each level) for the same period, which is useful to analyse the impacts of the differ-
ent policies. The data5 was organized following the methodology proposed by 
Maduro (2007). Enrolment is calculated by dividing the number of enrolled stu-
dents in each level by the cohort of the population in age of studying at that level. 
The cohorts are (i) Primary: 7-14 years old, (ii) Secondary: 15-17 years old, and (iii) 
Tertiary: 18-22 years old. Expenditure is calculated by dividing total expenditure 
in each level of education by the GDP. Linear interpolations were used to fill the 
gaps in the data. The evolution of enrolment and expenditure separately for each 

5 The data of enrolled students for the period 1933-1998 comes from the Anuários Estatísticos of IBGE 
(Instituto Brasileiro de Geografia e Estatística), organized and available at the Estatísticas do Século XX 
(CD-ROM), and for the period 1998-2008 from INEP (Instituto Nacional de Estudos e Pesquisas Edu-
cacionais), available on the INEP website. The population data for the whole period comes from IBGE. 
For expenditure on education and GDP, the data also comes from the Anuários Estatísticos of IBGE for 
the period 1933-1994, and from INEP for the period 1994-2004. 
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of the three levels are presented in Graphs 1 to 3, which also include the results of 
the econometric test performed in the next sub-section.

The graphs reflect quite well the narrative of the history of educational policies 
described in the previous section. In terms of expenditure, it is possible to see the 
low stage at all levels of education until the First Law in 1961, with slight increas-
es during the Vargas years. In 1971, it is possible to see the increase in expenditure 
of primary and tertiary educational, while secondary expenditure dropped. Finally, 
after the end of the dictatorship and the 3rd Law of Education, there is the ex-
pected increase in educational expenditure in all levels. The enrolment data show 
the result of these policies. In primary education, we notice a linear growth in the 
rates of enrolment due to the long-run increase in expenditure. In the case of sec-
ondary education, there was a slow growth in enrolment after the policies of 1971, 
and a return to expansion after the third Law. Finally, in the higher education there 
is also a long-run increase in enrolment, which is stronger during the military years.

Econometric Methodology

The econometric technique adopted to identify multiple structural breaks in 
the series is based on the procedure proposed by Bai and Perron (1998, 2003). 
Formally, a test is perfomed to simultaneously locate multiple structural breaks and 
check their statistical significance, without imposing any prior expectations on the 
data, treating the numbers of breaks as an endogenous test parameter. This is the 
essential difference from this approach to the traditional ones, such as the Chow 
test, which test the presence of a structural break in a point pre-determined exog-
enously (Greene, 2008, p. 120; Enders, 2004, p. 202). The procedure estimates 
unknown regression coefficients together with the break points when T years are 
available. The number of breaks, m, is then treated as unknown and it is necessary 
to fix a minimum interval length allowed between breaks. Note that there is an 
implicit trade-off involved: very short intervals risk resulting in very short-term 
shifts, whereas long intervals risk missing important break points. In order to define 
the best number of breaks, it is necessary to use some information criteria. 

The procedure estimates a linear equation in the form:
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t tδ µ  is the error term (Bai and Perron, 1998, p. 49). The 
procedure provides consistent estimates of the number of break points, the break 
point dates and the coefficients for each break. 

The minimum interval fixed was of 10% of the series, 7.2 years, and the test 
was performed for a maximum of five break points. In order to define the number 
of break points, two information criteria will be used: the Bayesian Information 
Criterion (BIC), and the LWZ (Schwartz criteria) criterion, which are well-known 
and do not need to be discussed.
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After the structural breaks are located, it will be check if they are related to 
changes in the political environment of the country. If the breaks reflect the politi-
cal movement, it is an indication that the real education policies — the observed 
expenditure in education — are truly related to the government policies and their 
development projects, suggesting that the proposed influence of political interests 
over educational policies was correct. It will also be possible to see the direction of 
the breaks, testing if the regimes favoured specific groups of society by increasing 
the expenditure in specific levels and decreasing in others.

Results

In all of the three exercises, BIC and LWZ indicated the same number of breaks, 
suggesting robust results. The number of breaks and their position in each level of 
education is presented in table 4. 

Table 4: Results of Structural Breaks Test 

  Primary Secondary Tertiary

Number of Breaks 3 4 3

1st Break 1963 1947 1951

2nd Break 1970 1963 1964

3rd Break 1985 1971 1986

4th Break   1996  

According to the results, primary and tertiary education have three structural 
break points, while secondary has four. Table 5 provides the analysis of the relation-
ship of the structural breaks with the political environment of the country. It is 
possible to aggregate the break points into five groups. The first one is related to 
the end of Vargas period in the late 1940s. The second is related to the First Law 
of Education in the beginning of the 1960s. The third group is linked to the Second 
Law of Education in 1971. The fourth group is related to the end of the military 
dictatorship. And finally the last group is connected with the Third Law of 
Education in 1996. All the structural break points suggested by the tests are in-
cluded in one of these moments of political change in Brazil, or directly linked to 
a change in political power or related to new political interests with the advent of 
educational laws. 

Table 5: Political Relationship of Structural Breaks

Break Years Levels of Education Political Enviroment 

1947-1951 Secondary & Tertiiary Return to Democracy

1963-1964 Primary & Tertiary First Law of Education

1971 Primary & Secondary Second Law of Education

1985-1986 Primary & Tertiary End of Military Dictatorship

1996 Secondary Third Law of Education
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An interesting first observation regarding the results of the structural breaks 
is the evident relationship between the break points of primary and tertiary educa-
tion, which are different from the structural breaks observed in secondary educa-
tion. As previously discussed, the reason for this situation is that governments 
usually invested in primary and higher education, with the increase in expenditure 
in these levels occurring in similar periods, during the First Law of Education and 
after the end of military dictatorship and the Constitution of 1989. On the other 
hand, secondary education was left aside, with the decrease in expenditure with 
the break point of 1971 and the military policy. It only recovered in 1996 after the 
Third Law of Education. A more clear understanding of the results can be seen 
through the analysis of graphs, which will elucidate these points. They indicate not 
only the break years but also their level, which was estimated by the coefficients 
of the model.

Graph 1: Structural Breaks: Primary Education
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In the case of primary education, the breaks always indicate an increase to a 
new level of expenditure. The first change was with the First Law of Education. 
Then, the second increase occurred with the Second Law of Education and the 
military project of providing a minimum qualification for workers. Finally, after 
the end of dictatorship there was a new increase in expenditure, which was then 
enforced by the new Constitution of 1989. It is interesting to note the long period 
that took the country to start expanding expenditure in primary education, which 
only happened in 1961. This is related to the lack of political interest during Vargas 
and the democratic years. The evolution of enrolment follows the break’s pattern, 
with an increase in the long-run. Perhaps a faster increase in expenditure during 
the initial period, before 1961, would have accelerated the rate of expansion of 
enrolment rates. 
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Graph 2: Structural Breaks: Secondary Education
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The case of secondary education is the shocking one. While there were two 
initial breaks that increased the expenditure in the end of Vargas and also due to 
the First Law of Education, there is a strong negative break on the Second Law of 
Education in 1971. This is related to the already discussed educational policy of 
the military, which left secondary education behind and favoured higher education. 
After 1990, expenditure in secondary education started to increase once again with 
the new Constitution, gaining more fuel with the Third Law. The intriguing situa-
tion about this evidence is the impact on enrolment rates. While there was a huge 
drop on expenditure in 1971, enrolment rates continued to expand. This question 
would need further analysis, which is out of the scope of this long-run analysis. But 
based on the data of primary education, it is possible to suggest that enrolment 
rates continued to expand due to the increase in the number of student finishing 
primary education at that time. However, while the lack of investment did not 
prevent the expansion of enrolment, it impacted significantly in its quality, which 
was strongly reduced. And this created a strong negative path dependence over the 
quality of secondary education in Brazil (Frankema, 2008; Castro & Tiezzi, 2004; 
Wjuniski, 2009).
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Graph 3: Structural Breaks: Tertiary Education
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The case of tertiary education is the simplest one. As discussed previously, the 
existence of strong political power in favour of the elites led most governments to 
invest in higher education. This situation can be clearly seen here. The changes of 
regimes always led to increases in expenditure in higher education, with breaks 
occurring in Vargas, a couple of years after the First Law of Education, and also 
the end of the dictatorship and the Constitution of 1989. The pattern of increasing 
expenditure created a path dependency of high expenditure in tertiary education. 

The results essentially show that there was always a strong increase in expen-
diture in primary and higher education, while a reduction in expenditure in second-
ary education. And until 2003, even with the new policies after the Third Law of 
Education, the level of secondary education expenditure still did not reach the 
tertiary level. This allocation of resources only benefits a smaller proportion of 
society which has access to higher public education, with a higher cost per student. 
The beginning of this situation was already pointed out: the educational policies of 
the military government in 1971.

Conclusions

Today Brazil is considered one of the most important emerging countries. This 
happens because many institutional, social and economic achievements have been 
accomplished in the last years: democracy, economic stability and growth, reduc-
tion of poverty etc. However, it is clear that the country still needs to improve its 
human indicators, catching-up to developed levels. The case of education is part of 
this objective. Education is an end in itself, and deserves more attention in Brazil. 
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The objective of this paper was to contribute to this goal, discussing ideas that may 
help to improve and develop the Brazilian educational system. 

By analysing the educational backwardness through a historical perspective, 
this paper reached the following conclusions. In first place, it argued that political 
interests really account for a significant part of the lagged situation, with these 
interests reflecting the different development projects of the country in its distinct 
periods. Second, it also provided quantitative evidence to support this argument, 
showing that the political interests can be seen in the light of the allocation of re-
sources between the different levels of education during history. The pattern of 
structural breaks in the econometric analysis reflected quite well the evolution of 
the political environment. It was also possible to see, based on the direction of the 
breaks, the misallocation of public resources between the levels, favoring higher 
education in the long-run and leaving secondary education behind. Finally, it was 
possible to see the consequences of these politically-based policies for the Brazilian 
educational system: (i) by observing how long it took for the country to start invest-
ing in all levels of education, a practice that only began in 1961 (ii) by observing 
the strong level of expenditure in higher education in comparison to the other 
levels, which created an unequal distribution of education in Brazil that persists 
today; (iii) and more importantly by demonstrating that the educational policies of 
the military period created the most significant negative path dependency in 
Brazilian education. It created underinvestment in secondary education, devaluing 
its quality, and also leading to a strong inequality between the levels of education 
(Frankema, 2008; Castro & Tiezzi, 2004; Wjuniski, 2009).

Based on these contributions, the question that arises is what kind of policy 
implications can be drawn? What are the changes that are still necessary in Brazilian 
educational policies? Clearly, based on this discussion, the country needs to find a 
way to reduce and come to an end with the disequilibrium between the educa-
tional levels, with the allocation of resources that still reflect that 1970s. This is the 
most important conclusion that emerged from the analysis. Two main policy im-
plications come directly from this. First, the country needs to focus and increase 
investments in secondary education. It is still clearly behind the other levels. 
Expenditure should increase and a better quality must be targeted. Second, a reduc-
tion in higher education expenditure is necessary. There is obviously an over ex-
penditure in this level compared to the others which needs to be restricted. In 
practical terms, it is very complicated to reduce spending in the already existing 
public university system. The only possible solution seems to be at least stop in-
creasing it in the long-run. And together with the rise in investments in secondary 
education, the misallocation may be reduced in the future. This suggestion seems 
to go completely against the policies that are being adopted by the current govern-
ment, which is maintaining the pattern of increasing expenditure in higher educa-
tion. New public universities have been created and the government is also develop-
ing a system of subsides to private colleges. It is evident that the present government 
is trying to correct the gap created by the incorrect policies of the past. They are 
trying to provide poor students, which come from public secondary schools, a way 
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to enter into private universities. But the fact is that this does not appear to be the 
best option in the long run. Instead, the government should use this money to im-
prove secondary education, in order to develop its quality and in the future allow 
its students to enter the existing public university system. Only then may the target 
be transferred to the tertiary system once again. It is important to stress that these 
conclusions are not going against the existence of free public universities, just argu-
ing that the current situation of Brazilian education is extremely unequal, and by 
now the target should be on secondary education. 

Finally, it is important to point that this is still the beginning of a research 
agenda for the historical problem of education in Brazil. The literature is incipient 
and many topics can be clarified and further discussed. It is necessary to disaggre-
gate the expenditure analysis between regions, states, and urban and rural areas. In 
the same way, it is necessary to discuss regional educational indicators. This may 
bring new insights on how the allocation of resources influences the education 
outcomes in the different parts of Brazil. It is also necessary to more deeply discuss 
each one of these periods, their policies and their consequences. Another important 
issue that also needs further research is about quality indicators. It is essential to 
find indicators for the past, and also search for new and better ones for the closer 
period. All these issues may emerge in the near future research. There is still a long 
way to fully develop this research agenda, and economic history can have an im-
portant contribution to this objective and consequently to the improvement of 
Brazilian education.
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