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The social-economic integration of diverse Brazilian
geographic regions has been a major public concern
throughout this entire century. However, despite all
efforts, the social-economic disparities between the
Northeast, the poorest region, and the South and
Southeast regions, the better developed regions, are as
striking as they were when Williamson’s (1965) study of
regional disparities within countries identified Brazil
as one of the countries with the lowest degree of
regional integration. In fact, while in 1986 in the
Northeast, of each 100 live births approximately 10 are
expected to die before completing 12 months, in the
South, less than 4 out of every 100 newborns will die
before completing the first vyear [IBGE (1988) 3.
Moreover, when Albuquerque and Villela (1991) computed
the UNDP Human Development Index for each Brazilian
state, the results indicated that whereas some states
in the Northeast have HDIs inferior to Bolivia‘s and
close to Kenya’s, the states in the South reach HDIs
close to Portugal’s, Argentina‘s and South Korea’s. Per
capita income varies greatly, going from USS$ 500 in
Piaui to US$ 4.000 in Sdo Paulo [see Table 3 and
Albuquerque (1991)].

Table 1 reveals that regional disparities in
educational attainment are equally striking and mainly
between the Northeast Region on the one hand and all
other regions on the other hand. In fact, the regional
differences between all regions except the Northeast
are very mild. This table reveals that while almost 40%
of the population in the Northeast Region 1is
illiterate, in all other regions the percentage of
illiterates is inferior to 20%. With respect to the
average number of years of schooling, the regional
disparities are also very disturbing: the average for
the Northeast is close to 60%, of the average for the
other regions.

These regional disparities in educational attainment
raise even greater concern, since the overall level of
education of the Brazilian population is very low
compared to levels in other Latin American countries
with similar levels of per capita income. Table 2
presents two indicators of educational attainment for
almost all South American countries. The results revel
that, overall, Brazil has indicators of educational
attainment close only to those of the poorest South
American country, Bolivia. As a consequence, the
indicators for the relatively educated Southeast of
Brazil are barely better than those for Bolivia and
only close to, but still worse than, Peru’s and
Colombia’s. The indicators for the Northeast are far
worse than for any countries in South America.




Table 1
INDICATORS OF EDUCATIONAL ATTAINMENT FOR BRAZILIAN
REGIONS

Region Illiteracy Rate? Mean Years of
(1987) Schooling® (1990)
Brazil 20 3.5
Northeast 38 2.4
North 13 4.1
Center-wWest 17 3.9
Southeast 12 3.9
South 12 3.5

Notes: 3The percentage of persons aged 15 and over who,
cannot, with understanding, both read and write
a short simple statement on their everyday
life.
bAverage number of years of schooling received
per person aged 10 and over.

Since the supply of schools does not currently seem to
be the major bottleneck of the Brazilian educational
system (Fletcher and Ribeiro (1987)), public attention
has turned to the lack of guality of public education
at the primary level. Low quality of public primary
education is considered to be the fundamental cause of
extremely high repetition and drop-out rates, which are
perceived as the immediate causes for the low
educational attainment of the Brazilian population.

To what extent are the regional disparities in the
level of educational attainment shown in Table 1 the
result of concomitant regional disparities in quality
of education? To partially answer this question we
study the variation of two alternative measures of
quality of education: time spent in school and cost per
pupil.




Table 2

INDICATORS OF EDUCATIONAL ATTAINMENT FOR SOUTH AMERICAN

COUNTRIES
Country Illiteracy Mean Years of
Rate® (1987) Schooling® (1990)
Argentina 05 8.7
Bolivia 22 4.0
Brazil 19 3.9
Chile 07 7.5
Colombia 13 5.7
Paragquay 10 4.9
Peru 15 6.4
Uruguay 04 7.8
Venezuela 12 6.3

Source: United Nations (1992).

Notes: @The percentage of persons aged 15 and
over who can’t, with understanding, both read
and write a short simple statement on their
everyday life.

Average number of vyears of schooling
received per person aged 25 and over.

b

Table 3 and Figures 1 and 2 from Barros and Mendoncga
(1992) present estimates of the average time spent in
school Dby state. They reveal that, on average,
Brazilian children spent slightly less than four hours
per day 1in lower-primary public schools (first to
fourth grade). They also reveal differences in the
average time in school between the Northeast states and
the others. All Northeast states are far below average
except for Sergipe (SE), Bahia (BA) and Maranhio (MA) .
On average, Northeastern children spent 10% less time
in school than children in the Southeast Region.

Next, we consider the degree of regional variability in
the cost per pupil for state and municipal primary
schools. In Brazil, primary education is mainly a
responsibility of the municipalities, with the state
government having the responsibility of supplementing
when necessary. Table 3 and Figures 3 and 4 present the
cost per pupil in state and municipal schools by states
[see Ministério da Educagdo (1990)]. In all states, the
cost per pupil of state schools tends to be greater,




reinforcing the known fact that state schools tend to
be better than municipal schools. More importantly, the
regional disparities in expenditures per student are
extremely pronounced. The <cost per pupil in state
schools in the Northeast is 1/3 of that of similar
schools in the Southeast. The differencial between
these two regions for municipal schools 1is even

greater: the cost per pupil in the Northeast is 1/7 of
the cost in the Southeast.

In summary, the evidence <clearly indicates that
regional disparities in quality of education are
strongly correlated with regional disparities in the
level of educational attainment. This corroborates the
hypothesis that a lack of quality of education in
Brazil has strong negative effects on the level of
educational attainment of children born in both urban
and rural areas of the Northeast. The existence of
these regional disparities may indicate that unequal
access to public services could be a major cause of the
difficulties in bringing about economic and social
integration between the Northeast and the rest of
Brazil. Therefore, improvements 1in the quality of
public education provided to Northeastern children must
be a priority for reducing regional disparities in
Brazil.

Nonetheless, not all types of improvements in quality
would bring about increases in the level of educational
attainment of poor children. Hence, we finish this note
by differentiating between two types of improvements in
the quality of education, aiming to identify which type
tends to increase the level of educational attainment
and reduce the degree of inequality in educational
opportunities. To understand the impact of increments
in the quality of educational services on the level of
education attainment of children from poor families it
is analytically convenient to perceive the production
of education as a proces with three inputs: the
quantity of educational services, the quality of
educational services, and the resources provided
directly by families and children. In the following, we
assume that the quantity of public educational services
is held constant.




REGIONAL DISPARITIES IN COST PER PUPIL AND TIME SPENT IN SCHOOL

Table 3

Cost per pupii
per yeard (US$)

Time in School

Lower Primaryb

GOP per Capita
(USs 1988)¢

Acre (AC)
Amazonas (AM)
Amapa (AP)
Roraima (RR)
Rondénia (RO)
Para (PA)

Northeast

Maranhdo (MA)

Prauf (PI)

Ceara (CE)

Rio Grande do Norte (RN)
Paraiba (PB)

Pernambuco (PE)

Alagoas (AL)

Sergipe (SE)

Bahia (BA)

Southeast

Minas Gerais (MG)
Espirito Santo (ES)
Rio de Janeiro (RJ)
S3o0 Paulo (SP)

South

Parana (PR)
Santa Catarina (SC)
Rio Grande do Sul (RS)

Center-west

Mato Grosso (MT)

Mato Grosso do Sul (MS)
Goias (GO)

Distrito Federal (DF)

63

49
81
98
144
208
53

67

33
33
67

74
77
67
57
62

194

na

89
306
203

143

107
106
227

84

91

75

84
308

52

35

49
44
32
na
na
27

29

23
22
22
L2
36
37
21
32
28

209

na
107
266
138

109

63
139
138

40

39
45
38

na
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na

na
na
na
na
na
na

3.5

3.7
3.4
3.2
3.0
3.3
3.4
3.5
3.9
3.7

4.0

4.1
4.0
3.8
4.0

3.9

3.8
4.0
3.9

3.9

3.8
3.9
3.8
3.9

2241

1401

2035
na
na
na
na

1109

918

564
472
778
858
628
1102
895
943
1226

3217

1850
1914
3352
3993

2382

2037
2344
2738

1949

1788

na
AYAgs
4498

Souce: a) Ministério da Educacdo (1990); b) Barros and Mendonca (1992) and ¢) Albuguerque and Villela

(1991).
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Time in School by State (Rural Areas)
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FIGURE 3

Cost per Pupil by State
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The main hypothesis is that the impact of increments in
the quality of public education on children’s
educational attainment is not monotonic. A change in
quality will increase the educational attainment of
poor children if it releases family resources. On the
other hand, when the change requires a concomitant
increase in family resources in order to be
productively implemented, it may exclude poor children
from the education process. More abstractly, this idea
amounts to assuming that for each level of resources
committed by families there is an optimum amount for
each dimension of the quality of education. At levels
below this optimum, increases in quality release family
resources and increase educational attainment:; at
levels above the optimum, increases in quality demand
extra family resources and may lead to a decrease in
the educational attainment of poor children. In
summary, increases in quality may ‘"realease" or
"demand" extra family resources.

A change in quality of education of the "release" type
will most benefit poor children to the extent that it
will substitute for family resources. Therefore, 1in
this case, greater quality would help not only to
increase the educational level of poor children but
also to reduce the degree of inequality of
opportunities. Example would be the public provision of
transportation for all children to and from school as
well as free school materials.

A change in gquality of education of the "demand" type
will most benefit children from high-income families
and may prejudice poor children to the extent that it
will increase the demand for family resources and
therefore reinforce the role of family background. The
level of inequality in opportunities will certainly
increase. For example, suppose schools opted for a more
advanced curriculum. To implement this, they contract
better qualified theachers and require students to work
harder. We would expect an increase in the repetition
rate for children whose parents, because of their low
educational level or because of a very binding budget
constraint, would not be able to help their children
with homework or pay for extra classes. Another example
is a compulsory increase in the number of hours that
children have to stay in school. cChildren who have to
combine work and study will be forced to drop out. In
both examples, the increase in quality only has a
positive impact if families also increase the amount of
resources they devote to their children’s education. In
these cases, minimal requirements have been raised,
making education more expensive. It may become too
expensive for poor families. Therefore, a greater
quality of educational services may make schools more




inaccessible for poor children, leading to a decrease
in their level of educational attainment and
consequently to an increase in the degree of inequality
in educational opportunities.

In summary, to increase the educational attainment of
poor children one should design changes in quality of
education which release family resources instead of
increasing the demand for these resources.
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