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The first undergradu-
ate distance course 
in Brazil

1995
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The rebirth of 
distance learning 

Perhaps unsurprisingly given the dimen-
sions of the country, the fastest-growing 
teaching method today in Brazil is distance 
learning. Unique in the flexibility of its time-
table and its ability to reach the country’s 

farthest corners, the internet, coupled with 
government funding schemes, have brought 
about a dramatic surge in its popularity.
The Brazilian Open University (UAB) is at the 
centre of the growth, gathering resources 

from public universities across the country. 
The UAB remit is to prioritise teacher train-
ing, which now accounts for over one third 
of all course applications, removing learn-
ing barriers for educators farthest from 

physical institutions.
Further support has come from the 
government’s University For All (ProUni) 
programme, offering low-income families 
between 50 and 100 percent funding 

for distance-learning courses at private 
universities. The sector’s subsequent 
expansion has seen the private sector 
aggressively pursuing the market, again 
bringing the challenge of quality to their 

door. With an average 140 students per 
teacher, distance education providers have 
to monitor their courses closely and pro-
vide a support network to keep students 
motivated and professors effective. 

The landscape of Brazil’s non-profit 
universities
COMPETITION In the face of growing competition from private universities, Brazil’s public and non-
profit higher education institutions are having to adapt to a new reality, and their modernisation is 
bringing hitherto unthinkable opportunities to students from all backgrounds

Brazil’s richest city and state Sao Paulo is also home to its three strongest-performing state 
universities, but those behind USP, UNESP and Unicamp are keenly aware of the challenges they face

Brazil’s higher education system may still be 
in its infancy compared to that of the UK or 
USA, but while there is currently no Cambridge, 
Oxford or Harvard equivalent, international 
respect for the country’s public institutions 
continues to grow. The University of Sao Paulo 
(USP) consistently tops the national rankings 
and, last year, climbed to just outside the top 50 
of the Times Education Supplement’s strongest 
university reputations in the world. Despite 
having felt a financial squeeze at the turn of the 
century, the country’s best public universities 
still carry a cachet that makes them untouch-
able in terms of academic research, but now, 
more than ever, they need to find efficient ways 
of using it to impact on Brazil’s future.
However, the higher education landscape has 
changed dramatically over the last two decades. 
Since 1996, a new federal law has paved the way 
for the current boom in for-profit universities, 
and nearly three quarters of the 2,416 higher 
education institutions in Brazil today are pri-

vately owned. Rather than feel threatened, how-
ever, public and not-for-profit universities have 
benefitted from this opening up of the national 
talent pool. An increase in scholarships to raise 
student quotas from public schools has had the 
positive knock-on effect of increased motivation 
on campus, stimulating both a competitive 
and determined entrepreneurial streak among 
a generation that values their education more 
deeply than ever. 
“This is the sort of thing that will change this 
country”, says Marilza Vieira Cunha Rudge, 
rector of Sao Paulo State University (UNESP), 
who adds that by 2018, the university aims 
to have 50 percent of its students entering 
from the public system. “Public universities are 
maintained with taxes that the whole popula-
tion pay, so it is our duty to give something 
back to the people.” 
Beyond the federal and state universities, doz-
ens of private and religious not-for-profit insti-
tutions also enjoy strong reputations, the latter 

forming the educational foundations of the 
country reaching back to the nineteenth cen-
tury. Being church-run means they are afforded 
an independence to pursue specialisations, as 
well as being part of a ready-made international 
network that make them an essential part of 
the higher education make up. Further agility 
is enjoyed by those, like the Getulio Vargas 
Foundation (FGV), that have aligned them-
selves with the strongest public universities as 
research hubs and dynamic think-tanks to serve 
the private and public sectors alike.

Innovating for change in higher education 
MODERNISATION Brazil’s most traditional universities are increasingly 
aware of the need to modernise to compete with the private sector and 
international institutions alike

“We are engaging with 
new technology tools 
that will allow us to last 
another 140 years” 
Marcio de Moraes 
Rector of UMESP

“We expect to expand from 
37 to 103 distance-learning 
courses by the end of the year” 
Luciano Sathler 
Director of distance education and  
innovation of UMESP

VIEWPOINTS
The Methodist University 
of Sao Paulo (UMESP) is a 
philanthropic higher educa-
tion institution in the state’s 
industrial heartland, the ABC 
region. Already enjoying a 
strong reputation, UMESP is 
now ready to expand its reach 

Ibero-American 
collaboration
Universia is the world’s largest network 
of Spanish and Portuguese-speaking 
universities. Sponsored by Santander 
Bank, the massive open online course 
(MOOC) compiles content from 1,345 
institutions across 23 countries, making 
it available to over 18 million higher 
education students and teachers in 
a bid to democratise knowledge and 
enhance social development. 
With 305 universities, Brazil has 
comfortably the highest number of 
institutions under the Universia banner, 
and Rio de Janeiro held the quadrennial 
international meeting of Universia rec-
tors last year. Addressing the changing 

demands of higher education and new 
educational methods, the group’s late 
president Emilio Botin highlighted the 
need for international collaboration to 
find answers to the sector’s complex 
future. Botin, whose daughter now 
pursues his vision, described digital 
integration as a “challenge of the high-
est order for universities.”

The boom in private universities has forced the tra-
ditionally conservative and inert non-profit sector to 
revise their own structures and methods, embrace 
technology and open themselves up to greater inter-
national collaboration. The likes of USP and UMESP 
may have built their reputations on pure research, but 
competition and greater international participation 
by their students has asked searching questions of 
even the most revered institutions.
“These kids come back from abroad to something 
they don’t recognise anymore”, says CNPq president 
Hernan Chaimovich of the Science without Borders 
programme. “There, they didn’t simply sit for eight 
hours a day listening to a teacher, they had entirely 
different experiences that showed they can work 
better with fewer classes without their proactiv-
ity being diminished.” More than mere exchanges, 
stronger international ties can act as a multiplier of 
knowledge and resources, and such links that are 
invaluable to help sharpen the competitive edge of 
non-profit universities.
Change can sit uneasily in this conservative world, 
however, and  some professors are wary of new tech-

nology, although Marcio de Moraes, rector of UMESP, 
believes this need not be the case: “Technology is a 
challenge that should always be handled with a 
great level of care. What has helped us is the fact 
that we started offering distance classes in 2006. 
Somehow, this process demanded the professors 
lose their fear of technology.”
Religious education institutions like the Mackenzie 
Presbyterian University have also been reinvesting 
determinedly in their infrastructure to keep up. Mac-
kenzie’s rector, Benedito Neto, may be in no doubt that 
“only a few private universities concern themselves 
with quality”, but while there is little threat in terms 
of reputation to the traditional universities, their 
modern approaches nevertheless demand attention.

“These kids come back from 
abroad to something they 
don’t recognise”
Hernan Chaimovich 
President of CNPq

“It is our duty to give 
something back to the 
people”
Marilza Vieira Cunha Rudge
Rector of UNESP

How do you harness 
technology to benefit 
students?
UNESP is a multi-campus 
university with 34 centres 

in 24 cities across the 
state of Sao Paulo. We can 
bring all those centres to-
gether via videoconferenc-
ing. Through technology 
we also can intensify the 
participation of research-
ers overseas within our 
university with as little 
cost as possible, and this 

is a key tool.  They can be 
in their lab and lecture stu-
dents in our auditoriums, 
bringing their experience 
to us at very little expense.
We also aim to invest in 
distance learning. Technol-
ogy allows a much greater 
number of students to ‘fit’ 
into one classroom.

Marilza Vieira Cunha 
Rudge
Rector of UNESP 

SAO PAULO STATE’S LEADING LIGHTS

Jorge Tadeu
Rector of Unicamp

How does Unicamp remain 
relevant?
You can only effectively work 
with new knowledge if you 
are paying attention to what 
is happening around the 
world. Any university that 
wants to be at the forefront of 
knowledge must be present 
the world over. We encourage 
our researchers, profes-
sors and students to seek 
partnerships throughout the 
world, and grad students are 
always pushed to conduct 
part of their research in other 
countries.

What links are there between 
the university and industry?
There are long-lasting part-
nerships that have developed 
throughout time, of which 
Petrobras is the strongest ex-
ample. We have had a centre 
dedicated to oil research since 
the end of the 1980s, built and 
financed by Petrobras.

Marco Antonio Zago
Rector of USP

Brazil’s richest and 
most prestigious higher 
learning institution, the 
University of Sao Paulo is 
the country’s seat of learn-
ing, producing one quarter 
of its leading scientific 
papers and welcoming 
students from all over the 
world. None of the nearly 
90,000 students pay tui-
tion fees, but admission is 
strictly via the notoriously 
taxing vestibular exam. 
With campuses spread 
throughout the state and 
an annual budget of close 
to R$5 billion, recent 
financial difficulties have 
shown that as well as 
adopting the private sec-
tor’s innovative approach-
es in technology, lessons 
must also be learned 
from their management 
structures if it is to remain 
Brazil’s premier university. 
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UNESP students are firm believers in the use of modern technology


