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CHAPTER 7

Data and Reflections on Access-Transition 
to Higher Education in Portugal

João Baptista, Cristina Sin, and Orlanda Tavares

IntroductIon

This chapter aims to analyse inequalities in the transition from upper sec-
ondary to higher education in Portugal, using empirical data from the 
General-Directorate of Education and Science Statistics (DGEEC). It 
argues that educational inequalities are already present in Portuguese stu-
dents’ trajectories before higher education and that the transition to 
higher education therefore reflects these different opportunities.

Similar to other countries where widening access to higher education 
became a political objective meant to foster social justice and economic 
development (OECD, 2008), in Portugal, following the democratic revo-
lution of 1974, it was believed that the massification of higher education 
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could reduce inequalities in higher education participation (Amaral & 
Magalhães, 2009). To this end, over the following decades, polytechnic 
institutions were established to offer shorter and more vocational higher 
education programmes and the private sector was allowed to expand to 
respond to the increasing demand for higher education. However, the 
experience and the time elapsed have shown that massification, by itself, 
has been insufficient to solve the problem of inequalities in access to higher 
education. Despite the expansion of the system and the diversification of 
the student body, in Portugal there continue to exist differences in transi-
tion rates depending on factors such as the type of secondary education 
attended, socioeconomic status or gender (Domingos et  al., 2016). 
Inequalities in access are closely linked to the cultural and economic fac-
tors that are ‘hard to convert or recast’ (Nata et al., 2014), cumulative in 
students’ educational paths already during non-tertiary education 
(Buisson-Fenet & Draelants, 2013; Engberg & Wolniak, 2010; Frempong 
et al., 2012; OECD, 2008).

Educational inequalities are deeply embedded in Portugal. Data from 
the last census conducted in 2011 reveal a fragile situation for the country, 
with 8.5% of the population having no schooling at all, 2.5% with pre- 
school level, 29.8% with primary education (fourth grade), 26.1% with 
middle education (fifth to ninth grade), 17.6% with secondary education 
and 15.4% with higher education. In the same year, the illiteracy rate lay at 
5.2%. In order to address this situation, the political agenda for education 
since the mid-2000s has pursued objectives such as making pre-school 
education compulsory, diversifying secondary school offerings and provid-
ing alternative curricular routes in lower and upper secondary education 
and making education compulsory until the age of 18 (this latter measure 
dating from 2012). Similar to other European countries, fighting early 
educational drop-out became a political priority, manifest in the consoli-
dation of the public sector and in the offer of support to low-income fami-
lies in order to delay premature entry into the labour market (Amaral 
et al., 2016).

These political measures appear to have been successful, if OECD data 
are considered. Regarding upper secondary education, first-time gradua-
tion rates below age 25 registered a ‘striking’ increase of 32 percentage 
points in Portugal between 2005 and 2015 (from 51 to 83%), while the 
average for countries with available data was an increase of 7 percentage 
points (OECD, 2017, p. 58). These figures stand as evidence both for the 
great delay from which Portugal had to recover and for the progress 
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achieved in a relatively short time-period. According to the most recent 
comparative data (OECD, 2018), in 2016 upper secondary and post- 
secondary non-tertiary first-time graduation rates were 80% in Portugal, 
compared to 87% across the OECD and the EU22 countries.

In parallel to non-tertiary education reforms, access to higher educa-
tion was widened to include new publics. In a context of demographic 
decline, the higher education system was further diversified through the 
creation, in 2014, of short-cycle tertiary courses, non-degree-awarding 
but meant to attract students with a vocational profile or those students 
who had not obtained satisfactory grades in the national competition for 
access to higher education, as well as through the promotion of participa-
tion in higher education of mature students (over 23  years old). 
Nevertheless, tertiary attainment in Portugal among 25–64 year-olds is 
still 24%, while the OECD average is 30% and the EU22 average is 29% 
(OECD, 2017).

In what follows, a review of the main factors which represent sources of 
inequality in the transition to higher education is presented. The chapter 
then moves on to the Portuguese panorama and discusses findings based 
on DGEEC data on the key aspects which affect transition to higher edu-
cation: (1) the type of secondary programme attended by the student; (2) 
students’ characteristics; (3) regional differences; (4) secondary schools’ 
internal grades used in the national competition to enter HE. Finally, the 
chapter concludes with a summary and discussion of inequalities which 
still need addressing to ensure fairness in access to higher education.

From Secondary to HIgHer educatIon: determInantS 
oF InequalItIeS

The literature identifies several factors which influence secondary school 
graduates’ chances of entering higher education (Engberg & Wolniak, 
2010; Marginson, 2016; OECD, 2008; Vossensteyn, 2005). Some of the 
most commonly mentioned ones are reviewed in this section.

Socioeconomic status is one frequently mentioned determinant for the 
transition to higher education. According to Marginson (2016, p. 421), 
‘the principal intrinsic limit to social equality of opportunity is the persis-
tence of irreducible differences between families in economic, social and 
cultural resources’. Socioeconomic status can influence students’ decision 
whether or not to enrol in higher education (Tavares, 2013), as these 
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evaluate the gains and losses of a certain alternative in relation to a refer-
ence point and not as absolute results of a decision (Vossensteyn, 2005). 
Thus, a student from a family with difficult economic conditions will eval-
uate the costs and benefits of attending higher education based on his/her 
family’s income as a reference point. If the student comes from a family 
with a high economic status, the evaluation of gains and losses is likely to 
be different.

Parents’ education, as an indicator of socioeconomic status, is influen-
tial for students’ participation in higher education (Chesters & Watson, 
2013; Cingano, 2014; Marginson, 2016; OECD, 2008; Van de Werfhorst 
& Hofstede, 2007). Income inequality and parents’ educational capital 
are related. A comparison across the OECD countries (Cingano, 2014) 
suggests that a rise in income inequality by 6 Gini points is accompanied 
by a 4% decrease in the probability of individuals with parents of low edu-
cational background being in tertiary education. According to Van de 
Werfhorst and Hofstede (2007), children across all social backgrounds are 
concerned with avoiding downward mobility; hence, there is a strong cor-
relation between having highly educated parents and the desire to obtain 
university qualifications. According to OECD data collected through the 
Survey of Adult Skills (PIAAC), parents’ education level has a greater 
impact than age or gender on the likelihood of attaining a theory-based 
first degree or an advanced research degree (OECD, 2017). Chesters and 
Watson (2013), in a study in Australia, found that men with a university- 
educated father were 2.8 times more likely to have graduated from univer-
sity than other men and that women with a university-educated father 
were 3.7 times more likely to have graduated from university than 
other women.

The comparison between the share of young adults from potentially 
disadvantaged groups in the overall population and their share among 
tertiary students is indicative of inequality in higher education (OECD, 
2018). For example, a lower share among tertiary students than in the 
overall population indicates that this demographic group is underrepre-
sented and, therefore, has lower access to higher education. Taking as 
reference parents’ educational attainment, young people whose parents do 
not have tertiary education are underrepresented among new entrants to 
bachelor, long first degree or equivalent programmes. On average across 
OECD countries with available data, these represent 65% of the popula-
tion aged 18–24, but only 47% of 18–24  year-old new entrants. In 
Portugal, 18–24  year-olds without tertiary-educated parents represent 
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79% of the total population of that age group, but only 62% of new 
entrants (OECD, 2018). Inequality determined by social status is there-
fore an enduring phenomenon affecting the transition to higher education 
of young people in OECD countries, Portugal included.

Students with higher academic achievement are more likely to access 
higher education. The literature often discusses academic achievement in 
association with socioeconomic status. More precisely, academic achieve-
ment is often considered in the literature as influenced by the socioeco-
nomic background (Brynes & Miller, 2007; Chowdry et  al., 2008; 
Davis-Kean, 2005; Engberg & Wolniak, 2010; Sirin, 2005). The socio-
economic status of families has been used as the most consistent predictor 
of academic achievement, because students from privileged socioeconomic 
backgrounds seem to have access to higher quality secondary education, 
tutors, test preparation or better schools than students from lower socio-
economic backgrounds have. Lower achievement may therefore be indica-
tive of lower socioeconomic status.

According to Chowdry et al. (2008), students’ academic achievements 
vary significantly by social class by the time they have completed compul-
sory education. They found that the socioeconomic gap did not emerge at 
the point of entry to higher education and that almost all the difference at 
this stage was explained by the fact that poorer pupils did not achieve as 
highly in secondary school as their more advantaged counterparts 
(Chowdry et al., 2008). However, other authors point to a stronger effect 
of social class. Noble and Davies (2009) found that students with lower 
levels of cultural capital are less likely to apply to higher education even 
after taking academic attainment into account.

Previous schooling—completion of compulsory education levels, 
choice of state or private schools as well as the orientation of secondary 
education, more academic or more vocational—is another factor respon-
sible for variations in transition rates to higher education. Again, schooling 
background is discussed in association with socioeconomic status in the 
literature (Buisson-Fenet & Draelants, 2013; Chowdry et  al., 2008; 
Engberg & Wolniak, 2010; Frempong et al., 2012; Mangan et al., 2010). 
Noble & Davies (2009, p. 593) refer to social class effects as also ‘operat-
ing through school attainment and tracking’. Inequality in entry to higher 
education may therefore be a reflection of inequalities which have accu-
mulated throughout an individual’s educational path (OECD, 2008, 
2018). Under-representation of disadvantaged students in tertiary pro-
grammes can result from obstacles in entering higher education itself or 
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from obstacles that have kept these individuals from progressing at earlier 
levels. Many disadvantaged students leave the education system before 
even reaching the point at which they could enter a tertiary programme. 
OECD data (OECD, 2018) reveal that in most countries potentially dis-
advantaged students are less likely to advance through education, as the 
share of students whose parents have lower educational attainment 
decreases between the moment of entry to upper secondary education, 
graduation from upper secondary education within the theoretical dura-
tion and, finally, the moment of entry to tertiary education.

Attendance of private (or independent) schools—or schools which 
enrol students with a high socioeconomic status—appears to favour entry 
to higher education (Chesters & Watson, 2013; Engberg & Wolniak, 
2010; Mangan et al., 2010). These schools usually enrol students coming 
from economically advantaged families. For instance, Engberg and 
Wolniak (2010) found that the average socioeconomic status of a high 
school proved to be a very strong indicator of higher education enrolment 
in the United States. Similarly, in Canada, Frempong et al. (2012) reported 
that young people from disadvantaged socioeconomic backgrounds who 
attend schools with high concentration of similar students are particularly 
vulnerable to some degree of exclusion from accessing higher education. 
These socioeconomic impacts remained statistically significant even after 
adjustment of other student-level and school-level variables (Frempong 
et al., 2012).

The obstacles to access higher education can also reflect the nature of 
students’ upper secondary degree (OECD, 2018). The separation between 
academic and vocational education, known as tracking, can also be respon-
sible for inequality in access to higher education (OECD, 2008). In many 
countries there are upper secondary programmes that do not grant cre-
dentials to enter higher education. This is also the case of Portugal, where 
vocational and professional tracks do not entitle students to automatically 
apply for higher education without standing the same national exams as 
those students who followed more academically-oriented tracks. New leg-
islation is being prepared to address this obstacle.

Gender is also reported in the literature to influence participation in 
higher education (Richardson et al., 2020). Participation in higher educa-
tion is generally higher among women, which seems to depend on attain-
ment in previous levels of education (Richardson et al., 2020). Women 
outperform men, as reported by OECD data (2017), with a 72% comple-
tion rate of upper secondary education among the former, against 64% for 
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the latter. In a study conducted in the UK, the differences in attainment 
already are obvious at age 14–16 years (Crawford & Greaves, 2015). This 
study also noted differences in aspirations between boys and girls.

The spatial distribution of higher education institutions and the avail-
ability of higher education near home is another factor which influences 
enrolment (as well as choice of higher education institution) (Lourenço 
et al., 2020; Mangan et al., 2010; OECD, 2008; Sá et al., 2004). Students’ 
behaviour and decisions may be guided by ‘the distance discouragement 
effect’ (Sá et  al., 2004). Students from low socioeconomic groups are, 
once again, those who are more likely to see their choices restricted by 
geographical distance (Christie, 2007; Mangan et al., 2010; Parker et al., 
2016). They may, for example, prefer to study at a local institution in 
order to continue living in their family home, to reduce the cost of study 
or to maintain participation in local social networks (Mangan et al., 2010). 
However, these disadvantaged candidates often live in areas with fewer 
educational opportunities, and are less able to meet the costs associated 
with migration (Parker et al., 2016). In the absence of local higher educa-
tion provision, students may thus decide against enrolling. In Portugal, 
the accessibility of higher education is a pertinent issue since Portuguese 
students are little mobile and the majority of higher education candidates 
prefer to remain in their home district (Lourenço et al., 2020).

Transition to higher education can also be affected by selection and 
admission procedures. The case of internal secondary school grades, par-
ticularly in comparison to national exam scores, is discussed here. This 
discussion is pertinent for the chapter because internal grades and national 
exam scores are the two elements which contribute to the calculation of 
the score which counts for selection and entry to higher education in 
Portugal. Most candidates apply to higher education through a national 
and centralised competition in which they have to rank their top six prefer-
ences of a programme/institution. Their score is the decisive element for 
the distribution of higher education places.

Generally, there tends to exist a systematic difference between internal 
grades and national exam scores, as the former also explicitly value home-
work and behaviour in class, for instance, besides academic performance. 
Further systematic differences can be explained both by factors affecting 
internal grades, such as pressures for high-grading or the use of grades as 
a class management tool, and by annual variations of the national exams’ 
difficulty level, as measured by sometimes significant variations of the 
national average scores.
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The aforementioned factors, however, can have serious implications for 
the equity of the national competition to access higher education if they 
affect schools differently. In particular, since both the pressure for high 
grading and the school’s response to it can be very uneven across the sys-
tem, internal grades can be much higher in some schools than in others, 
for students who otherwise have similar exam scores. According to 
Wikström (2005), the schools which are subject to market pressure are 
more likely to attribute higher grades. This is mostly the case of private 
schools, striving to offer a competitive advantage to their ‘customers’ in a 
context of marketization of education (Ball, 2009). Recent longitudinal 
research conducted in Portugal found that independent private schools, 
on average, inflate their students’ grades when compared to public and to 
government-dependent private schools, although this a fairly localised 
phenomenon observed mostly in schools situated in the northwest region 
of continental Portugal (Mestre & Baptista, 2016a; Nata et  al., 2014). 
Grade-inflation is understood in these studies as the deviations from the 
average differential between internal grades and scores in national exams, 
which represents the baseline. These findings therefore raise a question 
mark about the fairness of access to higher education and the maintenance 
of social inequalities through this mechanism (Nata et al., 2014; Neves 
et al., 2017).

InequalItIeS In acceSS to PortugueSe 
HIgHer educatIon

This section presents and discusses the findings regarding inequalities 
present already before higher education and inequalities in the transition 
to higher education.

Inequality in Secondary Education Participation

The two main types of upper secondary education in Portugal, in number 
of enrolled students, are the scientific-humanistic and the vocational edu-
cation programmes. Students also enrol in other variants such as artistic 
education, technological education and apprenticeships, but in much 
smaller numbers. For instance, in 2017/18, scientific-humanistic pro-
grammes, the traditional qualification of those aspiring to enter higher 
education, accounted for about 60% of upper secondary graduates, while 
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vocational programmes represented around one third of graduates. Female 
graduates represented the majority in scientific-humanistic and artistic 
programmes (58% and, respectively, 72%), while male graduates repre-
sented the majority in vocational and technological programmes (54% 
and, respectively, 52%).

The population of graduates from Portuguese upper secondary educa-
tion, however, does not mirror the population of the general age cohort. 
Its composition is quite different from the population of students enrolled 
in the more universal basic education, with students from disadvantaged 
socioeconomic backgrounds, as well as boys, being severely underrepre-
sented among upper secondary graduates. This is especially true for grad-
uates in secondary scientific-humanistic programmes, the main recruitment 
pool for higher education institutions. It is worth noting how the propor-
tion of female students increases as the level of education goes up. 
Considering 2017/18, females represented 48.1% of students in the last 
years of lower secondary education (age 12–14), while in scientific- 
humanistic programmes they amounted to 54.8%. Among the graduates 
of these programmes (age 17), the percentage of female students went up 
to 58.3%.

In parallel with the gradual reduction of the percentage of male stu-
dents, a similar phenomenon takes place with students who benefit from 
social support. While in the last years of lower secondary education (age 
12–14) these latter represented 36% of the student body, their proportion 
went down to 24% in upper secondary scientific-humanistic programmes 
and, among graduates from these programmes, they only represented 
21%. An explanation for this downward trend is that students from disad-
vantaged socioeconomic backgrounds navigate through lower secondary 
education with significantly lower academic performance and lower 
grades, on average, than other students do (Mestre & Baptista, 2016b). 
This contributes to different programme choices (vocational versus 
scientific- humanistic) and different drop-out rates during upper secondary 
education.

Our main point, thus, is that there exists a strong socioeconomic filter 
during upper secondary education in Portugal, with roots traceable to dif-
ferent academic performances in basic and lower secondary education. 
This filter creates a severe imbalance in the population of graduates of 
secondary scientific-humanistic programmes—the students in the best 
conditions to enter higher education. The correlation between socioeco-
nomic status and academic performance then appears to become milder 
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during higher education itself (Engrácia & Baptista, 2018), which raises 
the hypothesis that the minority of disadvantaged students that reach 
higher education forms a group of resilient “academic survivors” that, 
with the help of existent social support, on average does reasonably well 
during higher education. In Portuguese higher education, thus, most 
social inequity happens before crossing its gates.

Inequality in Transition from Secondary to Higher Education

The transition rates to HE depend on two main factors: the type of sec-
ondary education attended and students’ characteristics. Additionally, in 
Portugal, students’ region of origin also influences transition to HE.

Type of Secondary Education

The track of secondary education from which students graduate condi-
tions their likelihood of enrolling in higher education. Considering the 
cohort who graduated from upper secondary education in 2017/18, 80% 
of graduates from scientific-humanistic programmes were enrolled in 
higher education one year later, and almost all at the bachelor’s or inte-
grated master’s level. In contrast, only 18% of those who graduated from 
secondary vocational programmes were enrolled in higher education after 
one year, two thirds of which in short-cycle programmes. In the case of 
technological and artistic education graduates, HE enrolments amounted 
to 58% and, respectively, 57%. These transition rates to HE have been very 
stable over the past decade.

As for the nature (public or private) of the high-school attended, once 
the comparison is made separately for scientific-humanistic and vocational 
programmes, the transition rates to HE after one year were very similar for 
public and private school graduates in 2014/15. One must bear in mind, 
however, that the relative similarity is true only for graduates, not for the 
general enrolled students, since graduation rates are lower in public sec-
ondary schools than in private ones, an expression of the socioeconomic 
filter alluded to in the last section.

Students’ Characteristics

Students’ characteristics also condition transition rates to higher educa-
tion. Gender, social-economic status and previous academic results are the 
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characteristics chosen to illustrate their influence on transition to HE, 
considering the two main types of upper secondary education graduates: 
those from scientific-humanistic programmes, and those from vocational 
programmes. Regarding gender, transition rates to higher education are 
similar for male and female graduates in scientific-humanistic programmes 
(83% and 84%, respectively). However, since there are more female gradu-
ates in these programmes (which are the privileged path to HE), in the 
end more women go into higher education. In vocational programmes, in 
contrast, the percentage of male students transitioning to higher educa-
tion is slightly higher (20% compared to 17% for women).

Regarding socioeconomic status, using social support as a proxy, the 
evidence, as expected, is that the stronger the level of support, the lower 
the proportion of graduates that pursued higher education studies in 
2014/15, both in scientific-humanistic programmes and in vocational 
programmes. This is illustrated by Fig. 7.1, comprising graduates of public 
high-schools only.

This suggests that it is more difficult for students with a lower socioeco-
nomic status to enter higher education. This first level of inequity, how-
ever, is greatly reinforced by the fact that disadvantaged students 
disproportionately enrol in vocational programmes, which, as shown 
above, have much lower transition rates into higher education.

Using a different proxy for socioeconomic status, the mother’s school 
level, a similar phenomenon is observed in the transition to higher educa-
tion: the lower the mother’s educational level, the lower the proportion of 

86%

21%

81%

15%

76%

13%

Scientific-humanistic programmes Vocational programmes

No support Medium level support Strong level of support

Fig. 7.1 Secondary education graduates that pursued further studies (%), by type 
of secondary programme and level of social support, in 2014/15
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secondary education graduates who pursued further studies in 2014/15 
(see Fig. 7.2). Having a mother with higher education makes a big differ-
ence in the probability to study further, especially for students graduating 
from vocational programmes, as 47% pursue further studies in this case 
compared to 13% in the case of graduates whose mothers have basic edu-
cation only. Once again, one should bear in mind that this effect, shown 
here within each secondary programme, is reinforced by the fact that stu-
dents whose mothers have low educational level disproportionately enrol 
in vocational programmes.

Previous school results are the last factor considered here that heavily 
influences transition rates to higher education. Since it is not easy to have 
a comparable measure of student academic performance across all differ-
ent programmes in Portuguese upper secondary education (some pro-
grammes have national exams, while others do not, or have different 
exams), the measure used here is the score obtained by the graduate three 
years earlier, on the national exams of Mathematics and Portuguese of the 
ninth grade. Since most students now enrolled in upper secondary educa-
tion, scientific-humanistic or vocational, have done these two exams in the 
past, their scores can be used as a standard for previous academic perfor-
mance. With this clarification in mind, the evidence is that, as expected, 
the better the results obtained by secondary graduate in the ninth grade 
exams, the higher their rates of enrolment in higher education (see 
Fig. 7.3).

92%

47%

85%

25%

77%

13%

Scientific-humanistic programmes Vocational programmes

Higher education Lower or upper secondary education Basic education, until grade 6

Fig. 7.2 Secondary education graduates that pursued further studies (%), by type 
of secondary programme and mother’s school level
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It is worth noting, however, that all groups of graduates of vocational 
programmes have lower transition rates to higher education than their 
scientific-humanistic peers. Even the vocational graduates who scored very 
high in the national exams at the end of the ninth grade, three years before, 
have lower transition rates to higher education than the scientific- 
humanistic graduates that scored low in the same exams.

This big difference between vocational and scientific-humanistic gradu-
ates could happen for two kinds of reasons, whose relative weight is diffi-
cult to measure. A first reason is that there are some system barriers to 
transition from vocational secondary education to higher education in 
Portugal. One such barrier is the fact that the admission exams to bachelor 

95%

57%

91%

34%

85%

25%

74%

19%

65%

14%

Scientific-humanistic

programmes

Vocational programmes

Mathematics

Score between 81 and 100

Score between 61 and 80

Score between 41 and 60

Score between 21 and 40

Score below 20 points

94%

56%

91%

30%

83%

22%

73%

17%

70%

14%

Scientific-humanistic

programmes

Vocational programmes

Portuguese

Score between 81 and 100

Score between 61 and 80

Score between 41 and 60

Score between 21 and 40

Score below 20 points

Fig. 7.3 Secondary education graduates that pursued further studies (%), by type 
of secondary programme and score obtained 3 years earlier in the national exams
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HE coincide with national exams of the scientific-humanistic curricula, 
which means that graduates from vocational programmes have less prepa-
ration to take those admission exams than their scientific-humanistic peers 
do. Another barrier is the fact that short-cycle higher education, although 
clearly open to vocational education graduates, is still recent in Portugal, 
still growing and not yet widely known by students or offered by higher 
education institutions. A second reason is the presumed lower interest of 
vocational education graduates in pursuing higher education. Students 
who choose vocational programmes at the beginning of upper secondary 
education are less inclined to pursue academic-style studies, on average, 
than their colleagues that enrol in scientific-humanistic programmes, even 
if they have high grades. Hence, not pursuing academic higher education 
at the end of secondary education is a decision quite consistent with the 
students’ previous preferences and choices.

Regional Differences

Portugal has a fairly distributed network of HEIs across the territory. The 
expansion of the Portuguese higher education system contemplated the 
existence of either a university or a polytechnic institution in the different 
Portuguese regions, so that these would be easily accessible to local sec-
ondary school graduates. However, there are clear differences in the tran-
sition rates to higher education among upper secondary graduates from 
distinct Portuguese regions, especially in the case of graduates of second-
ary vocational programmes.

Besides socioeconomic and labour market regional asymmetries, which 
are important but apparently insufficient factors to account for the full 
effect, a plausible explanation for the widely different transition rates is 
that available places in higher education programmes and institutions are 
not equally accessible to local students throughout the country. This can 
be aggravated by students’ unwillingness or inability to move across the 
country or to pay the fees of a private HEI, a reality likely to be stronger 
among students with lower socioeconomic status or motivation to pursue 
HE, such as graduates from secondary vocational programmes, on aver-
age. This would help explain why transition rates to HE show more 
regional asymmetries for vocational graduates than for scientific- humanistic 
graduates (Fig. 7.4).

But why are places in higher education not equally accessible to local 
vocational graduates throughout the country? Firstly, the ratio of local HE 
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vacancies per local secondary education graduate is not entirely homoge-
neous, having significant variations across regions, as explored in the chap-
ter by Sá, Tavares and Sin. Secondly, for a number of reasons, public HEIs 
in Lisbon, Porto and near the northwest coast tend to be considered more 
attractive by students. These HEIs tend to receive more applications per 
open vacancy than HEIs in southern and inland continental Portugal. It is 
therefore more difficult, on average, to be accepted there as a student, and 
so local vocational graduates from the “attractive” regions can be partially 
crowded out by students coming in from other regions. Should they be 
unwilling or unable to move to another region or pay the fees of a local 
private HEI, these graduates may not go to HE at all. This would help to 
explain why vocational graduates from the regions of Lisbon and Porto 
generally appear to have comparatively lower transition rates to HE.

For vocational graduates, there is an additional reason for the regional 
differences in transition rates to HE: the lack of available public offer of 
short-cycle tertiary programmes in certain regions. As seen in the graph, 
the lowest transitions rates to HE are observed in the regions of Évora, 
Lisbon and Porto. Évora has no public polytechnic institution and no 
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offer of public short-cycle tertiary programmes. Lisbon has a large public 
polytechnic, but it decided not to offer short-cycle tertiary programmes. 
Porto has a large public polytechnic, but for several years, it scarcely 
offered short-cycle tertiary programmes, and has only recently started 
offering them in greater numbers. As a result, vocational secondary educa-
tion graduates from these regions who wish to continue in the vocational 
track and pursue short-cycle tertiary education face the following choices: 
enrol in a local private institution, which will be more expensive; move to 
another region to pursue short-cycle HE (more expensive and inconve-
nient); or apply to a bachelor programme in their region, in which it will 
be more difficult to be accepted and which will possibly not match their 
vocational profile. As figures indicate, faced with these choices, vocational 
graduates from Lisbon, Porto and Évora also seem to renounce pursuing 
higher education at higher rates than graduates from other regions do.

Internal Grades

Among the new entrants to higher education in Portugal each year, a 
majority of young students use the so-called national competition to enter 
bachelor-level programmes. In this competition, candidates apply to a 
maximum of six pairs programme/institution of their choice. If there are 
more candidates than vacancies, candidates are selected using a score (scale 
0–20) based on two components: school grades in upper secondary edu-
cation and scores in national exams in programme-related subjects. These 
two components have approximately the same weight in the final ranking 
score to enter higher education, although the precise weights can vary. For 
the seriation score to be fair, it is important that different secondary 
schools use approximately the same criteria when attributing internal 
grades to their students.

However, there is evidence to suggest that some schools tend to give 
more “generous” grades than others, systematically, for students with 
comparable ability, as measured by scores in the national exams. As docu-
mented by previous research, for instance private schools in northwest 
Portugal, in the regions of Porto and Braga, tend to attribute higher inter-
nal grades than most other schools to students with similar performance in 
the national exams (Mestre & Baptista, 2016a; Nata et al., 2014; Neves 
et al., 2017). This may give their students a systematic and unfair edge in 
the national competition to enter HE. Since these students generally come 
from privileged socioeconomic backgrounds, these differences in internal 
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school grade reinforce social inequalities in access to higher education. 
Fig. 7.5 is illustrative of the mismatch of internal grades for students with 
the same scores in national exams, in different types of schools. The aver-
age size of the mismatch varies between 0.5 and 0.8 points in a grade scale 
from 0 to 20, with higher grades in private schools.

Although the preceding graph shows national averages, the phenome-
non of grade inflation in Portugal is fairly localised in the northwest region 
of the country, especially in schools around Porto and Braga, where it has 
propagated also to public schools, albeit on a smaller scale (Fig. 7.6). The 
local propagation is easy to understand: as the “generous” secondary 
schools tend to attract the enrolment of an increasing number of students 
from the region, in search of the “edge”, other local schools feel strongly 
compelled to follow the same strategy, in order not to lose students and 
not to put them at a disadvantage to enter HE, thus generating a local 
“grade race”. The increased control of grade inflation by the Ministry of 
Education since 2015 has had a visible, though still insufficient, effect in 
the observed scale of the phenomenon.

Besides significant regional and public/private misalignment in the 
attribution of internal grades, the data also evidences that slightly different 
criteria may be used in attributing internal grades to students of different 
socioeconomic status. More precisely, on average, students who receive 
higher levels of social support tend to be given lower internal grades, when 
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scores in the national exams, by type of secondary school

7 DATA AND REFLECTIONS ON ACCESS-TRANSITION TO HIGHER… 



160

compared to their higher status peers that have similar scores in the 
national exams. The graph below (Fig. 7.7) illustrates this mismatch of 
internal grades for students with different levels of social support enrolled 
in public high schools. The magnitude of the effect is small (about 0,2 
points in the scale of grades from 0 to 20), but quite stable in time.

At least four plausible, non-exclusive, explanations can be advanced for 
the observed mismatch of internal grades attributed to students of differ-
ent socioeconomic backgrounds:

 1. Teachers’ academic expectations for students may (involuntarily) be 
influenced by the student’s socioeconomic background, and differ-
ent expectations can lead to different grading criteria through a con-
firmation bias.

 2. Higher status parents may be more vocal or effective in pressuring 
teachers into being more “generous”.

 3. Internal grades are different from national exams scores, in the sense 
that they also value homework and behaviour in class, for instance, 
besides academic performance. The difference in grades between 
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lower and higher status students can thus come from the behav-
ioural components of the internal grade.

 4. Not all public schools have the same criteria for attributing internal 
grades. Being more mobile and informed, higher status students 
may seek and enrol more often in the “generous” schools, thus ben-
efiting from its “generous” grades.

Unfortunately, we do not have data about expectations, parents’ pres-
sure or student behaviour in class in Portuguese public schools to empiri-
cally test the explanatory power of the first three hypotheses. The first two 
explanations seem entirely out of reach of a methodology based on the 
analysis of data registered by schools on national databases. As for the 
third explanation, it could in principle be tested through more readily 
available, or at least collectable, data on student (mis)behaviour in class. 
Bear in mind, however, that when comparing data of high and low socio-
economic status students, one should compare students with similar levels 
of academic performance (for instance, with similar scores on national 
exams). Once this condition is imposed, it is no longer obvious that lower 
status students will, on average, be more misbehaved or show less interest 
in class.

Finally, regarding the fourth explanation, we do seem to have enough 
data to exclude that it plays a major role in the reported internal grade 
mismatch. In fact, if the main cause of the mismatch were that high status 
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students attend more “generous” public schools, on average, than low 
status students, then one should not observe any significant internal grade 
mismatch within the same school, only between different schools. This is 
not the case, however: comparing the internal grades attributed to stu-
dents of different socioeconomic backgrounds that obtained similar scores 
in the national exams and are enrolled in the very same school, we observe 
that  the internal  grade mismatches are still present, being even slightly 
stronger. Averaging the internal mismatches over all public schools in con-
tinental Portugal, one obtains the data depicted in Fig. 7.8.

concluSIon

This chapter analyses inequalities in the transition from upper secondary 
to higher education in Portugal, resorting to an analysis of national data 
of the General-Directorate of Education and Science Statistics (DGEEC). 
The central argument of this chapter is that socioeconomic status is the 
most important aspect that directly or indirectly conditions transition to 
higher education in Portugal, and thus is the primary source of inequality 
in participation. The socioeconomic filter is measurable at the moment of 
transition to higher education, through different transition rates among 
upper secondary graduates coming from distinct socioeconomic 
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backgrounds. However, this filter acts at its strongest a few years earlier, 
during secondary education itself, when different levels of academic 
achievement and different choices of educational tracks heavily condition 
the probability of disadvantaged students to graduate and adequately 
compete with their peers for entrance in the higher education system.

The findings also point to other factors similar to those already high-
lighted in the literature as responsible for inequalities in access to higher 
education: previous schooling, gender, different regional opportunities 
and selection and admission criteria, with socioeconomic status appearing 
to be transversal to and/or aggravate the influence of most of these other 
factors (except gender).

As in other countries, previous schooling influences transition rates to 
higher education. The socioeconomic filter in upper secondary education 
has origins in students’ trajectories and academic performance in basic and 
lower secondary education, with tracking playing an important role. In 
Portugal there are two main tracks in secondary education, the scientific- 
humanistic and the vocational, the latter having much lower transition 
rates and being mainly chosen by students from lower socioeconomic 
backgrounds.

In the transition to higher education, the weight of socioeconomic sta-
tus is visible when using the social support from which students benefit as 
a proxy for socioeconomic status. Data shows that the higher the social 
support students have, the lower their enrolment rates in higher education 
are. The effect of socioeconomic status is also visible using as proxy the 
education level of the students’ mother. The higher the educational level 
of students’ mothers is, the higher their enrolment rates in higher educa-
tion are. Previous academic achievement, related in the literature to socio-
economic status, also conditions transition rates: the better the results 
obtained by secondary graduates in the ninth grade exams, the higher 
their rates of enrolment in higher education. We also observed, however, 
that the vocational graduates that scored high in the ninth grade exams, 
three years before, have lower transition rates to higher education than the 
scientific-humanistic graduates that scored low in the same exams. It 
seems, therefore, that the general correlation between low socioeconomic 
status and low academic achievement, as a barrier to enter higher educa-
tion, is compounded by the fact that disadvantaged students dispropor-
tionately enrol in vocational programmes, which have much lower 
transition rates into higher education.
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Students’ socioeconomic status appears to be closely intertwined with 
the other factors influencing transition to higher education. One such fac-
tor is the type of secondary school attended by students. While public 
schools enrol students of all socioeconomic levels, private schools in the 
scientific-humanistic track tend to enrol students from families with a high 
socioeconomic status. Although transition rates to higher education are 
similar for scientific-humanistic graduates of both public and private 
schools, inequality remains present because public schools have lower 
graduation rates than private ones.

There is also evidence that some schools tend to give more “generous” 
internal grades than others, systematically, for students with comparable 
ability, as measured by scores in the standardised national exams, thus 
potentially offering an additional advantage to their graduates in the 
national competition to enter higher education. This phenomenon is not 
random with respect to region and socioeconomic background, as it 
appears to be especially concentrated in private schools in the northwest 
region of Portugal, which seem to be using high grades as a tool to attract 
local students of privileged backgrounds. With a much smaller effect size, 
there is also evidence that, even within the same school, students of higher 
socioeconomic backgrounds tend to be given higher internal grades than 
their lower status peers who, otherwise, score similarly in the national 
exams. This could be a consequence of different academic expectations 
that teachers involuntarily may have for each type of student, through a 
confirmation bias, or could be explained by a higher effectiveness of high 
status parents in pressuring teachers into being relatively benign with their 
child, but the data and methodology used do not allow testing the differ-
ent hypotheses. In any case, the internal grade mismatches do seem to be 
reinforcing the disadvantages of low status students when trying to access 
higher education.

Finally, the regional asymmetries observed in the transition to higher 
education are also indicative of socioeconomic inequalities, since the dif-
ferences are related, at least in part, to the availability of tertiary education 
provision in the vicinity of the place of residence (OECD, 2008, p. 45), 
which has a bigger impact in the (comparatively less mobile) population of 
disadvantaged students. The observed regional differences in transition 
rates to higher education are higher in the case of graduates of vocational 
tracks, who tend to come from more disadvantaged backgrounds. These 
students are less likely to be willing or able to move across the country or 
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to pay the fees of a private HEI, thus further reducing their chances of 
attending higher education.

To sum up, in Portugal, inequalities begin much earlier than the 
moment of transition to higher education, as socioeconomic status plays a 
major role in students’ educational progress and choices throughout their 
trajectories. Disadvantaged students who manage to surmount all the dif-
ferent obstacles and reach higher education belong to a group of resilient 
“academic survivors”. Future research could explore the characteristics of 
these academic survivors in order to inform policies that could foster the 
enlarged participation of students from low socioeconomic backgrounds.

Based on the findings of this study, several areas of intervention could 
be proposed. First, and most importantly, the strong socioeconomic bias 
of academic achievement now observed during lower and upper second-
ary education should be addressed and mitigated as a precondition to 
obtain an equitable access to higher education. Second, in order to increase 
education levels of the Portuguese population, since parents’ education 
influences rates of enrolment in higher education, there should be contin-
ued investment in and promotion of lifelong learning. Third, regarding 
the regional asymmetries in the transition to higher education, the territo-
rial coverage of public short-cycle tertiary education should be reinforced 
in regions that are presently underserved, such as Évora, Lisbon and 
Porto, where graduates of vocational secondary education have the lowest 
transition rates to HE. A more balanced regional ratio of HE places per 
secondary education graduate could also be envisaged, including perhaps 
the allocation of a small regional quota for local students.

Finally, in order to control grade inflation and avoid that some students 
from privileged backgrounds are given an unfair “edge” in the competi-
tion for higher education places, several possibilities could be considered. 
Firstly, the ministry of education, besides monitoring the phenomenon, 
could make more forceful interventions to discipline the small number of 
transgressing schools, because unbounded school autonomy in grading is 
not compatible with general fairness and equity. A second possibility 
would be that the national competition for higher education, on its own 
initiative, stops accepting as equally valid grades attributed by schools with 
a proven track record of grade inflation. The competition could announce 
that, from now on, students that enrol in schools that systematically exceed 
a given limit of grade inflation, may have their internal grades readjusted, 
according to a transparent formula, for the purpose of calculating final 
scores for entry in HE. As in other countries, a third possibility would be 
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to establish, for all students, a more elaborate formula to calculate the final 
scores for entry in HE, a formula that would involve, besides the student’s 
school and exam grades, also corrective coefficients for the student’s per-
centile within the class and the observed level of internal grade mismatch 
within the class.
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in any medium or format, as long as you give appropriate credit to the original 
author(s) and the source, provide a link to the Creative Commons licence and 
indicate if changes were made.

The images or other third party material in this chapter are included in the 
chapter’s Creative Commons licence, unless indicated otherwise in a credit line to 
the material. If material is not included in the chapter’s Creative Commons licence 
and your intended use is not permitted by statutory regulation or exceeds the 
permitted use, you will need to obtain permission directly from the copy-
right holder.
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