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Introduction 

The article brings forth results obtained through research that verified the impact of exterior 

cultural elements in the performance of students at the undergraduate level in Brazil. The 

students in question, participated in the 2008 ENADE exam, which is coordinated by the 

Ministry of Education (MEC). 

The Exame Nacional de Desempenho de Estudantes (National Student Performance Exam - 

ENADE) evaluates the performance of undergraduate students, in their first and last year of 

university, in relation to the contents of the courses they are enrolled in. The National 

Student Performance Exam is, in addition to the analysis of courses and institutions; one of 

the means used to evaluate the quality of higher education in Brazil. Students’ participation 

is mandatory and a requirement for graduation, as the exam is part of the academic record.  

Created in 2004, the ENADE substituted the Exame Nacional de Cursos (National Course 

Exam, also known as Provao). Its objective is to analyze not the individual performances per 

se but to generate a general evaluation about the courses. Besides the scores of tests, 

ENADE measures the socioeconomic profile of students and their achievements on specific 

courses. Until 2009, a sample taken from the registered students was made by the Instituto 

Nacional de Estudos e Pesquisas Educacionais Anisio Teixeira (Inep). 

The total number of students registered on the 2008 ENADE was 824,804 (among first year 

and graduating students); they were researched in the end of their first academic semester 

and in the end of their last academic semester. 

The main research question was: How does familial and personal cultural capital of 

university students from Brazil, influence their academic grades? Considering a series of 

other factors such as economic conditions, what is the weight of university students’ familial 

and personal cultural capital on undergraduate students’ grades? Our hypothesis was based 

on Bourdieu and Passeron’s idea that students with higher volume of personal and familial 

cultural capital and with greater access to information have a tendency of achieving superior 

performance in relation to those who possess less cultural capital.  Through this research, 

our objective is to empirically verify the influence of undergraduate students’ cultural capital 

in their performances, measured by the 2008 ENADE, taking into account the differences 

that may exists among students, as well as academic environments (different institutions) 

and professors, and if they live or not in rural areas.  
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We consider that the relevance of this study relies in the fact that public policies in the area 

of higher education focus primarily on issues related to the academic environment; they are 

important policies, but don’t take into account the reality of students outside the University.  

It seems pertinent to promote studies that focus on questions related to cultural capital and 

issues of performance in academic institutions. In societies with high levels of inequality, like 

Brazil, where social mobility opportunities are scarce, it is justifiable to investigate if exterior 

variables reproduce social inequalities inside the universities.    

According to the philosopher Zygmunt Bauman, education reproduces privileges instead of 

contributing to the betterment of society. He reminds us that, in the US 70% of university 

students come from higher classes, while only 3% are from the lower economic strata. 

Bauman contends that “this is a way of reaffirming social inequality”, which is the topic of 

his book (August 2015).  

One of education’s duties is to guarantee to all peoples the opportunity of acquiring 

knowledge, which should then be used to benefit society. This objective however, is not 

achieved nor is it a priority in many places. 

Cultural Capital and the Reproduction of Inequalities 

There are many researches and sociological theories that help us navigate through the 

academic world. One of them seeks to explain the relationship between social inequalities 

and the performance of students. In this scenario, even if focusing on different aspects, it is 

important to note the work of Coleman (1997), Bourdieu (1982; 1998) and Bernstein (1997), 

among others. In a similar line of research, in Brazil Silva and Hasenbalg (2000), Barbosa 

(2009), Nogueira, Cunha,Viana and Resende (2009) are references in the topic.  

 The educational institutions were considered influential in the results presented by their 

students, but their social baggage was not excluded from the process.  

 In this paper we do not argue that the Educational Institution doesn’t matter to students’ 

academic performances. But we seek to shine light to the importance of certain 

characteristics students bring from home.  

In relation to Cultural Capital, it is fundamental to take into account the different types it can 

be found. According to  Bourdieu,  a set of resources and abilities inherited from the 

dominant culture is considered incorporated cultural capital. Those are likes and esthetic 

dispositions originated from the dominants and translated through the habitus (systematic 

dispositions and perceptions frames). Bourdieu (2007, p. 76) highlights that the presence of 

cultural items in the household reinforces the education basis.  

The other two types of cultural capital are the Acquired one: the possession of cultural 

items; and the institutionalized cultural capital, which is formed by the possession of 

academic titles.  



Opus et Educatio   Volume 3 Number 6, 2016 
__________________________________________________________________________ 

653 

 

Specifically in the studied case, the incorporated cultural capital is the one which is acquired 

in the familial environment. It is part of secondary socialization, such as the habit of reading 

books, to appreciate art etc… The  acquired cultural capital is the one materialized in the 

form of learning a second language, cultural belongings etc. and the institutionalized cultural 

capital is the one sanctioned by the State in the form of diplomas, qualifications and 

credentials (Bourdieu, 1998). There is an interesting relationship between incorporated 

cultural capital and institutionalized cultural capital, since in order to obtain both, economic 

capital is necessary.  

The objectified cultural capital has some facets that are engendered only in their 

relationships with the corporate state. In its materiality, through books, paintings or 

sculptures, for example. 

In addition, due to the direct contact with cultural heritage and a kind of family training, the 

young people of the privileged classes inherit knowledge, taste and distinctive arrangements 

that fit the requirements of institutionalized education. 

Dataset, Study Variables and Methodology 

ENADE’s data set used in this research is from 2008 and was taken from MEC/INEP’s 

website. The data set has the information of 824,804 students. 2008’s data was chosen over 

2010’s (the most recent one available) because it utilizes a more complete socio-economic 

questionnaire, which was used in our research.  

Certain questions are necessary in order to adequately measure the cultural capital of 

university students in Brazil, such as languages spoken (besides Portuguese) and at what 

level. What means do students use to access information and news; news papers, magazines 

and television, can be used as means to acquire knowledge and culture. The utilization of 

computers today, is a clear dividing factor since it is an important mean by which students 

can find additional information, and it is a useful tool in academic settings. In addition, 

cultural activities such as going to the theatre and cinema, attending concerts and shows are 

also taken into account.  

All of the above criteria, are not mentioned in the 2010 ENADE but are present in the 2008 

one. This clearly shows the importance of utilizing a more wholesome questionnaire when 

trying to understand how university students’ cultural capital affects their academic 

performance, without being directly related to the academic environment. 

In this study, the dependent variable is the proficiency of students in the ENAD 2008 and the 

main independent variable is cultural capital. 

The proficiency of students is measured by the score obtained in the ENADE exam, which 

can range from 0 to 100; in the data set the overall average was 39.38 with a standard 

deviation of 14.60. 

The objectives of ENADE include the building of two kinds of measurements; one refers to 

the quality of the national education system, through the students' proficiency and the other 
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relates to the components of the social context of students, which can be related to their 

performances. 

In order to operationalize the complex dimensions of the cultural capital of the students,  

using the variables from the contextual questionnaires of 2008 ENAD, a cultural capital scale 

with 12 questions and answers was created ( see Table 1), by adding up their score a new 

point scale was made that goes from 0 to 33 points . The scale had 7 questions with four 

answer choices from 0 to 4 (28 points maximum) and 5 questions with two answer options, 

0 and 1 (maximum 5 points). All responses were coded so that higher values correspond to 

responses that indicate greater cultural capital. Figure 1 below summarizes the items that 

composed the cultural capital scale. 

Figure 1 Questions composing Cultural Capital scale 

Incorporated Cultural Capital  

1- What is your father's level of 

education? 

 

0 - None 

1 – elementary (up to 5th grade 

) 

2 - elementary up to 8th 

3 –high school 

4 – higher education 

 

2- What is your mother’s level of 

education? 

 

0 - None 

1 – elementary (up to 5th grade 

) 

2 - elementary up to 8th 

3 –high school 

4 – higher education 

 

Acquired cultural capital   

3- What is your level of knowledge in 

regards to the English language? 

 

 

0 - Practically zero 

1 read , but do NOT write NOR 

speak  

2 - I read and write but NOT 

speak 

3 - read and write fairly 
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4 - I read , write and speak well 

 

4- What is your level of knowledge in 

regards to the Spanish language? 

 

0 - Practically zero 

1 read , but do NOT write NOR 

speak  

2 - I read and write but NOT 

speak 

3 - read and write fairly 

4 - I read , write and speak well 

 

5- How often do you read the 

newspaper? 

 

0 - Never 

1 - Rarely 

2 - ONLY on Sundays 

3-  Sometimes a week 

4 - Daily 

 

6- Do you participate in extracurricular 

cultural activities outside of HEI? 

0-No 

1-Yes 

7-How often do you use a laptop 

computer? 

0 - Never 

1 - rarely 

2 - Sometimes 

3 - often 

4 -always 

 

8- How many books have you read this 

year, not including mandatory books 

for University? 

0 - None 

1-2 Maximum 

2 -between 3:05 

3 -between 6:08 

4 -over 8 
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9- Do you have access to internet? 

 

0-No 

1-Yes 

Institutionalized Cultural Capital   

10- Which period of the day did you 

most often have classes? 

 

 

1- Day time 

0- Night time  

11- Which type of high school did you 

attend for the majority of your studies? 

1-private 

0-public 

12- Type of education 1- preparatory  

0-thecnical  

 

The scale average found was 19.83 with a standard deviation of 4.10 The reliability 

coefficient (Cronbach's alpha) was 0.734. The correlation between the score achieved in the 

ENADE and the cultural capital scale was 0.664. 

The model of analysis used had the measure of student proficiency in ENAD 2008 as its 

dependent variable, cultural capital scale as their main independent variable and the 

remaining as their control variables. The control variables refer to sex, marital status, work, 

income, number of kids, hours of studying, use of library, research activities and 

cohabitation. 

The analytical strategy used was the multivariate linear regression; analysis of this kind allow 

for predictions of the effects of an independent variable to one dependent, taking into 

account the presence of other independent variables. The existence of these other 

independent variables works as a kind of control of the influence of the main independent 

variable. This is, given that students and schools do not have the same exact characteristics, 

we must take into account (or statistical language, "control") these differences so that we 

can capture the independent effect of cultural capital on student performance. Also, you can 

see how much of the variation in the dependent variable can be explained by the set of 

independent variables allocated in the analytical model. 

First we present some descriptive analyses that allow us to view the profile of the students 

surveyed regarding cultural capital and also their average in ENADE by cultural capital 

indicators analyzed separately. Only after these descriptive analyses we present the results 

of our regression model. 

The Brazilian university student’s profile related to cultural capital  
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Regarding the cultural capital levels and the student’s sex, it was found by Table 1 below, 

that male students have significantly higher averages than female students. 

 

 

 

 

Table 1 Sex 

 
Sex N Mean Standard 

Deviation 

 Cultural k 
Male 131109 20,4083 4,06029 

Female 159963 19,3680 4,07486 

p<= 0,01 

 

Regarding marital status, as expected unmarried students have significantly higher scores 

than non single students, as can be seen in Table 2 below. 

Table 2 Marital Status and cultural capital 

 
Marital status  N Mean Standard 

Deviation 

 

 Cultural k 
Single 211039 20,4575 3,99656  

Not single 80033 18,1993 3,91836  

p<=0,01 

Students who do not work have significantly higher averages of cultural capital in relation to 

students who work, as we can see in Table 3 below. 

Table 3 Work and cultural Capital  

 
No work=1 N Mean Standard 

Deviation 

 

Cultural k 
No 82693 20,6292 4,09525  

Work 208379 19,5221 4,06076  

p<=0,01 

Students who self-declared as white, showed cultural capital averages significantly higher 

than students who self declared as black, as seen in Table 4, below.  
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Table 4 Color and  Cultural Capital  

 
color  N Mean Standard 

deviation 

 

 Cultural k 
White 183070 20,2752 4,04972  

No white 108002 19,0932 4,08046  

p<=0,01 

Regarding cohabitation, those living with family members have significantly higher averages 

than those who do not, although the difference is not as significant according to what we 

see in Table 5 below. 

Table 5 Cohabitation and Cultural Capital  

 
Cohabitation N Mean Standard 

deviation 

 

 Cultural k 

Wihout 

relatives 
47181 19,6756 4,13142  

W/relatives 243891 19,8678 4,09447  

p<=0,01 

 

The relationship between cultural capital and performance in ENADE exam 

As mentioned earlier, the correlation between scores in ENADE and the scale was 0.664. 

Analysis of the variables that make up the cultural capital scale separately showed us that 

those students whose fathers have higher level of education (higher) have an average mean 

grade in the ENADE greater than those whose fathers have lower educational levels. The 

same trend was found when the analysis was done for maternal education levels. These 

results were obtained by analysis of variance technique and the post hoc Tukey test. This 

shows that all differences in means of scores in all categories which involved parental and 

maternal education levels, were statistically significant at p < = 0.05. The Tables 6 and 7 

below show the results. 

Table 6.  Means ENADE’s grades by father’s education 

 N Mean Standard 

deviation 

0 - None 20490 38,3972 13,69259 

1  elementary(up to 5th 

grade ) 
94545 30,1113 14,22592 
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2 - elementary Up to 8th 52222 39,4207 14,45594 

3 –High school 82380 39,6443 14,69426 

4 -Undergrad 51632 41,2605 15,25413 

TOT 301269 39,9443 14,55830 

 

 

Table 7. Means ENADE’s grades by mother’s education 

 N Mean Standard 

deviation 

0 - None 16784 38,1931 13,70752 

1  elementary(up to 5th 

grade ) 
84337 30,2389 14,19523 

2 - elementary Up to 8th 53038 39,5678 14,44600 

3 –High school 88690 39,6389 14,69867 

4 -Undergrad 59628 40,8354 15,11673 

TOT 302477 39,9494 14,56019 

 

With regard to knowledge of languages and the score in the ENADE, the research found that 

in spite of the fact Variance analysis were significant, differences in averages by level of 

language knowledge were not all statistically significant. Specifically in regards to knowledge 

of the English language, those who can read, write and speak well, had the highest average 

in the ENADE. However, there is no significant difference between those who declared they 

could read but not write nor speak and those who declared read, write and do not speak. 

Table 8 shows the averages of the notes in ENADE by level of knowledge in English. 

Table 8.  Means ENADE´s grades by English Knowledge 

 N Mean Standard 

deviation 

0 - Practically zero 118306 39,4544 14,58632 

1 read , but NOT write and 

speak NOR 
53186 39,1960 14,31391 
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2 - I read and write but 

NOT speak 
31076 39,0412 13,98744 

3 - read and write fairly 71106 40,3255 14,35134 

4 - I read , write and speak 

well 
28906 43,4327 15,43091 

Total 302580 39,9513 14,55724 

 

In relation to knowledge of Spanish, the highest averages of scores in the ENADE were found 

in the category of those who declared they could read and write reasonably. However, there 

is no significant difference between those who declared read but not write nor speak, and 

those who declared read, write and speak well . Table 9 shows the averages of the notes in 

ENADE by level of knowledge in Spanish. 

Table 9 Means ENADE´s grades by Spanish Knowledge 

 N Mean Standard 

deviation 

0 - Practically zero 86444 41,0175 14,74820 

1 read , but NOT write and 

speak NOR 
17280 39,0831 14,38250 

2 - I read and write but 

NOT speak 
43750 40,4042 14,58316 

3 - read and write fairly 9721 41,6310 15,66886 

4 - I read , write and speak 

well 
144973 39,1737 14,32304 

Total 302168 39,9532 14,55837 

p<=0.05 

As for the frequency of books read per year and the average in ENADE those who reported 

reading more than 8 non-academic books a year had the highest average score in the ENADE 

as we can see in Table 10 

Table 10. Average scores in ENADE and books read per year, not counting mandatory 

academic readings 

 N Mean Standard deviation 
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None 48887 36,3790 13,71161 

2 maximum 98164 38,6469 14,10714 

Between 3-5 94489 41,1564 14,52929 

Between 6-8 27795 42,5601 14,72838 

Over 8  31183 44,0536 15,34576 

Total 300518 39,9900 14,55763 

p<=0.05 

With regard to newspaper reading we did not find the expected difference would mean the 

highest score among those who read more often. In fact the biggest average score is in the 

group of those who reported reading newspaper only on Sundays. We think that today, 

young people tend to access information more through social networking sites and the 

internet than by newspaper reading itself. Table 11 illustrates the relationship between 

journal read and note the ENADE. 

 

Table 11. Average scores in ENADE and newspaper reading frequency 

 N Mean Standard 

deviation 

0 - Never 13220 38,9057 14,61400 

1 - Rarely 101065 40,3684 14,44171 

2 - ONLY TO Sundays 22371 40,6236 14,74582 

3 Some times a week 108237 40,1457 14,53025 

4 - Daily 57041 38,8609 14,67123 

Total 301934 39,9586 14,56010 

p<=0.05 

With respect to computer use those who reported alwaus using had the highest Mean in 

ENADE scores as we can see in Table 12 below. 

 

Table 12. Average scores in ENADE and computer use 

 N Mean Standard 

deviation 
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Never 5176 35,2337 13,32703 

Rarely 10496 36,1452 13,18611 

Sometimes 28143 37,9995 13,66176 

Often 74759 39,9381 14,33829 

Always 181846 40,6470 14,81018 

Total 300420 39,9720 14,56312 

p<=0.05  

With regard to the use of the Internet we observed that those who use it present  greater 

averages in scores in the ENADE than those that do not. This result may support the findings 

above on the newspaper reading. Table 13 illustrates this information. 

 

Table 13. Internet Access and Mean in ENADE Exam 

Do you have Access to 

the internet? 

N Mean Standard 

deviation 

Yes 278765 40,1579 14,59690 

No 17625 38,3264 13,98987 

p<=0.05 

Regarding the type of school attending during high school, those who did all  or most of their 

studies in private schools showed slightly higher averages than those who did most or all 

public school as we can see in Table 14 below. 

Table 14. Average score in the ENADE test and type of school studied 

School  N Mean Standard 

deviation 

Private 205455 39,6038 14,33371 

Public 212062 39,1782 14,86507 

p<=0.05 

With regard to participation in cultural extracurricular activities, those who reported 

participating, had averages in the ENADE significantly higher than those who did not 

participate in accordance with Table 15 below. 

Table 15. Average the test note ENADE and cultural activities 
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Do you participate in 

cultural activities? 

N Mean Standard 

deviation 

Yes 279749 40,2203 14,56910 

No 137768 37,6968 14,53933 

p<=0.05 

The average score in the ENADE also varies significantly among those who study mostly 

during the day compared to those who studied mostly at night. Those who studies during 

the Day had averages in the ENADE higher in those who reported studying in the night as 

shown in Table 16 below. 

 

Table 16. Average score in the  ENADE and turn of classes 

Turn N Mean Standard deviation 

Day 112929 40,7947 14,97673 

Night 304588 38,8659 14,43347 

p<=0.05 

Regarding the type of high school attended, those who made technical education had 

slightly higher average in ENADE that those who made preparatory school as seen in Table 

17 below. This may be explained by the advent of federal technical schools, which have the 

highest level of quality. 

Table 17. Average in ENADE exam  and type of education attended 

Type of education N Mean Standard 

deviation 

 

Preparatory 

 

202224 39,8310 14,55423 

Technical 215293 38,9711 14,64525 

p<=0.05 

 



Opus et Educatio   Volume 3 Number 6, 2016 
__________________________________________________________________________ 

664 

 

The Conditioners to the students` academic performance on the ENADE exam 

We can see in our multivariate model, which included the cultural capital scale as the main 

independent variable and the other ones as control, that all variables were statistically 

significant. Specifically among the 12 variables included in the cultural capital model, cultural 

capital was among those with greater explanatory power (magnitude of the coefficient b) 

Specifically for each unit cultural capital score in the ENADE grew on average 1.22 points. 

Regarding the other variables with the greatest impact we highlighted in order of magnitude, 

participation in research activities was responsible for, on average 1.94 more points in ENADE 

than those who do not participate. Unmarried presented in average 1.87 points lower at 

ENADE than married. Those who do not attend library present in average 1.87 points lower at 

ENADE that those who use. Students from families with low income (less than 3 salaries to less 

than 10 minimum wages per month) have on average 1.42 points lower at ENADE than those 

with higher incomes (from 10 to more than 30 salaries per month). Finally those studying 

during the day have on average 1.02 points higher in ENADE that those who study at night. 

Table 18. Multivariate Regression Model 

Independent Variables   t Sig. 

B Std. Error Beta 

 

(Constant) 29,856 ,231  129,515 ,000 

Cultural K 1,221 ,207 ,062 6,141 ,000 

white=1 ,680 ,057 ,023 11,963 ,000 

single=1 -1,871 ,080 -,057 -23,302 ,000 

w/o relatives=1 -,336 ,074 -,008 -4,528 ,000 

No work=1 -,260 ,065 -,008 -4,010 ,000 

Low income=1 -1,423 ,057 -,048 -24,976 ,000 

Number of kids -,853 ,047 -,049 -18,275 ,000 

Age ,160 ,005 ,086 32,549 ,000 

No use Library=1 -1,870 ,109 -,032 -17,088 ,000 

Hours of studying 1,520 ,025 ,114 60,214 ,000 

Research activity=1 1,947 ,056 ,065 34,709 ,000 

Day classes=1 1,022 ,061 ,033 16,759 ,000 

a. Dependent Variable: Grades on ENADE (0-100)      R2=13,2 
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Conclusions  

After performing the statistical multivariate analysis, some variables are expressed among 

the most important to explain the students` performance. Participation in research, not 

going to the library, marital status, the number of hours of study, family income and cultural 

capital were characterized as variables with the greatest impact on student test scores. 

The cultural capital occupied an important place among all the variables that made up the 

complete analytical model. Every unit that increases the cultural capital students´ grades 

grow 1.22 points on average.  

The gap analysis presented here is related to the individual components of each student, this 

macro analysis cannot (or should) reach with the available instruments. It was not possible 

to deepen the types of books accessed by students, the quality of education of the family, in 

short, an entire indisputable complexity as the specificities of each family, of each student. 

Also the daily relationships that trigger this or that ability, this or that incentive for studies, 

or the very facets of the obstacles that only a qualitative monitoring can light were absent in 

the course of this article. 

Finally, it was proved that Bourdieu’s theory is relevant, in the question of the influence of 

cultural capital in the proficiency of Brazilian undergraduate students . Even if the scope of 

all your settings should be qualified, as the University Institution also has its importance, not 

only reproducing inequalities, cultural capital still has an impact that needs to be taken into 

consideration mainly to help to build educational public policies.  
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