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hough the BRIC concept has become almost trite in

encompassing the new economic power brokers—that
Brazil, Russia, India, and China seem to represent—the
concept of this bloc is actually of little relevance in un-
derstanding the complex higher education environment
in these or other emerging economic powers. Indeed, the
BRIC collective is itself a marketing artifice, identified a
dozen years ago by former Goldman Sachs economist, Jim
O’Neill, as much for its clear and basic imagery as with any
actual commonalities among these particular countries. We
posit here that higher education research, at least, needs to
step back and take a new and different look at the BRICs.
We do not think that the four countries actually have a lot
in common, and it makes little analytic sense to discuss
them together. Indeed, in an article in Times Higher Educa-
tion (December 5, 2013), O’Neil has shifted his focus to the
MINTs (Mexico, Indonesia, Nigeria, and Turkey). He sees
MINTs as demographically poised for economic success
for a number of reasons, which now contrast the experi-
ences of the BRICs, including population aging. The MINT
populations are growing and relatively balanced, while the
BRICs, with the exception of India, have older populations
less well suited for rapid economic expansion in the coming
decades.

Our argument here is simple. Looking at the BRIC
countries—Brazil, Russia, China, and India—might make
some arguable sense in terms of economic development,
and grouping them for analytical purposes in higher educa-
tion is simply not relevant. Further, a capital “S” was added
to the original BRICs in 2010 to admit South Africa into
the grouping, further weakening the links among this mul-
tinational bloc, although O’Neill did not include that coun-
try. South Africa is so much smaller than the other BRIC
nations—with an economy significantly smaller than the
other four.

VARIATIONS BUT FEW THEMES

In vitally relevant and comparative respects, the four BRIC
nations differ greatly from each other across the spectrum
of higher education measurement norms. The four use dif-

ferent languages, come from different academic traditions
(with some similarities between China and Russia), have
had quite different academic strategies, and have no history
of academic cooperation or competition. Neither students
nor professors from these countries mingle much. Two
of the four, China and Russia, focus on breaking into the
“world-class” league tables, and Russia is only now begin-
ning its efforts. India trails far behind.

Two of the four, China and India, are major “sending”
countries in terms of international students, with China
alone accounting for 17 percent of the world’s overseas
student population. Students from these two countries go
mainly to the major English-speaking universities. Brazil,
which only recently began a major overseas scholarship
program, focuses more on Europe; and Russia is not a sig-
nificant player.

China, alone among the four, has a significant national
strategy to build world-class elite research universities and
has invested heavily and with considerable success. It has
been effective in building an effective differentiated aca-
demic system that serves a range of national needs and
student populations. Particularly important now, China has
the world’s largest student population, with 24 percent of
its age cohort enrolled in postsecondary education, similar
to the gross enrollment rate of Brazil, which is approxi-
mately 25 percent. Unlike China, with its politically power-
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ful and embedded strategy for higher education expansion,
India has had no higher education strategy, per se, although
the recently promulgated 12th Five Year Plan articulates el-
ements of a policy. The country has no highly ranked uni-
versities, and there is general agreement in India that the
quality of the entire system is poor.

Russia has permitted its higher education system to de-
teriorate dramatically in the decade following the collapse
of the Soviet Union and is only now starting to rebuild the
system and focus on the research university sector. Brazil
also lacks a coherent strategy, and the national government
seemingly has little interest in improving the quality of the
system as a whole. One Brazilian state, S3o Paulo, has in-
vested heavily in its higher education sector and, as a result,
has several of the best universities in Latin America, though
none yet considered among the best in the world.
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CHINA AND RussIA: SIMILAR CHALLENGES

While neither Russia nor China look carefully at one anoth-
er for examples of good practice—or common problems,
in fact—both share many similar characteristics. China’s
post-1949 higher education system was largely copied from
the Soviet model, with the emergence of many small spe-
cialized institutions linked to government ministries and
a separation of research from teaching by delineating re-
search as an activity mainly for the Academy of Science in-
stitutions and not for universities. The Soviet model, for the
most part, did not benefit either country, in separating the
training and education benefit of conducting research from
the vast majority of students and teachers. At least, before
its dissolution, the Soviet Union, at least, could claim a few
top-ranking academy institutions and some universities.

In the immediate aftermath of the 1991 collapse of the
Soviet system, however, higher education and research were
drastically decoupled and underfunded, resulting in many
top scientists leaving the country, and severely weakening
the academic system. China’s higher education develop-
ment after 1949 was similarly unimpressive. The Cultural
Revolution, which began in 1966 on Mao Tse-tung’s orders,
closed down all of higher education for a decade, basically
destroying the system; and the intellectuals needed to sus-
tain academic viability for any country.

China began to rebuild its higher education and re-
search infrastructure in the 198o0s, largely looking to West-
ern, and especially to American, models. Massive resources
were, and continue to be, put into the system, resulting in
the development of some 100 research universities, with a
dozen or so approaching world-class status. Russia did not
promote such levels of investment in its higher education
sector during this same period, causing a marked differen-
tiation in global status of its higher education sector from
that of China. In the past decade, however, the Russian gov-
ernment has developed several key initiatives, such as the
creation of federal “flagship” universities and most recently
a program to provide additional support to a group of 17
competitively selected universities, with the goal of having
some of them enter the top 100 universities in the global
rankings by 2020.

Using the Soviet model, both countries relied predomi-
nantly on the institutes of the Academy of Science for much
of their research. Thus, the universities were largely exclud-
ed from research mission. For various reasons, including
the integration of research into teaching and learning and
economies of scale for the best use of the most talented aca-
demic staff, this model no longer works very well; but both
countries have found it difficult to achieve reforms in this
area, often due to the conservative nature of academic staff
and the limited capacity of university facilities to absorb re-
search initiatives. Moreover, academic salaries are quite low

in both countries—at the bottom of a group of 28 countries
recently analyzed. These low salaries make it difficult to re-
cruit bright young people to the academic profession and
make it necessary for many to hold more than one job.

Both Russia and China have paid little attention to the
nonelite segments of their higher education systems, with
the result that quality tends to be low. Both countries rely
on the questionable system of admitting the best-qualified
students—as determined by one-off high stakes examina-
tions—to universities based on a state allocation of seats at
low or free tuition levels, then filling out their classrooms
with students who are not as well qualified but who pay a
much higher tuition—thus helping to balance the budget
but creating quality variations and other inefficiencies in
the system.

While neither Russia nor China look
carefully at one another for examples of
good practice—or common problems,
in fact—both share many similar char-
acteristics.

BRAZIL: FOR-PROFITS AND PROVINCIALISM

Like much of Latin America, more than 8o percent of Bra-
zilian postsecondary students attend private institutions,
most of which are for-profit and of variable quality. Similar
to the almost regressive admission and financing policies
in China and Russia, the top students in Brazil choose to go
to public universities, where tuition is free and entry stan-
dards frequently quite high. Thus, students from wealthy
families, which can afford private secondary schools and
coaching classes, get access to the best and least expensive
higher education, while lower socioeconomic status stu-
dents pay more for lower quality. Further, Brazil has paid
little attention to building high-quality universities or com-
peting globally, often attributing this gap in global or re-
gional recognition on the language barriers caused by work-
ing—teaching, conducting research, and publishing—in
Portuguese. The lack of English-language publications, in
particular, is a barrier for China and Russia, as well, in this
regard. An exception to this generalization is Sdo Paulo,
Brazil’s richest state, with several of Latin America’s top re-
search universities.

INDIA SLowLY EMERGING
There is much debate in India concerning the country’s
“demographic dividend”—a large population of young and
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potentially highly productive people failing to be properly
educated or prepared for a 21st century globally engaged
economy by a poor quality and inadequate higher education
establishment. It is universally agreed that the overall qual-
ity of India’s universities and colleges is poor, and this is re-
flected by the fact that few Indian institutions appear in any
of the league tables and none are highly ranked. India’s gov-
ernmental authorities, at both the state and central levels,
have invested comparatively little in higher education, and
there has been no strategy for harnessing higher education
to development goals. India has the potential advantage of
using English as the medium of instruction for more than
half of the higher education system, but the country has no
internationalization strategy.

BRIC REALITIES

There are some realities that are shared by at least some of
the BRIC nations, although the details vary and there are
few, if any, common strategies in place or even suggested.
Among these are:

« All of the BRIC countries have serious problems of in-
ternal university management and governance. None has a
pattern of shared governance that most deem necessary for
academic success, particularly for research universities. In-
ternal governance tends to be highly bureaucratic and very
often rather inefficient.

« Public universities in the BRIC countries are subject
to often rigid government control, leaving little scope for in-
stitutional autonomy or creativity. Politics often enters into
academic decisions—in China often ideological in nature,
while in India, Russia, and Brazil politics may be linked to
local issues or particular political agendas.

« The academic profession faces significant challenges.
In China and Russia, salaries are extraordinarily low for
most, while a few top researchers are able to obtain decent
remuneration. Plagiarism and other misconduct remains a
concern.

« Equity of access and success in each of these countries
is problematic, as few resources are focused on providing
students from lower socioeconomic groups, rural areas, or
other underrepresented group avenues for achievement in
higher education. Moreover, the regressive nature of dual-
track enrollments and high-stakes entry examinations en-
sure that the elites will continue to reap the rewards of the
higher education sector—at little or no cost—while forcing
poorer students and those with less access to quality sec-
ondary education to subsidize the elites, through taxation
and the paying of tuition and fees.

A DiscussiON OF REALITIES
Without doubt, the four BRIC countries are important play-
ers globally. All are large countries with considerable higher

education capacity. China has achieved much, and the other
three have considerable potential and some important suc-
cesses. All, except Russia, have rapidly expanding higher
education systems and face challenges of serving a larger
proportion of their young people.

Yet, in fact, there is little in common among them. In-
deed, each of these four countries has emerged from sig-
nificantly different pasts—politically, socially, and economi-
cally—and face rather different current realities. It is not
evident that their challenges are in any significant way com-
mon. Indeed, it is possible that by grouping these countries
together, we do a disservice to each by envisioning common
realities that are unrealistic and not helpful to solving the
genuine and different challenges faced by each. So far, each
of these countries has looked in different directions for in-
sights and is developing different responses to their cur-
rent challenges—with a common thread that, perhaps with
the exception of Brazil, all have looked to the major mainly
English-speaking academic systems.

We question, then, the utility and validity of talking
about the BRICs in understanding the comparative re-
alities of global higher education. Does the concept shed
light on the higher education experience of other emerging
economies? Not really. Do they offer any collective insights
unique from what can be learned in other country contexts?

India’s governmental authorities, at
both the state and central levels, have
invested comparatively little in higher
education, and there has been no strat-
egy for harnessing higher education to
development goals.

Again, not really. Chile, Mexico, Korea, Nigeria, Poland, and
others are all countries with important higher education re-
form histories that provide useful comparative contexts for
understanding what has been done and what might work
for others.

We wonder if this focus on the BRICs gives credence
to an idea of a bloc experience that is not supported by each
country’s individual reality. So, we posit here, that perhaps
it is time to stop talking about the BRIC bloc as if there is
anything significant in common among them. We should
start anew with thinking about shared experiences and
different approaches to higher education that can expand
our thinking about what is possible for higher education
to serve emerging and developing economies to the best of
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its abilities. (This article has appeared in Change and is re-
printed here with permission). |
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s affirmative action in higher education on its way out?

If you take a global perspective, the answer is “no.” In
April 2014, the US Supreme Court’s decision in Schuette
v. Coalition to Defend Affirmative Action reinforced a com-
mon perception that affirmative action will not be around
for much longer. Schuette makes it even more difficult for
some American colleges and universities to engage in af-
firmative action by affirming the constitutionality of state
ballot initiatives that ban affirmative action programs. Yet
about one quarter of the countries of the world have some
form of affirmative action in student admissions into high-
er education, and many of these programs have emerged
over the last 25 years.

This is just one of the findings drawn from a new coun-
try-by-country database on affirmative action for students
in higher education worldwide. Three significant patterns
emerge from these data. First, as noted above, affirmative
action policies have expanded globally in the last quarter
century. A second finding is the salience of gender. Gen-
der is the most prominent demographic category used for
eligibility for affirmative action, rivaling race, ethnicity, and
class/income. A third trend is that institutions of higher
education and governments have been experimenting with
race-neutral affirmative action policies or multifaceted no-
tions of disadvantage, in response to legislative threats, le-
gal challenges, or social criticism.

COUNTRIES THAT HAVE AFFIRMATIVE ACTION

About one quarter of nations across the world use some
form of affirmative action for student admissions into
higher education. Although these policies go by many
names—affirmative action, reservations, alternative ac-

cess, positive discrimination—all are efforts to increase
the numbers of underrepresented students in higher edu-
cation. Various institutions or governments on six con-
tinents (Africa, Asia, Australia/Oceania, Europe, North
America, and South America) have programs to expand
admissions of nondominant groups on the basis of race,
gender, ethnicity, class, geography, or type of high school.

Several combine these categories. These combinations
show that policies to offset racism or other forms of xeno-
phobia can complement policies to fight economic disad-
vantages. Although some nations—such as India, Tanzania,
and the United States—have had affirmative action policies
and programs for a longer time period, most programs for
students in higher education started in the 1990s or 2000s.

GENDER A POPULAR PoLicY TARGET

Another finding is the popularity of policies targeting wom-
en. These policies may get less attention in some cases than
those targeting underrepresented racial or ethnic groups,
but they increasingly dominate the affirmative action land-
scape. Programs that started more recently are more likely
to include women. Even more countries have programs to
advance schooling for girls. More countries have gender-
conscious affirmative action than any other type of policy
target. When women are overrepresented in colleges and
universities, some of these affirmative action policies are
specific to certain fields in which women remain underrep-
resented.

About one quarter of the countries of the
world have some form of affirmative ac-
tion in student admissions into higher
education, and many of these programs
have emerged over the last 25 years.

The next most popular foci for affirmative action ef-
forts are ethnicity (including policies organized by ethno-re-
gions) and class (which is also sometimes conceptualized by
residence, namely areas determined to be underprivileged).
Less prevalent are policies based on race or disability, and
rarest of all are caste-based policies, although their imple-
mentation in India means that the population of students
eligible for caste-based affirmative action is substantial.



