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Abstract

Seeking evidence of the pluricentric nature of Brazilian Portuguese, this
paper explores the hypothesis that a trigger for this process is the effect
of the changes in higher education on linguistic patterns. Due to public
policies for inclusion, the Brazilian educational system has expanded in
the past decade and has changed the profile of students. The migration
of students to a new community expanded their contact with different
varieties of Portuguese. A study in a sample comprised of sociolinguistic
interviews with undergraduates from the Federal University of Sergipe,
Brazil, controlled three morphosyntactic variable features. Results
suggest the role of the university as an inclusive and integrative field for
linguistic variation in Brazilian Portuguese, with effects on the
normative orientation of grammatical patterns. The observation of a set
of grammatical shows different grammatical patterns, and this can
support a pluricentric hypothesis.

1. Introduction

The recognition of Portuguese as a pluricentric language is not something

new (Clyne, 1992, Baxter, 1992), with a quite peculiar situation in which a non-

dominant variety, Brazilian Portuguese, has been occupying the place of the

dominant language (Silva, 2010): if Brazilian Portuguese were considered as an

independent language, by its number of speakers, it would be ranked #10 in the

Etnologue, while the Portuguese spoken in the rest of the world would be ranked

#38, together with Filipino (cf. Freitag, to appear).

However, Brazil is a country of continental dimensions, where only an

apparent monolingualism is prevalent: there is different evidence of a process

that raises Brazilian Portuguese to a pluricentric language, without a single

dominant variety. This evidence can be seen in the results of descriptive

linguistic documentation projects, such as the Norma Urbana Culta (NURC)

project, which has provided the database for contemporary grammars of

Brazilian Portuguese, and in sociolinguistic and dialectological studies. Even
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stronger evidence of the pluricentric character is found in official documents for

education, such as the Base Nacional Curricular Comum (‘Common National

Curricular Base’) – BNCC, which recognises diversity without a polarizing axis of

linguistic norm. The BNCC, by recognising the diversified part of the curriculum,

gives legitimacy to regional varieties to establish themselves in a non-dominant

relationship. The pluricentric notion of Brazilian Portuguese is also present in

the Programa Nacional do Livro Didático (‘National Textbook Program’), which

considers the “prestigious urban norms” of Brazilian Portuguese.

Batoreo (2014) notes that Portuguese grammars (produced in Brazil and

Portugal) do not point to a pluricentricity in the direction of considering the two

national varieties, without attributing a dominant status to one of them.

However, more and more Brazilian Portuguese grammars are taking into

account regional diversity without a dominant normative axis. As Castilho (to

appear) says: “With the change of the capital to Brasília and the development of

other regions, a situation of cultural polycentrism, clearly foreseen by Rossi

(1968/1969), began to occur in Brazil. Today, it is a useless task to seek in the

speech of Rio, São Paulo or any other region a standard valid for the whole

country. Throughout this grammar, I have repeated that we have several

linguistic patterns whose prestige is valid for the regions in which they are

practiced.”

Thus, today, Meisnitzer's (2020) view that “the normative center of the

variety of the communicative distance is located in the axis [...] that goes from

the urban centers of Rio de Janeiro and São Paulo” is not sustained. What Silva

(2010) considers a problem of diglossia due to the great regional and social

variation that is characteristic of Brazilian reality can be interpreted as evidence

of a pluricentrism without a dominant variety.

Despite the empirical evidence and the planning in educational

documents, the pluricentric reality of Brazil is still an obstacle to the teaching of

a first language. Even though it is diverse, normative standards stemming from a

Lusitanian grammatical tradition still prevail (Faraco, 2008): As Batoreo (2014)

points out, there are still few linguistic instruments that fully adhere to this

conception of Brazilian Portuguese as a pluricentric language, without a

dominant variety.

Arguments for the standardisation of Brazilian Portuguese have been

provided by sociolinguistic studies, especially those that compare variable

behavior patterns according to the speakers’ educational level; this is shown by

the results of Duarte, Gomes and Paiva (2013), who observed the exposure of
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social evaluation of linguistic features according to education in Rio de Janeiro.

Higher levels of education in the same speech community reduced the frequency

of features considered stigmatized, such as rhoticism. In some cases, usage

patterns and prescriptive effects clash, as in the case of clitic collocation

(Martins, Meisnitzer, 2016).

Education has, therefore, a crucial role in the linguistic configuration of

Brazilian Portuguese; while linguistic diversity has been recognised as a learning

right on a geographic dimension, speakers attribute social value to linguistic

features due to their education. Therefore, it is natural to expect that in higher

education institutions where speakers from different Brazilian sociolinguistic

realities are gathered together, linguistic standards have been set. The recent

changes in higher education have led to the observation of the coexistence of

linguistic patterns of different communities in the same space, which has

generated effects on teaching. The expansion of higher education in Brazil over

the last few decades has resulted not only in a significant increase in

registrations, but also in a diversification of regions and social origins of

university students.

There is a new profile of undergraduates who have attended higher

education: young people from lower classes who studied in public schools, but

only after the creation of new educational policies did they reach public

universities. These changes lead to contact between different linguistic norms

and can trigger conflicts in higher education. The Faculty said new

undergraduates are deficient in reading and writing skills, and they recognise

that their difficulties affect their performance in classes and assessments.

This paper explores the situation of contact of different linguistic norms in

higher education. To do so, a new approach to analyse variation is proposed,

considering the covariation among different features.

2. Mobility and higher education in Brazil

For several decades, higher education in Brazil was a privilege. Although

education is not equivalent to professional success, the probability of better-

remunerated jobs is associated with higher education (Nonato, Pereira,

Nascimento 2012): Before decades of dictatorial and neoliberal governments,

President Lula’s government took over the role of the State as an inductor agent

of public policies at the educational level (Pereira, Silva, 2010, Carvalho, 2014).

Public policies, such as the Expansão com Interiorização de Universidade

Pública (‘Expansion with Interiorization of Public Universities’) – EXPANDIR
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program, created in 2005, and the support program for Reestruturação e Expansão

das Universidades Federais plan (‘Restructuring and Expansion of Federal

Universities’) - REUNI, were implemented with the objective of reducing

asymmetries, especially regional and social inequalities in the offer of public

higher education in Brazil. In addition to the creation of 18 new federal

universities, six of which were in the Northeastern region of Brazil, a region

characterised by social inequality in contrast with Southeast and South regions,

the EXPANDIR and REUNI programs led to the creation of 182 new university

campuses (Andifes, 2015): The landscape of public higher education in the

Northeastern region of Brazil changed significantly between 2003 and 2010, with

public policies for the expansion and countrywide extension of public

universities, leading to an increase in the number of admissions in higher

education, and contributing to the reduction of regional and social inequalities

(Fig. 1).

Fig. 1: Expansion of Brazil’s public higher education. Data provided by Censo da Educação
Superior (‘Higher education census’) 2019 (MEC/INEP):
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Sistema de Seleção Unificada (‘Unified Selection System) – SiSU and racial

quotas laws are other policies that have contributed the most to student

mobility and have made the expansion of regional, cultural, and ethnic diversity

in Brazil's higher education institutions possible.

Considering student mobility, the new regional configuration of education

in Brazil has affected the migration flows of undergraduate and graduate

students in the country. This migratory flow leads to linguistic contacts, which

modify relations with communities, social movements, and local and regional

culture (Sankoff, 2001, Akar, 2010, Matias, Pinto, 2020).

The effects of student mobility are a multiplicity of social profiles inside

universities, students from rural and urban areas from several states of Brazil,

and students from different socioeconomic classes in the same living space.

Students from different regions, in contact with each other, adapt their way of

speaking according to the needs that this new role demands; and the demands of

language adjustments are related not only to the new region, but also to the

place where the contact happens, the university campus, which has social

expectations regarding their new role of being undergraduates (Britto, Silva,

Castilho, Abreu, 2008, Marques, Cepêda, 2012, Ristoff, 2014, Tomás, Silveira,

2021).

For instance, in this process, the Federal University of Sergipe

expanded from 2 to 6 campuses, all new in the countryside. Plus, the adoption of

SiSU in 2010 led to the enlargement of internal positions, with expansion moving

to the countryside, and the promotion of policies/measures to attract students

from other Brazilian states (expansion by mobility): A língua do universitário: fala,

leitura e escrita para o letramento acadêmico1 (‘The University Student's Language:

Speaking, Reading, and Writing for Academic Literacy’) is an integrated project

in progress at the Federal University of Sergipe, Brazil, which aims to describe

these new linguistic patterns that are being configured at the university as a

result of the linguistic contact arising from the expansion policies of Brazilian

higher education.

1 This is a research and teaching project that involves undergraduate (pedagogical support and scientific
initiation) and graduate studies, with masters and doctoral research that provides a descriptive panorama of
the linguistic reality of the institution's students, contributing to public policies and affirmative actions
aimed at academic success and permanence, as well as the description of Brazilian Portuguese. This project
was supported by Programa de Apoio Pedagógico (‘Pedagogical Support Program’),
(05/2020/UFS/PROGRAD/PROEST), which aims to grant scholarships to students who have committed
themselves to taking part in complementary academic activities, providing support in subjects or issues
related to their degree area.
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The origin of this project stems from the evidence that the linguistic

impacts of the expansion interfere with undergraduates’ organisation and

performance; difficulties with reading and writing are recurrent problems

pointed out by Brazilian undergraduates in general. This difficulty becomes

more pronounced with the recent democratisation of access to higher education

and the entrance of a new profile of undergraduate, formed by those who, until

then, were denied access to universities, such as young people from state-run

schools and low-income households, and who, only after the creation of the most

recent policies, have had the possibility to be admitted, creating a “new

undergraduate” profile (Britto et al., 2008):

These undergraduates have to fit their course together with a job, working

during the day and studying at night. Getting a higher education degree allows

people to advance to middle-level job positions. Meanwhile, the “classic

undergraduate”, who has historically enrolled in courses at the university, has

family support to enroll in the more prestigious and daytime courses. Higher

education offers them a way to maintain their social status.

These changes have not only interfered with the social structure of the

academic communities and the neighbourhoods where they are located; they

have also interfered with the language. Due to the access of socially

disadvantaged classes and the academic mobility of students from different

regions, each student carries with them values, cultures, norms, and linguistic

features typical of their place of origin and social space. In a social space like the

university, these exchanges lead to a scenario of linguistic conflict, which

demands student retention policies that can reduce inequalities.

This is not an exclusive Brazilian Portuguese reality: Matias and Pinto

(2020) have developed the Trovoada de Ideias (‘Brainstorming’) project, which

aims to provide linguistic and social inclusion of students from Portuguese-

speaking African countries in Portuguese higher education. This action

recognises that there is a deeper understanding of the factors of

(in)comprehension between students fluent in different norms of Portuguese

and the university host community in Portugal.

3. Data collection in the context of mobility

To measure the effect of mobility on and in language in higher education,

a set of specific methodological procedures for data collection were developed in

the scope of the A língua do universitário (‘The language of undergraduate’)

project, an action to reduce linguistic asymmetry in higher education. For this
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goal, it was necessary to conduct linguistic documentation of students at the

Federal University of Sergipe, constituting a database to support linguistic

description, which is the basis for the preparation of grammars, dictionaries,

and language teaching programs. The linguistic documentation procedures for

this project present some differences from the classic sociolinguistic data

collection procedure.

Instead of the concept of speech community, this data collection assumes a

broader concept of “community of practice” (a group of people engaged in

sharing social practices, who do not necessarily share linguistic behavior): In

practical terms, in this data collection, the territorial/geographic dimension is

an important feature in the recruitment and selection of participants for the

sample.

Where and with whom the student lives and how they move up to campus

are strong predictors of their social profile, and can improve information about

their social background.

Fig.2: Geographical distribution of displacements in the sample.
Source: Siqueira and Freitag (2022):

Called Deslocamentos (‘Displacements’) sample,2 this sociolinguistic

documentation approach assumes an extended concept for a community of

practices, coordinating stable and fluid sociodemographic stratification such as

sex, age, education, origin, and vulnerability (in the same direction that is

adopted by the university to offer financial assistance to students without

2 The design, collection, and audio transcription of sociolinguistic interviews from the Deslocamentos sample
complied with ethical requirements for research involving humans and were funded by Grants 02/2015
SENACON/MJ and CAPES/FAPITEC/SE 10/2016 PROMOB.
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resources to support themselves during their undergraduate course) in a sample

of sociolinguistic interviews in which participants are recruited as volunteers for

convenience samples until cell saturation. It means that the field researchers go

to a specific place where the speakers are in social practice, like a university. The

result was a semi-controlled sample of speech, associated with social practice,

with agency and stance.

Displacement sample was composed of the 60 sociolinguistic interviews

balanced by gender, and number of years in the course, and also controls the

students’ degree of mobility: displacements D1, D2, D3, Bahia and Alagoas (fig. 2):

D1-3 concerning students born and raised in the same state as the Federal

University of Sergipe; Alagoas and Bahia concerning students from other

dialectal areas. D1 students are from the capital, live with their parents or

relatives, have their lunch on campus or at home, and do not participate in

academic projects, like assistant research or assistant teacher, because they have

work. D2 students are from the countryside of the State and move from home to

campus every day. They also live with their parents or relatives and are engaged

in academic projects. D3 students are from the state’s countryside as well, but

they live in the capital with roommates. They are also engaged in academic

projects. Students from Alagoas and Bahia show similar behaviour to D3

students.

It is also important to discuss methodological issues in how to provide

empirical evidence of the pluricentrism of certain languages. How does one

measure the proximity or the distance between two or more varieties of the

same language? Based on previous studies on Portuguese, different techniques

have been used to show the pluricentric character. Silva (2010) proposed

measuring the convergence/divergence of European and Brazilian Portuguese

through the observation of lexical patterns, which he defines as the choices

between denotational synonyms. Castro, Souza and Oliveira (2016) combined

different techniques of automatic discrimination of varieties on a sample of

Twitter.

However, especially in Brazil, sociolinguistic studies have contributed the

most to provide evidence for pluricentrist hypotheses. For example, Duarte,

Gomes and Paiva (2013) look into three variable phenomena in two samples

characterised by the speakers' level of education. Each of the phenomena is

analysed independently. This type of sociolinguistic analysis provides patterns

of use of the phenomenon, not the community. Patterns of use of the

phenomenon are important for deducing rules; the comparison of



209

convergence/divergence of varieties requires the identification of the patterns

of use of each speaker in the community.

The type of approach that describes joint patterns of more than one

variable is called covariation, and different strategies have been used, such as

building a model from single studies (Guy, Oushiro, 2015), and correlation matrix

(Beaman, 2021): In this paper, another strategy is tested: the clustering of

patterns.

For this purpose, three grammatical processes described in the

Deslocamentos sample are considered together at the same time: the variation in

verbal agreement (Novais, 2021), in locative preposition for movement phrases

(Rodrigues, 2021) and in determinant before possessive pronouns (Siqueira,

2020): These grammatical phenomena were described by observational studies

for each grammatical feature with data from the Deslocamentos sample (n = 60),

and the datasets of each one feature were joined for this analysis. From a

sociolinguistic point of view, verbal agreement is certainly one of the most

studied variables in Brazilian Portuguese (Mendes, Oushiro, 2015): The findings

systematically point to internal constraints (phonic salience and verb position)

and external constraints, such as the speakers’ formal education. Non-

agreement realisation is highly stigmatized (Scherre, 2005):

Prepositions governing locative complements of movement verbs in

Brazilian Portuguese are in variation [a ~ para ~ em ]: Vou na casa da minha mãe

(‘I’m going to my mother’s house’) or Vou para a casa da minha mãe or Vou à casa

da minha mãe are attested realisations. As in agreement, there are prescriptivist

effects: a and para are considered socially well-evaluated forms, while em is

considered an incorrect form by grammarians. The same direction is shown by

sociolinguistic studies (Vieira, 2009, Wiedemer, 2010):

The presence or absence of an article in determiner position (D) before

possessives in NP as in Eu vi o seu irmão (‘I saw the your brother’) and Eu vi ø seu

irmão (‘I saw ø your brother’) behaves as a dialectal marker. Although there is no

prescriptive effect in grammar, a dialectal effect is observed; varieties from the

South and Southeast of Brazil tend to fill in the determiner position, while

varieties from the Northeast tend to omit it. In Deslocamentos sample, the

absence of articles in D-position is the pattern; in other regions, such as Alagoas,

D-presence is the pattern (Siqueira, Freitag, 2022): Combining the use of the

variables can help us to understand dialectal patterns and differentiate them

from social patterns. Considering the effects of mobility, an observational

multivariate study to identifying the clustering patterns by speakers in
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Deslocamentos sample can provide evidence for understanding and recognition of

language varieties and dialects of Brazilian Portuguese, and contribute with

evidence to the pluricentric hypothesis.

4. Data analysis

A new analysis was carried out with the dataset consisting of the

combintion of the datasets of each individual study (Siqueira, 2020, Novais, 2021,

Rodrigues, 2021), shared following the Open Science principles for reproducible

science.3

Fig. 3: Mean rates of verbal agreement in 3pp.

Each variable was observed in a separate model and the mean rates of

absence of article before possessive pronouns (D-absence), verbal agreement

(Vagr) and standard preposition in locative (PrepP) by each of 60 students were

computed and compared with the effect of students’ gender, time in the course,

and displacement profile.4 Differences between the global mean rate for verbal

agreement (M = 97.07, SD = 5.39) and the mean rate by displacement profile are

not significant (fig. 3): The global mean rate for D-absence (M = 57.60, SD = 16.17)

is affected by displacement profile group (fig. 4): there are no significant

3 The dataset, and the full reproducible code were shared in Open Science Framework.
Rodrigues (2021): https://osf.io/d4qp7/
Siqueira (2020): https://osf.io/p6zdt/
Novais (2021): https://osf.io/c9btf/

4 Statistics were done using R 4.0.3 (R Core Team, 2021), the rstatix v 0.6.0 (Kassambara, 2020) and the
factorextra v 1.0.7(Kassambara, Mundt, 2020) packages. Data visualization were done using ggplot2
(Wickham, 2016): The full reproducible code is available in https://osf.io/9vqtp/.
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differences among the mean rates for Sergipe displacement profiles, that are

significantly greater than the mean rates for Alagoas (M = 55.68, SD = 8.46), and

Bahia (M = 44.36, SD = 17.06).

Fig. 4: Mean rates of D-absence

Fig 5: Mean rates of standard preposition in PrepP.
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The results rate for standard preposition in PrepP (Fig. 5) follow the same

direction: there is no significant difference between the global mean rate (M =

85.63, SD = 17.74) and the Sergipe and Alagoas displacement profiles, only Bahia

(M = 74.01, SD = 20.53).

Fig. 6: Mean rates of standard preposition in PrepP.

A linear model for each one of the variables (Fig. 6) shows that time in the

course is not significant. For D-absence and standard preposition in PrepP the

effect of the Bahia displacement profile is statistically significant and negative.

Seeking patterns of behaviour of individuals concerning the three

variables, a cluster analysis using K-medoids technique to cluster the data set of

mean rates objects into four clusters determined by silhouette tool (Fig. 7): This

process is more robust than k-means, considering the range of variance among

mean rates.
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Fig. 7: Linear model for mean rate ~ displacement + time.

Fig. 8: Clustering analysis.
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Fig.9: Group patterns by clustering.

The clustering analysis (Fig. 8) identified four groups that follow different

grammatical patterns.

Group 1 is the smallest; four students comprise this group, joined by the

smallest mean rate of standard preposition in PrepP (M = 38.53, SD = 12.44), D-

absence (M = 72.39, SD = 13.39) and verbal agreement (M = 95.65, SD = 3.63) above

global rates. The single common feature for these students is that they are

beginners and none of them are from Alagoas.

Group 2 is the biggest, with thirty students joined by a high mean rate of

standard preposition in PrepP (M = 91.73, SD = 9.88), D-absence (M = 64.16, SD =

8.79) above the global rate, and a verbal agreement mean rate nearly categorical

(M = 99.45, SD = 1.19): This group is balanced in gender and time in the course.

Most students are from Sergipe, rather than Alagoas and Bahia.

Group 3 computes eleven students joined by the highest mean rate of

standard preposition in PrepP (M = 93.79, SD = 8.03), D-absence (M = 62.07, SD =

11.26) above the global rate and the smallest mean rate for verbal agreement (M

= 88.07, SD = 6.72): In this group, male beginners from Alagoas are predominant.

Group 4 includes fourteen students who have the lowest mean rate of D-

absence (M = 35.69, SD = 13.21), the lowest mean rate of standard preposition in

PrepP (M = 79.58, SD = 15.37), which is lower than the global rate, and a nearly

categorical mean rate of verbal agreement (M = 99.23, SD = 1.70): Most of the

students in this group are from Bahia and are finalists.
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5. Conclusion

By examining the integration index associated with each of the groups,

certain profiles emerge, and it suggests that social identity and social

interactions in constitution affect grammatical patterns in this sample. These

results highlight the role of the university as an inclusive and integrative field

for the linguistic variation in Brazilian Portuguese, with effects on the

normative orientation of grammatical patterns.

The splitting of three variable processes into three grammatical patterns,

combining dialectal patterns and social patterns, suggests that the analysis and

recognition of language variants and dialects of Brazilian Portuguese is a more

complex task than supposed by the sociolinguistic approach and requires large

datasets and different statistical approaches.

However, the findings also highlight the importance of grammatical

features in different varieties of Brazilian Portuguese, lending credence to the

evidence that it is a pluricentric language. Although preliminary, these results

reinforce that the differences among varieties of Brazilian Portuguese go beyond

phonology: grammatical features that, combined, can lead to different grammars

with problems of comprehension, such as those emerging in Brazilian higher

education after expansion.
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