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COVID-19: A new crisis that reinforces inequality in higher education in Brazil 

 
Abstract 

The pandemic state caused by the rapid proliferation of Sars-Cov-19 has, in the short to long term, direct and 

indirect impacts on Education. Cessation in direct contact between peers is a limitation experienced by teachers 

and students. It implies the access, permanence and training of academics in public or private higher education 

due to the commitment of the economy and the labor market. The aim of this article is to reflect the impacts of 

COVID-19 on the access and permanence of the low-income Brazilian population in higher education. We chose 

to use as a source the educational censuses of Brazil that point to data from the higher education presential and at 

a distance, journalistic materials and other documentary sources that unveil the Brazilian geographical and social 

realities. Public policies developed by the Brazilian State that provided access to and permanence in higher 

education are identified. However, the public institution cannot contemplate everyone. Distance Education offered 

by private higher education institutions approaches the different social class. It is considered that the reflexes of 

the pandemic happen, massively on the poor and miserable classes since those who are in the public university do 

not sometimes have access to technology and if they are in private universities feel the impact of the inability to 

honor with tuition salaries beyond the closure of various jobs in different sectors. 

 

Keywords: Access to Higher Education - Teacher in Training - Social Crisis - Labor Market 

COVID-19: Uma nova crise que reforça a desigualdade na Educação Superior no Brasil 

O estado de pandemia causado pela rápida proliferação do Sars-Cov-19 tem, a curto e longo prazo, impactos 

diretos e indiretos na educação. A cessaçãodo contato direto entre pares é uma limitação vivenciada por professores 

e alunos. Implica no acesso, permanência e formação de acadêmicos no ensino superior público ou privado em 

função do comprometimento da economia e do mercado de trabalho. O objetivo deste artigo é refletir os impactos 

da COVID-19 no acesso e permanência da população de baixa renda brasileira no ensino superior. Optamos por 

utilizar como fonte os censos educacionais do Brasil que apontam dados do ensino superior presencial e a distância, 

materiais jornalísticos dentre outras fontes documentais que desvelam as realidades geográficas e sociais 

brasileiras. Identificam-se políticas públicas desenvolvidas pelo Estado brasileiro que oportunizaram o acesso e a 

permanência no Ensino Superior. Entretanto a instituição pública não consegue atingir a todos. A Educação a 

Distância ofertada por Instituições de Ensino Superior privadas se aproxima dos diferentes estratos sociais. 

Considera-se que os reflexos da pandemia acontecem, massivamente sobre as classes pobres e miserável visto que 

aqueles que estão na universidade pública não têm, por vezes acesso à tecnologia e se estão na universidade privada 

sentem o impacto da inviabilidade de honrar com os vencimentos das mensalidades além do fechamento de 

diversos postos de trabalho em diferentes setores. 

 

Palavras-Chave: Acesso ao Ensino Superior – Docente em Formação – Crise Social – Mercado de Trabalho 

  

COVID-19: Una nueva crisis que refuerza la desigualdad en la Educación Superior en Brazil 

El estado de la pandemia causado por la rápida proliferación de Sars-Cov-19 trae, a corto y largo plazo, impactos 

directos e indirectos en la educación. La tarea en contacto directo entre compañeros es una limitación 

experimentada por profesores y estudiantes. Implica el acceso, permanencia y formación de estudiantes en 

educación superior pública o privada debido al compromiso de la economía y el mercado laboral. El objetivo de 

este artículo es reflejar los impactos de COVID-19 en el acceso y permanencia de la población brasileña de bajos 

ingresos en la Educación Superior. Elegimos utilizar como fuente los censos educativos de Brasil que indican 

datos de la educación superior presencial y la distancia, materiales periodísticos entre otras fuentes documentales 

que descubren las realidades geográficas y sociales brasileñas. Se identifican las políticas públicas desarrolladas 

por el Estado brasileño que tienen acceso oportunistaizado y permanencia en la educación superior. Sin embargo, 

la institución pública no puede llegar a todos. La educación a distancia ofrecida por instituciones privadas de 

educación superior está cerca de los diferentes estratos sociales. Se considera que los reflejos de la pandemia 

ocurren, masivamente en las clases pobres y miserables ya que los que están en la universidad pública no tienen, 

a veces acceso a la tecnología y si están en la universidad privada sienten el impacto de la inviabilidad de honrar 

con los salarios de la matrícula más allá del cierre de varios puestos de trabajo en diferentes sectores. 

 

Palabras Claves: Acceso a la Educación Superior – Profesor em formación – Crisis Social – Mercado de Traballho 
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Introduction 

In this article we provide a brief historical overview of public policies in Brazil designed to ensure access to higher 

education and examine the challenges faced by socially disadvantaged students who wish to remain in higher 

education despite socioeconomic and institutional impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic. 

We approach the subject as a teacher in public and private higher education who follows daily the 

difficulties students experience continuing in their courses and coping with the uncertainty of access as a result of 

the pandemic. The question that guides this paper is “What is the impact of COVID-19 on access to and retention 

in higher education among people in situations of social vulnerability in Brazil?”. My presupposition is that the 

pandemic and its impacts will result in increased dropout, reduced access, and consequently greater exclusion of 

students from higher education in the short, medium, and long terms. 

 The SARS-CoV-2 virus has caused the worst global health crisis in decades, prompting the World Health 

Organization (WHO) to declare a pandemic in March 2020 (Pan American Health Organization 2020; Vibha et al. 

2020). A few days after this announcement, Brazil, the largest country in Latin America, registered its first case 

of infection and its first death from COVID-19 (Federative Republic of Brazil 2020a). By 30 September 2020, 

Brazil was the third worst affected country worldwide with 4,780,317 individual cases of infection and 143,010 

deaths (worldometers.info, 2020). The global toll of infection on the same date was 33,249,563 cases with 

1,000,004 deaths (World Health Organization 2020). While many of the countries where the disease was first 

detected had apparently succeeded in controlling its spread, reopening their economies and maintaining social 

distancing and other precautionary measures, Brazil still seemed far from reaching its epidemiological peak.1  

 Following the advice of the WHO, Brazil’s Ministry of Health mandated social isolation and the Ministry 

of Education suspended by Decree nº 343/2020 (Federative Republic of Brazil 2020c) classes in the education 

system and authorized the use of Information and Communication Technologies (ICT) to continue classes during 

the academic year, in line with policies adopted in other large nations such as China (Zhu and Liu 2020; Daniel 

2020). 182,600 institutions suspended on-site classes, leaving 47 million Brazilian students in primary, secondary 

and tertiary education without classes. Like 850 million students in 191 countries they had to adapt to a new reality 

of remote or no classes (Mustafa 2020).  

 Pressure from business groups coupled with the effect of a speech by Brazil’s President Jair Bolsonaro 

which promoted vertical rather than horizontal isolation (meaning that only risk groups needed to self-isolate and 

others could continue their activities, go to work and participate in the economy) conflicted with the preventive 

measures adopted by certain governors and mayors. Without effective control over the movement of people and 

with the reopening of non-essential activities, COVID-19 infections surged. Many cities and municipalities 

adopted the most stringent social isolation measures in order to prevent Intensive Care Units (ICUs) being 

inundated beyond their coping capacity (Mendonça 2020). The duration of the pandemic is undefined and its 

impact on the economy and on the lives of the citizens has been prolonged. This paper considers the impact of 

COVID-19 on student access and retention in higher education, especially among low-income groups. 

 We follow a critical-reflexive and qualitative approach (Sampieri et al. 2013) to address the following 

question: “What is the impact of COVID-19 on the most vulnerable population in Brazil in terms of access to, and 

retention in, higher education?” 

 
1 Meanwhile, some countries around the world are facing a “second wave” of COVID-19 infections 

(Worldometers, 2020, World Health Organization, 2020). 
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 The study draws on data from state institutional sources and legislative documents, as well as on literature 

from civil institutions such as Oxfam, Fundação Getulio Vargas (Getulio Vargas Foundation), Associação 

Brasileira de Mantenedoras do Ensino Superior (Brazilian Association of Higher Education Administrators), as 

well as census data, legislator files, and journalistic articles about the pandemic in major national newspapers, 

news magazines and websites such as UOL, Estadão, Agência Brasil, Veja. Guided by the research question, the 

paper is structured in two sections: the first, A short history of higher education, offers an historical overview of 

Brazilian higher education; the second, entitled The impact of COVID-19 on higher education in Brazil, examines 

the impact of the pandemic on student retention in Higher Education, looking at factors such as social isolation, 

job and income precarity, use of Information and Communication Technologies (ICT), internet access and 

technological resources. In conclusion, we make policy recommendations to improve access to higher education. 

 

A short history of higher education in Brazil 

The history of higher education in Brazil can be traced to the arrival, during the Peninsular War, of the Portuguese 

royal family in the colony in 1808 and the subsequent growth of a bourgeois class. During the nineteenth century, 

eleven different universities were founded, starting with the School of Surgery and Anatomy in Bahia (DeHumerez 

and Jankevicius 2015). At that time, higher education was conceived as preparation for professional practice and 

was reserved for the white bourgeois elite.  

 This approach became deeply engrained in Brazil, resulting in the denial of access to higher education, 

and thereby of social mobility, to the majority of Brazilians over many generations. Despite the absence of census 

data on higher education until 1950 there are numerous indicators that access was limited to the upper socio-

economic classes. Considering the census ot the Brazilian Institute of Geography and Statistics, in 1950 the number 

of enrolments in higher education was 210,270. This figure rose modestly to 593,009 in 1970 (Brazilian Institute 

of Geography and Statistics, 1950; 1970), continued to grow to 1,377,286 in 1980, and reached the marker of 

2,125,958 students in 1998 (National Institute of Studies and Educational Research Anísio Teixeira 2000a).  

Despite this increase, in 1997 only 12% of the population aged 19-24 years attended university (Saviani 2010). 

This disparity prompted the emergence of several social and intellectual movements in the first half of the twentieth 

century, demanding more egalitarian access to quality education.  

 As a result of pressure from civil society, a series of laws, collectively known as the National Education 

Pillars and Guidelines Laws (NEPGL), was passed. The first of these, Law No. 9394/1996, forced the federal 

education system to universalize primary and secondary education and signalled the need for higher education to 

follow the same path since a far larger number of young people would be graduating from high school (Federative 

Republic of Brazil 2017a). Thus, Law 9394/1996 may be considered the starting point for all public policies aimed 

at extending access to Higher Education in Brazil; it reformed its structure and organization, opened up the 

possibility of private higher education institutions (HEIs), and of continuing education at a distance for 

professionals. After the Law 9394/1996 there was a slight increase in enrollment numbers, going from 1,868,529 

that year to 2,694,245 in 2000, almost reaching the projected target for the year 2004. These figures represent an 

increase of 20.6% in the period from 1980 to 1994, 28% from 1994 to 1998 and 42,6% from 1994 to 1999.  By 

2010, the law had started to show positive results, as the percentage of the population enrolled in higher education 

reached 6,379,299, rising to 8,450,755 in 2018 (National Institute of Studies and Educational Research Anísio 

Teixeira, 2000a; 2000b; 2001; 2012; 2019). However, that legislative framework was limited by a failure to address 
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factors such as social vulnerability, geographic access, systemic racial or ethnic exclusion, socioeconomic status, 

and poor quality in the provision of public primary and secondary education.  

 President Fernando Henrique Cardoso initiated several public policies aimed at extending access to higher 

education to socially vulnerable populations with the creation of the National High School Examination (ENEM) 

in 1998 and the Higher Education Finance Fund (FIES) in 1999. The latter greatly expanded the Educational Credit 

Program (CREDUC) launched by the military dictatorship of Ernesto Geisel in 1975 (National Education 

Development Fund 2017). From 2003 the government of President Luís Inácio Lula da Silva embarked on a series 

of education policies designed to democratize access to higher education. Significantly, these aligned the standard 

curriculum for secondary education with the ENEM and replaced the traditional and exclusionary “vestibular 

entrance examinations”. The new HEI entrance system did not, however, immediately result in increased 

admission to either public or private HEIs. In the latter case, access was limited by high monthly tuition fees. Thus, 

even though public institutions lacked the capacity to admit the many students who were now graduating high 

school, the private network was underutilized. 

 Due to the disparity in the quality of teaching between public and private secondary schools, the ENEM 

was not a guarantee of access to and student retention in higher education. To address the situation, in 2004 the 

University for All Program (ProUni) was created, offering scholarships of up to 100% for private HEIs (Ministry 

of Education of Brazil 2018b). FIES was also expanded, opening up greater access to socially vulnerable young 

people, and also covering up to 100% of tuition costs. Funding through ProUni or FIES was conditional on taking 

the ENEM. 

 By 2010, the adoption by most public HEIs of the ENEM as their admission criterion had greatly 

increased the number of admissible applicants to higher education (Ministry of Education of Brazil 2018a). To 

ensure greater access and standardize the university admission process, the Ministry of Education developed a 

platform called the Unified Selection System (SISU) (Ministry of Education of Brazil 2020a). This applied a 

unified application criteria to all public HEIs and expanded the guarantee of equal opportunity to the national level. 

Through SISU, candidates can apply to a public or a private HEI, simultaneously applying for funding through 

ProUni and FIES for the latter. Between 2009 and 2017, SISU, FIES and ProUni raised enrolments to public and 

private HEIs by approximately two million.  

 However, this advance in enrolments has stalled under the last three presidents of Brazil – Dilma Roussef, 

Michel Temer and Jair Bolsonaro – due to cuts in the budgets of ProUni and FIES. Between 2010 and 2014, the 

number of student loans approved rose from 70,000 to 739,000. This number fell by 62% to 281,000 in 2015 and 

even further to 170,095 by 2017. In 2018 the number of approved loans rose again to 300,000, but only 24% of 

these were granted under the new financing criteria, which were based on family income and other sources of 

finance. Although more loans were available, the new criteria made them difficult to access. It is estimated that 

only 100,000 student loans will be disbursed in 2020, and this is expected to drop to just over 50,000 in 2021. This 

trend has directly and negatively affected the most vulnerable sections of Brazilian society who are unable to afford 

monthly tuition fees for private HEIs (Saldaña 2019; Brasil247 2020). Young people voiced their concern and 

expressed resistance to the cuts made by the Temer government by taking to the streets in 2016 (Students National 

Union 2016).  

 Although the National Educational Plan (PNE) projects annual growth of 1.8% in HEI enrolments 

(Ministry of Education of Brazil 2020b), there are other factors that reinforce the difficulties in access to higher 
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education. The less developed regions of the country do not have a wide dispersal of public HEIs, barring or 

hindering access for high school graduates unable to move to large urban centres. Only in recent years have public 

HEIs begun to open decentralized campuses in the more remote regions of the country. On the other hand, thanks 

to Decree 9057/2017 (Federative Republic of Brazil 2017b), which allows for and recognizes degrees obtained 

entirely through distance education, that sector has expanded rapidly. Nonetheless, there is considerable resistance 

and a low acceptance of distance learning within the Brazilian educational establishment.  

 Distance education has given the significant portion of the Brazilian population living in precarious 

socioeconomic conditions a new level of access to higher education. In Brazil, distance education has a much 

lower cost than on-site classes, and the institutions that offer this modality can go beyond urban centres and reach 

even the most distant regions of the country. This modality also suits many socially vulnerable groups as it allows 

them to work alongside their studies. 

 Ever since Brazil emerged from its colonial status in the nineteenth century, its education system has been 

characterized by strict social stratification and elitism. Exclusion and unequal access are supported by discourses 

that function to segregate and maintain existing power structures. For example, in a 2019 interview former 

Brazilian Minister of Education Ricardo Vélez Rodríguez rejected the idea of university for all, stating that access 

to university should be a 'privilege' of a small elite (Gazeta do Povo 2019). Moreover, recent laws such as 

Ordinance No. 1122/2020 of the Ministry of Science, Technology, Innovation and Communications (MCTIC) 

determines that technology and scientific innovation should be given priority in the allocation of public research 

funding to HEIs in the four-year period 2020–2023 to the detriment of other areas such as the humanities and 

social sciences (Federative Republic of Brazil 2020b). This document reflects the government’s perception that all 

but STEM research is superfluous. 

 The historical context shows that public policies alone do not guarantee equitable access to higher 

education, nor to better jobs or a higher quality of life. Even under pre-COVID-19 conditions the supply of higher 

education in Brazil was insufficient to meet demand, and access was very difficult for people living in slums or 

remote regions. The situation was aggravated by the COVID-19 pandemic, which has laid bare the structural 

barriers to universalization of higher education in Brazil. These include unequal access to information and 

communication technologies (ICT), internet access, unemployment, income reduction, and competing 

responsibilities. The COVID-19 crisis has exacerbated many of Brazil’s problems in terms of social inequality, 

unequal income distribution, the poor quality of public schools. 

 

The impact of COVID-19 on higher education in Brazil 

 

The COVID-19 pandemic has profoundly altered the lives and livelihoods of people in Brazil. It has disrupted 

social relations, routines, and familial responsibilities, and led to a reduction in working hours and the loss of jobs 

and family income. It has also exposed weaknesses in the Brazilian education system, intensified social 

vulnerability and undermined human development by interrupting students’ progress. We will discuss these and 

other factors in the following paragraphs.  

 Instabilities in the labour market directly affect students’ interest in attending higher education. In a 

survey commissioned by the Brazilian Association of Higher Education Administrators (Brazilian Association of 

Higher Education Administrators 2020a) of 1,607 students at private HEIs from all regions of Brazil, 52% of 
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participants stated that they hoped to continue their studies after the pandemic, 42% expressed uncertainty about 

whether they would continue their studies, 4% intended to drop out, and 2% confirmed that they would definitely 

drop out because of the pandemic. Between the months of April and May 2020, the rate of default in payment of 

higher education fees rose by 75%, reflecting the crisis experienced by those who bear total or partial cost of their 

studies alongside familial responsibilities (Brazilian Association of Higher Education Administrators 2020a).  

 Law 11,206/2005, law project im 2004, that established ProUnias well as the call for the opening of a 

semiannual selection process does not explicitly mention distance education. Although some sites indicate that 

ProUni student funding grants are available for distance education, in practice candidates do not find the option 

when they register. Segenreich (2009) confirms that in 2006 the possibility of offering ProUni for distance 

education was considered, however, in 2009, in the state of Pará, there were only 6 institutions from other states 

that offered ProUni in distance education. The information available from other sources is confusing and unclear.2 

The website of the Brazilian Ministry of Education still does not offer data distributed by teaching modalities. Of 

those who pay for their own studies, 22% stated that they were considering dropping out because of the cost burden, 

while 60% cited changing labour market conditions as a result of the pandemic as a factor influencing their decision 

whether to continue with their studies (Brazilian Association of Higher Education Administrators 2020b). 

 Brazil already had about 12.9 million unemployed people before the COVID-19 pandemic. In May 2020 

the unemployment rate was 10.5% with a peak of 14.3% in August and slight slowdown to 13.7% in September 

(Brazilian Institute of Statistics and Geography 2020). The crisis has affected the work of at least one member of 

57.2% of families, the need for social isolation caused impediments to work for 45.5% of families, and 14.3% lost 

their work entirely (Getúlio Vargas Foundation 2020).  

 The current situation of income and job instability has led many researchers to rethink the acquisition and 

maintenance of student loan debt. Addressing the risks of default, some private institutions have developed policies 

to reduce monthly fees during the pandemic period. Parents, students, and guardians have opened up discussions 

about full charges for remote classes, and in one case a federal state has legally mandated a 30% reduction in 

tuition fees (Law 17208/2020; State of Ceará 2020). Similar attempts have been made in other states but have been 

quashed by the federal court. Medical students from a private HEI in the State of São Paulo filed action to deduct 

tuition fees, but the court then reversed. In according  Brazilian Association of Higher Education Administrators 

(2020b) others proceedings to deduct tuition fees have been requested but have been rejected by HIE or did not 

had negociation up to moment.  

 In addition to employment and income issues, 8% of participants in the Brazilian Association of Higher 

Education Administrators (2020b) survey stated that they intend to discontinue their studies because their HEI has 

not made its courses available through distance mode. This reflects the fact that many public HEIs do not have 

adequate capacity to support the use of ICT, digital platforms and virtual learning environments for maintaining 

tuition during this crisis. In general, ICT infrastructure is inadequate in many public and private Brazilian HEIs. 

The Brazilian Association of Distance Education has compiled in a kind of dossier several subjects dealing with 

distance education and COVID-19. In one of them, Fernanda Furuno (2020) reflects on the possibility of HEI 

 
2 See for example, https://www.ead.com.br/prouni-fies-ead; 

https://www.mundovestibular.com.br/vestibular/prouni/prouni-vale-para-

ead#:~:text=O%20processo%20seletivo%20para%20vagas,inscrição%20e%20senha%20do%20Enem. Retrieved 

29 September 2020. 
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without online teaching platforms while Tomazinho (2020) relates the difficulties of HEI with the broadband 

service offered in Brazil. Notwithstanding Resolution 343/2020 (Federative Republic of Brazil 2020), which 

allows for the use of ICT to deliver university curricula remotely, the crisis has revealed that Brazil’s public 

education system, like many others around the world, was quite unprepared for a switch to distance learning 

modalities (Kerrers 2020; Adnam and Anwar 2020). 

 Efficiency and accessibility of technology is not the only challenge HEIs face in resuming their courses; 

they must also contend with resistance among teachers who see in this modality a threat of increased precarity and 

loss of autonomy and control. Many teachers in higher education also feel unprepared to handle digital 

technologies and platforms. Studies point out that there are only few subjects involving ICT in teacher education 

(Lopes and Fürkotter 2016); others discuss the teachers’ concerns about the absence of physical interaction in 

distance education (Carmo and Franco 2019); critically examine the negative impact of the work overload on 

teachers (Chaquime and Mill 2016), and identify the fear of not knowing how to properly deal with technologies 

and not meeting the expectations of students (Rosa 2013).  

 Due to Ordinance 2117/2019 (Federative Republic of Brazil 2019) which allows for the provision of up 

to 40% of the theoretical course load using digital platforms, in many private HEIs the use of ICT for distance 

learning is already a reality. This has facilitated continuity of courses. However, in public HEIs application of the 

ordinance is uneven, and reflects resistance to distance education. Barone (2020) reported about platforms made 

available by the Ministry of Education that are not used in higher education, reiterated the resistance to the use of 

technology in teacher training and the difficulty in adopting a new way of teaching. The academic year in public 

universities in 2020 was greatly disrupted as students are more affected by social inequalities, geographic 

remoteness and access to ICT.  

 The geographic remoteness of many municipalities and the low availability of broadband internet in both 

urban and rural households has been a major factor limiting the adoption of distance modalities during the 

pandemic. The 2018 Survey on the Use of Information and Communication Technologies in Brazilian Households, 

carried out by the statutory Brazilian Internet Steering Committee (2019), surveying just over 33,000 households, 

revealed that connection to the internet is not yet universalized and is worst in rural areas where just 44% of the 

households surveyed have access to the internet.  

 It is important consider than the largest portion of the Brazilian population is concentrated in  urban zone. 

Brazil has more than 5,000 municipalities that are small cities majority or small ville where internet transmition 

signal are inadequate for some reasons how be far from large urban centers where transmission by optic fibre is 

better available than small cities, fewer still in rural zone or radio that in some cases do not have in rural zone too. 

Moreover, being in urban centers does not mean having access to broadband internet, because in the peripheral 

regions the service may be more unstable. According to Lis (2020) and Yuge (2020), the National 

Telecommunications Agency is receiving a rising number of complaints about the lack of broadband internet 

provision in Brazil. Cardoso (2020) reports about the difficulty of accessing broadband internet on the outskirts of 

São Paulo, the largest urban center in the economically most developed region of the country, where, according to 

the SEADE Foundation (2020), more than 7,500,000 people have never had access to the Internet. Soprana (2020) 

states that there are more than 70 million Brazilians without internet access in Brazil.   

 The situation with regard to internet access is even more aggravated in the North and Northeast regions 

of Brazil where only 28.7% and 30%, respectively, of the population, enjoy access. Among black and mixed-race 
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people in the country as a whole, just 23.9% have internet access (Brazilian Institute of Statistics and Geography 

2019). Given that a majority of the black population lives in poverty, black students represent a particularly 

vulnerable population in terms of access to quality internet service.  

 Even though internet access is unevenly available, the use of mobile phones has grown among socially 

disadvantaged Brazilians, potentially due to greater ease of purchase. The NHSS indicated that 96% of Brazilian 

households possessed, in 2018, at least one mobile phone. The ICT Report confirms that most Brazilians have 

access to an Internet connection using mobile phones for basic daily activities but points out “[...] that important 

limitations persist for carrying out activities that demand greater connective capacity and data traffic” (Brazilian 

Institute of Statistics and Geography 2019, p. 101). 

 In general, the most typically used mobile phones are not equipped in terms of hardware and software to 

work with digital platforms or to support the large-volume downloads required for studies. In this sense, it would 

be necessary for classes to be taught using social media applications such as Instagram, Facebook, WhatsApp, 

which would ensure greater usability, but also impose much greater restrictions in terms of the resources that can 

be used. This means that internet access through a mobile phone may not be sufficient to support participation in 

online modes of education. 

 It is not only job, income and digital limitations that threaten student retention in higher education during 

the pandemic. Student autonomy, inadequate home environments to accompany synchronous and/or asynchronous 

classes, and the difficulties in concentration that result from discontinuity require cognitive adaptations to the 

teaching-learning process. Changes in working hours, the additional physical and emotional fatigue that affects 

those who are still working, and various mental health issues caused or exacerbated by social isolation require 

physical and psycho-emotional adaptations to mitigate the challenges of studying during the pandemic (Sahu 

2020). 

 The discontinuity of class schedules, loss or extension of semesters in public HEIs, the impossibility of 

carrying out internship activities in public and private HEIs, and various other uncertainties caused by the 

pandemic take a heavy toll on students. The need to deal with illness, death and social isolation has had severe 

psycho-emotional impacts on students who saw their routines changed and/or had to assume family responsibilities 

even while grieving (Sahu 2020; Vieira 2020). 

 COVID-19 also interferes with secondary education in Brazil and will have repercussions for access to 

higher education. The Brazilian Association Higher Education Administrators (2020c) already points out that, for 

example, the delay in the realization of the National High School Examination (ENEM) may generate a “blackout” 

in the skilled labor in the future. The transition between school and labour has already been heavily impacted by 

the pandemic. The ENEM, an important public policy governing access to higher education, is the object of heated 

political debate in this pandemic year. The Ministry of Education, contrary to WHO guidelines, retained the 

schedule for the tests in November 2020. Several segments of society opposed this decision and mobilized the 

justice system to assess the adequacy of the schedule. Finally, the Ministry of Education agreed to postpone the 

ENEM by 30–60 days (National Institute of Studies and Educational Research Anísio Teixeira 2020). 

 Resistance to taking the exam has exposed the inequalities in terms of candidates’ social vulnerability due 

to suspended classes and/or the digital exclusion exacerbated by the pandemic. Saboia (2020) revealed the reality 

of favela residents of Rio de Janeiro, who see their dream of access to higher education undermined by an inability 

to follow synchronous or asynchronous online preparatory courses for the ENEM test. 
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 Highlighting the insensitivity of the current Brazilian government to social vulnerabilities and 

inequalities, the former Minister of Education Abraham Weintraub stated in an interview with CCN Brasil that 

ENEM does not have the mission to alleviate social injustices but merely to select the best candidates. He went on 

to mock the notion that some candidates lacked adequate internet access, claiming that they could not have enrolled 

for the exam if they did not have access (Mendonça 2020). While the minister argued that demands to postpone 

ENEM were politically motivated, other major world powers like China cancelled their entrance exams even after 

bringing the pandemic largely under control. In Brazil, meanwhile the Education Minister is content to see the 

ENEM, which was created with the mission of reducing exclusion, become a means of strengthening social 

inequality. 

 

Final considerations 

 

The COVID-19 pandemic has revealed weaknesses and difficulties that threaten access and retention in Brazilian 

higher education. The instability of the labour market, loss of jobs and latent uncertainties about the future of the 

labour market weaken the resolve and ability of students to remain in higher education. Public HEIs especially 

lack adequate technological infrastructure to support the academic faculty in delivering courses online. Teachers 

often feel unprepared to handle technological resources, digital platforms and virtual classrooms.  

 Access to higher education in Brazil has historically been limited to a privileged elite. Despite policy 

reforms, access to higher education in the country is still far from equitable. Access to public HEIs is limited, 

because of insufficient places while private HEIs restrict access through high tuition fees. Accessibility and 

permanence occur through public policies for State funding, threatened by cuts in different forms of student 

funding. The difficulties of purchasing power of technological resources and internet access, an essential element 

for the continuity of academic activities synchronously, asynchronously or hybridly, add to the challenges.  

 All in all, the COVID-19 crisis has rendered more visible and urgent the need to improve access to higher 

education for socially disadvantaged students, also with a view to the post-pandemic future. In our view the most 

important task of all is the universalization of higher education by law, as already implemented for primary and 

lower secondary education in 1996.3 It is essential that public policies for the financing of private higher education 

are expanded by the State, allowing for lower tuition fees and increased accessibility for socially disadvantaged 

students. 

 With most of the scenarios for the likely course of the pandemic in Brazil being pessimistic, it is vital that 

the State be obliged to guarantee access to the internet as a civil right and the use of the internet and ICT as a 

guarantee of continuity and permanence in higher education. It is up to the State to develop mechanisms that 

sustainably boost purchasing power for laptop, desktop, or tablet computers. It should also be the state’s obligation 

to equip students in vulnerable situations with technological resources, guaranteeing internet access to synchronous 

and/or hybrid classes in public HEIs. In private and public HEIs, the regulatory state must not only ensure the 

availability of courses of study, but also guarantee access for all students, including, if necessary, distributing SIM 

cards for internet access. 

 More research is needed about the impact of COVID-19 on Brazilian education in terms of processes, 

perspectives and scenarios at all levels of teaching. The right to higher education, whether in classroom or online 

 
3 Through Law 9394/1996. 
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mode, needs to become a greater part of popular political consciousness, thereby exerting pressure on political 

leaders. This also entails a reconception of the role and form of government, as education has the potential to 

transform the lives of poor and excluded people. Most importantly, public policies need to consider the need for 

more spaces in public HEIs and more opportunity for student finance in private HEIs. 

We declare that there is no conflict of interest in the writing of this manuscript. 
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