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Abstract 
 
Drawing on educational census data and a review of news articles and higher education policies in 
Brazil, this article examines the impact of COVID-19 on the access and retention of the low-income 
Brazilian population in higher education. Guided by the 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?”, the paper is structured in two sections: the first offers a short historical overview of 
Brazilian higher education; the second 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.  
I argue that distance education offered by private higher education institutions benefits the 
privileged students and that the effects of the pandemic are detrimental to the socially 
disadvantaged students since those who are in public universities do not always have access to 
technology, and those who study in private universities feel the impact of not being able to pay 
tuition fees, besides the loss of several jobs in different sectors. In conclusion, I recommend policy 
initiatives to improve access to higher education.  
 

Introduction 
 
Following the Covid-19 outbreak in March 2020 and a social isolation mandate in Brazil, the 
Ministry of Education, by Decree No. 343/2020 (Federative Republic of Brazil, 2020b), suspended 
classes in the education system, and authorized the use of Information and Communication 
Technologies (ICT) to continue the academic year, in line with policies adopted in other large 
nations such as China (Zhu & Liu, 2020; Daniel, 2020). 182,600 institutions suspended onsite 
attendance, leaving 47 million Brazilian students in primary, secondary, and tertiary education 
without classes. Like 850 million students in 191 countries around the world, they had to adapt to a 
new reality of remote or no classes at all (Mustafa, 2020). This paper considers the impact of 
COVID-19 on the access and retention of students in higher education, especially among low-
income groups, guided by the question, “What is the impact of COVID-19 on access to and 
retention in higher education among socially vulnerable students in Brazil?” I provide a brief 
historical overview of public policies in Brazil designed to ensure access to higher education as well 
as their limitations. Against the background of an already unequal and volatile higher education 
system, I examine the challenges faced by socially disadvantaged students in higher education due 
to the socioeconomic and institutional effects of the COVID-19 pandemic. I argue that the 
pandemic and its impacts results in increased dropout, reduced access, and consequently greater 
exclusion of students from higher education.  
 
The study draws on data from government sources and legislative documents, as well as on 
literature from civil society institutions, census data, and journalistic articles about the pandemic in 
major national newspapers, news magazines, and websites such as UOL, Estadão, Agência Brasil, 



Journal of Contemporary Issues in Education, 2021, 16(2), pp. 100-115. 
(c) Author(s), Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 (CC BY 4.0) licence 
http://ejournals.library.ualberta.ca/index.php/JCIE 
 
 

101 

and Veja. The paper is structured in two sections: the first offers a historical overview of Brazilian 
higher education; the second 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, I recommend policy initiatives to improve access to higher education.  
 

A Short History of Higher Education in Brazil 
 
The history of higher education in Brazil can be traced back 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 universities were founded, starting with the 
School of Surgery and Anatomy in Bahia (DeHumerez & Jankevicius, 2015). At that time, higher 
education was conceived as preparation for professional practice, and was reserved for the white 
bourgeois elite, 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 signaling that access was limited to the upper 
socio-economic classes. Considering the census of the Brazilian Institute of Geography and 
Statistics, in 1950 the number of enrollments in higher education was 210,270. That 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 
(Anísio Teixeira National Institute of Studies and Educational Research, 2000a). Despite that 
increase, only 12% of the population aged 19-24 years attended university in 1997 (Saviani, 2010). 
The inequality gap 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 Guidelines and Bases Law (LDBEN), was passed. The first of those, Law No. 
9394/1996, forced the federal education system to universalize primary and secondary education 
and signaled 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 No. 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 distance continuing education for 
professionals. After Law No. 9394/1996, there was a slight increase in the number of enrollments, 
going from 1,868,529 that year to 2,694,245 in 2000, almost reaching the projected target for 2004. 
Those 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 (Anísio Teixeira National Institute of Studies and Educational Research, 2000a; 2000b; 2001; 
2012; 2019). However, that legislative framework was limited by a failure to address 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 
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designed to democratize access to higher education. Significantly, those aligned the standard 
curriculum for secondary education with ENEM, and replaced the traditional and non inclusive 
“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 from high school, the private network was underused. 
 
Due to the disparity in the quality of teaching between public and private secondary schools, ENEM 
was not a guarantee of access to and student retention in higher education. To address the situation, 
the University for All Program (ProUni) was created in 2004, offering scholarships of up to 100% 
to private HEIs (Ministry of Education of Brazil, 2018a). FIES was also expanded, opening 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 ENEM. 
 
By 2010, the adoption of ENEM by most public HEIs as their admission criterion had greatly 
increased the number of admissible applicants to higher education (Ministry of Education of Brazil, 
2018b). 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). It applied a unified application criterion to all public HEIs, and expanded the 
guarantee of equal opportunity to the national level. Through SISU, candidates can apply to either a 
public or a private HEI, by simultaneously applying for funding through ProUni and FIES for the 
latter kind of institution. Between 2009 and 2017, SISU, FIES and ProUni raised enrollments to 
public and private HEIs by approximately two million. 
 
However, that advance in enrollments 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. That 
number fell by 62% to 281,000 in 2015, and even further to 170,095 by 2017. The number of 
approved loans rose again to 300,000 in 2018, but only 24% of those 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 granted in 2020, and that number 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; 
Brazil247, 2020). Young people voiced their concern and expressed resistance to the cuts made by 
the Temer government by taking to the streets in 2016 (National Union of Students, 2016). 
 
By considering the establishment of public policies towards the access to Brazilian Higher 
Education, we may highlight the movement started by the State University of Rio de Janeiro in 
2001, which created its own quota system until it was developed into Quota Law No. 12,711/2012 
(Federative Republic of Brazil, 2012a), enacted as a reparatory act for the ethnic-racial and 
socioeconomic inequalities that have prevailed in Brazil since its colonial era, therefore an 
affirmative action (Feres Junior et al., 2018). The law proposed the reservation of places in the 
universities of the federal education system with admission through public exams. It initially 
targeted students who had attended secondary education in public schools, the self-declared blacks, 
browns, and indigenous people; but excluded the disabled, and graduates from the Youth and Adult 
Education (EJA) modality. Its Article 2 also stated to consider the students’ performance coefficient 
in the common core subjects [standardized throughout the federation] throughout high school 
(Federative Republic of Brazil, 2012a), to be eligible for a place. 
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Message No. 385/2012 (Federative Republic of Brazil, 2012b) vetoed the aforementioned article by 
alleging that there exists no standardized evaluation in high school that could justify the use of the 
performance coefficient as a parameter. The scope of the Quota Law was expanded in Decree No. 
7.824/2012 (Federative Republic of Brazil, 2012c) by including the results of the National High 
School Examination (ENEM) as selection criteria, and also including adult education students. Law 
No. 13.409/2016 (Federative Republic of Brazil, 2016) and Decree No. 9.034/2017 (Federative 
Republic of Brazil, 2017b) regulated the consideration of disabled students in the Quota System, 
following the adoption of the Statute for the Disabled through Law No. 13.146/2015 (Federative 
Republic of Brazil, 2015), which mandated education systems to accommodate physically disabled 
students. 
 
Although they represent the majority of the population, black, indigenous, and disabled are 
considered minority groups previously excluded from universities. The quota sytem is well 
accepted by some (Badalotti et al., 2019), but also viewed critically due to its meritocratic principles 
and perpetuation of ethnic-racial tensions (Moura & Tamboril, 2018). Although at the level of 
rhetoric it is considered that the public quota for access to higher education has reached its goal, the  
reality looks different, considering that many young people from minority groups in Brazil do not 
have access to higher education. It is fair to say that the policy was able to mitigate the inequality in 
access to higher education, but it has not reached everyone, and the so-called elite programs, 
namely Medicine, Law and Engineering still fail to include self-declared black, brown, indigenous 
or disabled students from public schools (Feres Junior et al., 2018). Moreover, recent laws such as 
Ordinance No. 1122/2020 of the Ministry of Science, Technology, Innovation, and 
Communications (MCTIC) determine that technology and scientific innovation should be given 
priority in the allocation of public research funding to HEIs in the four-year period of 2020-2023 to 
the detriment of other areas such as the humanities and social sciences (Federative Republic of 
Brazil, 2020c).  
 
Although the National Educational Plan (PNE) projects an annual growth of 1.8% in HEI 
enrollments (Ministry of Education of Brazil, 2020b), there are other factors that reinforce the 
difficulties in access to higher education. The less developed regions of the country do not have a 
wide distribution of public HEIs, blocking or hindering access for high school graduates unable to 
move to large urban centers. Only in recent years public HEIs have started opening decentralized 
campuses in the most remote regions of the country. On the other hand, thanks to Decree No. 
9057/2017 (Federative Republic of Brazil, 2017c), which allows for and recognizes degrees 
obtained entirely through distance education, that sector has expanded rapidly. Distance education 
has given a significant portion of the Brazilian population living under precarious socioeconomic 
conditions a new level of access to higher education. In Brazil, distance education has a much lower 
cost than onsite classes, and the institutions that offer this teaching modality can go beyond urban 
centers and reach even the most distant regions of the country. However, even with all the 
possibilities that distance education potentially provides, participation is hampered by insufficient 
access to laptops and devices with sufficient capacity to attend online classes, lack of technological 
know-how and considerable resistance to and low acceptance of distance learning within the 
Brazilian educational institutions. 
 
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. The registration data available in the 2018 
high school census (basic education stage in Brazil) (Anísio Teixeira National Institute of Studies 
and Educational Research, 2021a) and enrollment in higher education 2019 (Anísio Teixeira 
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National Institute of Studies and Educational Research, 2021b) prove a significant gap between 
those who get out of high school and enter higher education. However, as the educational census 
Brazil does not categorize by socioeconomic status, its informative value is limited. It is important 
to consider the history of the inaccessibility of poor, black and other minority groups to higher 
education and mishaps experienced by those who manage to enter higher education. 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, by stating that access to university should be a “privilege” of a small elite 
(Gazeta do Povo, 2019).  
 
Even under pre-COVID-19 conditions, the offer 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. Those 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, and the poor quality of public schools. 
 

The Impact of COVID-19 on Higher Education in Brazil 
 
The COVID-19 pandemic has profoundly changed the lives and livelihoods of people in Brazil. It 
has disrupted social relations, routines, and family 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 at all educational levels in the reality of online education (Araújo et 
al., 2020; UNESCO-IESALC, 2020).  
 
Instabilities in the labor 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) out of 1,607 students at private HEIs from 
all regions of Brazil, 52% of the 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. Those 
data approximate, in part, the results of the study by Aucejo et al. (2020) with 1,500 university 
students from the United States of America. In that study, among the interviewees, the intention to 
give up studying due to COVID-19 is almost none, while in Brazil the sum of those intending to 
give up studying reaches 48% of those surveyed. Among the young people in Brazil, there are those 
who confirm they are delaying their studies (13%), delaying some courses (11%) or changing 
courses (12%), and 25% of the participants expected to postpone the entry into undergraduate 
studies. Between the months of April and May 2020, the non-payment rate of higher education fees 
rose by 75%, reflecting the crisis experienced by those who bear total or partial cost of their studies 
together with family responsibilities (Brazilian Association of Higher Education Administrators, 
2020a). The threat of job loss was particularly great for minority groups such as self-declared black 
(pretos), brown (pardos), and indigenous people, and low-income or poor families. It has to be 
considered that the state bears the other part of students’ debts from those who receive half of the 
amount through FIES or PROUNI. However, the payments under these schemes do not apply to 
distance education programs. In addition, there are courses that are excluded from public policies 
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for student financing or subject to certain conditions, for example, social sciences, teacher training 
and pedagogy.  
 
The ProUni scheme that offers scholarships for students to study at private HEIs, 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 the possibility of offering ProUni for distance education was 
considered in 2006; however, in some states there were no institutions available who offered 
distance education and the available information is confusing and unclear. 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% mentioned changing labor market conditions as a result of the pandemic, 
and as a factor influencing their decision whether to continue their studies (Brazilian Association of 
Higher Education Administrators, 2020b). 
 
Although the finances of HEIs are not part of the analysis in many of the studies aimed at analyzing 
the impact of COVID-19 on teaching and learning, the existence of non-payment and even the 
dropout of academics, with the onset of the pandemic, lead Brazilian and international higher 
education institutions to face difficult budget situations concerning the maintenance of employees 
and suppliers, that also compromised their post-COVID-19 solutions. Budget losses are expected 
also in universities in the United States of America, Australia, as well as in the United Kingdom, 
(Burki, 2020; Ahlburg, 2020), considering that their income relies to a high degree on international 
students, who are unable to travel due to the restrictions. 
 
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 a slight slowdown to 
13.7% in September (Brazilian Institute of Geography and Statistics, 2020). The crisis has affected 
the job 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% have completely lost their jobs (Getúlio 
Vargas Foundation, 2020), directly impacting both the income of Brazilians, as well as their family 
relationships, health, and life quality (Bezerra, Silva, & Soares, 2020). Studies carried out in the 
United States of America by Burki (2020) show that more than 20 million Americans lost their jobs 
in April 2020, the month following the confirmation of the pandemic by the WHO. Son et al. (2020) 
confirm the impacts of COVID-19 on the finances of participants whose parents lost their jobs. 
Students participating in the study by Aucejo et al. (2020), point to the loss of their own jobs or 
internship vacancies, as well as the jobs of their own family members, where the rate reaches 61% 
of respondents. 
 
The current situation of income and job instability has led many researchers to rethink the 
acquisition and maintenance of student loan debt. Examples of the current and future impacts of 
COVID-19 on market instabilities, and predictions of academics concerning access to and 
permanence in Higher Education are highlighted in the studies by Son et al. (2020) and Burki 
(2020). Addressing the risks of non-payment, 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 federation state has legally 
mandated a 30% reduction in tuition fees (Law No. 17208/2020; State of Ceará, 2020). Similar 
attempts have been made in other states, but have been repealed by the federal court. Medical 
students from a private HEI in the State of São Paulo have filed a lawsuit to deduct tuition fees, but 
it was revoked by the court. According to the Brazilian Association of Higher Education 
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Administrators (2020b), other legal actions but have been rejected by HEIs or are pending. In 
November 2021, the Superior Court of Justice of Brazil (STF) ruled that discounts on monthly 
payments by court order during the pandemic are unconstitutional (National Association of private 
Universities, 2021).  
 
In addition to employment and income issues, 8% of participants in the Brazilian Association of 
Higher Education Administrators (2020b) survey have stated that they intend to discontinue their 
studies because their HEI has not made its programs available through the distance or remote 
modality. That reflects the fact that many public HEIs do not have the adequate capacity to support 
the use of ICT, digital platforms, and virtual learning environments in order to keep charging 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 a kind of dossier with several 
subjects dealing with distance education and COVID-19. In one of them, Furuno (2020) reflects on 
the possibility of HEI without online teaching platforms, while Tomazinho (2020) reports the 
difficulties of HEI with the broadband service offered in Brazil. Notwithstanding Resolution No. 
343/2020 (Federative Republic of Brazil, 2020a), 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 
(Kerres, 2020; Adnan & Anwar, 2020). 
 
Private HEIs have been better prepared to move online. Due to Ordinance No. 2117/2019 
(Federative Republic of Brazil, 2019), which allows for the provision of up to 40% of the 
theoretical course load on digital platforms, the use of ICT for distance learning is already a reality 
in many private HEIs. That has facilitated the continuity of courses. However, the application of the 
ordinance is uneven in public HEIs, which reflects resistance to distance education. Barone (2020), 
who has 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 were 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), after surveying just over 33,000 households, has revealed that internet 
connection is not yet universalized, and it is worse in rural areas where just 44% of the households 
surveyed had access to the internet. 
 
While the majority of the Brazilian population is concentrated in urban zones, Brazil has more than 
5,000 municipalities mostly comprising small towns or villages, where the internet transmission 
signal is inadequate. There are some remote rural areas which are not even reached by radio 
broadcasting. Moreover, being in urban centers does not mean having access to broadband internet, 
because the service may be more unstable in the city outskirts. 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 in 
accessing broadband internet in the outskirts of São Paulo, the largest urban center in the most 
economically developed region of the country, where, according to the State Data Analysis System 
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 
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of Brazil, where only 28.7% and 30% of the population, respectively, have access to the internet. 
Among blacks and mestizos in the country as a whole only 23.9% have internet access (Brazilian 
Institute of Geography and Statistics, 2019). As the 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. The National Household Sample Survey indicated that 96% of 
Brazilian households owned at least one mobile phone in 2018. The ICT Report confirms that most 
Brazilians have access to an internet connection by using mobile phones for basic daily activities, 
but points out “[...] that important limitations persist for carrying out activities that demand greater 
connection capacity and data traffic” (Brazilian Institute of Geography and Statistics, 2019, p. 101). 
In general, the most 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 that 
sense, classes would have to be taught by 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. That means that internet access through a 
mobile phone may not be enough to support participation in online education.  
 
It is not only the job, income, and digital limitations that threaten student retention in higher 
education during the pandemic. Students’ autonomy, inadequate home environments to follow 
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 
several 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 job and internship activities in public and private HEIs, and several other 
uncertainties caused by the pandemic have taken a heavy toll on students. The need to deal with 
illness, death, and social isolation has had severe psycho-emotional impacts on students who have 
seen their routines changed and/or had to assume family responsibilities even while grieving (Sahu,  
2020; Vieira, 2020), consequently, that has brought sickness conditions to the students’ mental 
health (Araújo et al., 2020; Son et al., 2020). 
 
COVID-19 also interferes with secondary education in Brazil, which will have repercussions on the 
access to higher education. The Brazilian Association of Higher Education Administrators (2020c) 
pointed out that, for example, the delay in carrying out the National High School Examination 
(ENEM) may generate a “blackout” in the skilled labor in the future. The transition between school 
and the labor market has already been heavily impacted by the pandemic. ENEM, an important 
public policy governing access to higher education, was the object of heated political debate in this 
pandemic year. The Ministry of Education, contrary to the WHO guidelines, has kept the exam 
schedule in November 2020. Several groups opposed that decision, and mobilized the justice 
system to assess the adequacy of the schedule. Finally, the Ministry of Education agreed to 
postpone ENEM by 30-60 days (Anísio Teixeira National Institute of Studies and Educational 
Research, 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 in Rio de Janeiro, who see their dream of 
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access to higher education undermined by the lack of ability to follow synchronous or asynchronous 
online preparatory courses for the ENEM test. Illustrating the insensibility of the current Brazilian 
government towards social vulnerabilities and inequalities, the former Minister of Education 
Abraham Weintraub stated in an interview for CCN Brazil that ENEM does not have the mission to 
relieve social injustices, but merely select the best candidates. This is a surprising statement given 
that ENEM was created with the mission of reducing inequalities. He went on to mock the notion 
that some candidates lacked adequate internet access, claiming that they could not have registered 
for the exam if they did not have access to the internet (Mendonça, 2020).  
 
The pandemic has caused considerable disruptions for students, parents, educators and higher 
education institutions in Brazil. A significant amount of students and their families have been 
affected by the loss of jobs, income and other opportunities that forced high numbers of students to 
interrupt their studies. Many students do not have access to the infrastructure and high quality 
internet that is required for distance education. Also the entry into higher education has been 
disrupted by the inability of many students to prepare for the ENEM test. The private HEIs, which 
are usually attended by wealthier students, have been better prepared to move their classes online, 
while the students from the poorest racialized groups have been the most affected. 
  

Conclusion 
 
The COVID-19 pandemic has exacerbated weaknesses and inequalities that threaten access and 
retention in Brazilian higher education. The instability of the labor market, loss of jobs, and latent 
uncertainties about the future of the labor market weaken the determination 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 the privileged elite. Based on 
colonial legacies, societal inequalities in Brazil are reflected in its education system. Despite policy 
reforms, access to higher education in the country is still far from equitable. Access to public HEIs 
is limited because there are not enough places to accommodate all students who apply, while private 
HEIs restrict access through high tuition fees. Public policies for student funding exist, but they are 
volatile and threatened by cuts. The lack of purchasing power of technological resources and 
internet access, an essential element for the continuity of academic activities, add to the challenges. 
 
All in all, the COVID-19 crisis has made the need to improve access to and retention in higher 
education for socially disadvantaged students more visible and urgent, also with a view to the post-
pandemic future. I would argue that the most important task is the universalization of higher 
education through the law, as already implemented for primary and lower secondary education in 
1996. 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 should 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 retention in higher education. It is up to the 
state to develop mechanisms that sustainably boost the 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, by ensuring internet access to synchronous and/or hybrid classes in 
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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 higher education in Brazil from 
different perspectives. The right to higher education, whether in classroom or online mode, needs to 
become a greater part of popular political awareness, thereby exerting pressure on political leaders. 
That also implies a new conception of the role and responsibilities assumed by the government for 
education, 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 expansion of public HEIs, and more 
opportunities for student financing in private HEIs. 
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