
ADAPTATION AND FUTURE CHALLENGES FOR PUBLIC 

UNIVERSITIES IN BRAZIL IN THE FACE OF THE COVID-19 PANDEMIC  

 

Ana Maria Nunes Gimenez, Muriel de Oliveira Gavira, Maria Beatriz Machado Bonacelli 

 

 

Ana Maria Nunes Gimenez is a lawyer and postdoctoral research fellow in the Department of Science and 

Technology Policy at the University of Campinas (DPCT/IG/UNICAMP), and researcher of the National Institute 

of Science and Technology in Public Policy, Strategies, and Development (INCT/PPED), with a grant from the 

National Postdoctoral Program (CAPES). Dr. Gimenez obtained a Doctorate (2017) and a master’s degree (2012) 

in Science and Technology Policy (2017) at the UNICAMP. Her current research is about the third mission of the 

university, with emphasis on its regional role, especially from the understanding of more diverse aspects of the 

involvement of universities with the different sectors of society. 

 

Muriel de Oliveira Gavira is an assistant professor at the School of Applied Sciences, University of Campinas 

(UNICAMP), Brazil, teaching Business Administration and Operations Engineering courses, and researching 

sustainable management, innovation and entrepreneurship, and community engagement. Dr. Gavira earned a 

Doctorate in Science and Technology Policy (2008, UNICAMP, Brazil) with the thesis “Innovation Management in 

Subsidiaries of Electro-electronic Industry Installed in Brazil”. She has an undergraduate degree in Business (2000) 

and a Masters degree in Operations Engineering (2003). She was a post-doctoral fellow at NIPE/UNICAMP (2009-

2010), researching the Entrepreneurial Opportunities in the Biomass Sector in Brazil. Between 2008 and 2009 Dr. 

Gavira was a post-doctoral fellow at the Faculty of Business, University of Victoria (Canada). During that time, she 

was a member of the Entrepreneurship Research and Teaching Group and she taught and was a panel member in 

the MBA and B.Com Entrepreneurship courses. In 2006 and 2007, Dr. Gavira was a visiting scholar at Rutgers 

University (New Jersey, USA). Dr. Gavira also has teaching and research experience in sustainable management, 

innovation and technology management, and community engagement and higher education. 

 

Maria Beatriz Machado Bonacelli is a Associate Professor at Department of Science and Technology Policy, 

Institute of Geosciences, University of Campinas (Unicamp), Brazil. Graduate in Economics at Unicamp (1985), 

MSC in Science and Technology Policy at Unicamp (1992) and Ph.D. in Economics at Université de Toulouse I 

(Sciences Sociales) (1996). Research topics are: Science, Technology and Innovation Policy, impact assessment of 

research programs, management of public research institutes, and relation between University-Society. 

 

 

 

 



 

INTRODUCTION 

The COVID-19 pandemic forced Higher Education Institutions (HEIs) around the world to adapt 

quickly to face the new realities imposed by the global health crisis. Especially in less developed countries, 

the pandemic further exposed the weaknesses of different sectors of the economy and government, as well 

as social inequalities (Pires, 2020). The pandemic also undoubtedly highlighted the interdependence of 

countries, but it also simultaneously triggered nationalist reactions, closing borders (Butler, 2020), and a 

fierce dispute over the supply of inputs and equipment by several countries to supply their populations. 

In Brazil, as soon as COVID-19 led to social isolation, several Brazilian public universities 

redirected human and financial resources, in an unprecedented effort, to carry out a quite wide range of 

actions. Those actions focused not only in research, but also in teaching and charity activities, whether by 

engaging in the international effort of science and technology, on the most varied fronts - unraveling the 

structure of the virus, searching for medicines and vaccines, or offering assistance to governments - or 

expanding the capacity of University hospitals to serve the population, among numerous other (Gimenez, 

Souza, & Feltrin, 2020).   

Universities have faced the urgent need for remote education, which poses several challenges for 

teachers and students. For educators, the challenge was to change from an already established form of 

teaching to a new format with new pedagogy, preparation, and conduct of classes. For many students, the 

challenge was to access the technology needed to attend online classes (computers, high speed internet), 

as well as to deal with factors such as housing costs, interruption of research and experiments, etc. For 

both, these changes took place in a scenario of economic and health uncertainty, in addition to bringing 

the need to reconcile domestic affairs with the discipline needed to plan and establish work and study 

routines in a less structured environment (Aquino, Silveira, Pescarini, Aquino, & Souza-Filho, 2020; Cruz 

et al., 2020, Saraiva, Oliveira, & Morejon, 2020, Senhoras, 2020). Those challenges, in turn, caused a 

severe strain on mental health. 

Despite budget cuts (aggravated by the steep decrease in tax collections) and questions raised 

about their role in the society, Brazilian universities have tried to fully maintain all student support 

programs, such as scholarships and housing assistance. For these reasons, in many cases, it was necessary 

to start partnerships with companies or carry out donation campaigns for the continuity of research and 

attendance at University. This is the case of University of Campinas, a large public research university in 

the state of São Paulo that has been conducting donations campaigns of food, medical supplies, money, 

computers, internet plans, etc. 

Thus, Brazil, a large country with important regional disparities, saw the increase of already high 

rates of unemployment, informality, illiteracy, and poverty. A study published in 2019 found that income 

inequality in Brazil, in 2018, reached its highest level since the beginning of the series of national statistics 

in 2012, reflecting an economic slowdown that affected the poorest portion of the population (Neri, 2019). 

Another study by Oliveira, Jungstedt, Audibert, and Meirelles (2020) pointed out that 43.3% of the 

Brazilian population lives in municipalities with vulnerabilities in relation to the equipment needed to treat 

COVID-19, such as beds in hospitals and respirators. Besides that, Baqui, Bica, Marra, Ercole, & van Der 

Schaar (2020), evaluated regional variations in patients with COVID-19 admitted to hospital and 

concluded that a higher risk of death among Pardo and Black Brazilians and in the north region of Brazil.  



In this context, the pandemic has exposed that, while it is important to make the University 

accessible to the low-income population1, Universityit is necessary to have equal opportunities and study 

conditions. Distance learning showed a profound digital inequality, making it impossible for many 

students to follow the classes properly, as pointed out by Gimenez, Souza, and Feltrin (2020). 

The present work delves on the challenges that Brazilian public universities face during and after 

the post-COVID-19 world, taking as a starting point the complex shift to virtual classes, which kept 

approximately 700 thousand students (out of more than 1.1 million) without classes. We focus our 

attention on federal universities because they have a high level of representation and capillarity in Brazil 

and available online data. We consider official data from the Ministry of Education (MEC), in addition to 

the recent literature on the impacts of the pandemic. 

 

CHALLENGES FACED BY FEDERAL UNIVERSITIES IN COVID-19 TIMES 

Data from the Ministry of Education (on August 1, 2020) indicated that in the federal education 

system there were approximately 1,650 ongoing actions2 to combat COVID-19, aimed at reaching more 

than 25 million people, which demonstrates the engagement of these institutions with the solution of the 

problems triggered by the pandemic. On the other hand, remote teaching activities could not be fully 

implemented due to the reasons mentioned before. Some institutions were able to overcome many of the 

hurdles employing campaigns for computer and notebook donations, as well as by offering free Internet 

access to students from less privileged social classes, as mentioned by Lauretti (2020), Said (2020), Cruz 

(2020), and Guimarães (2020). 

Remote classes were not carried out in approximately 67% of the 110 institutions of the federal 

education system (69 universities and 41 educational institutes and centers). Only 23 of the 69 universities 

offered remote education (on August 1, 2020). The number of students who did not have access to 

education ranged from 960 thousand May to 700 thousand (August), out of 1.1 million students who are 

enrolled in federal universities. In March 2020, approximately 60% of federal universities could not 

implement remote classes during quarantine (Palhares, 2020). The justification was the lack of resources 

and structure to offer online classes with the same quality as face-to-face classes (Palhares, 2020), as well 

as the difficulty experienced by many students to access the resources needed to attend remote classes 

(Paixão, 2020). Figure 1 shows the current picture of teaching activities at federal universities. 

                                                           
1 In 2012, an affirmative action called Quota Law expanded access to higher education by placing students from 

low-income families in public universities. (Federal Act nº 12.711, 29 August, 2012).  
2 Manufacture of hand sanitizer, maintenance and repair of hospital equipment, preparation of educational materials 

on the Coronavirus, scientific dissemination, development of vaccines and diagnostic tests, loan of laboratory 

equipment, training, and qualification of health professionals, and others (MEC, 2020). 
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Source: Adapted and translated from the Ministry of Education (MEC) - Brazil (31 

July, 2020).   

 

A survey carried out in 2019 by the Regional Center for Studies for the Development of the 

Information Society (Cetic.br) found that 30% of Brazilian households had neither access to a computer 

nor to the Internet. The survey also found that 85% of the internet access in the poorest sections of the 

Brazilian population was carried out by mobile devices. This type of service provides is more expensive 

and less reliable than broadband internet making attending remote classes less feasible. Therefore, when 

thinking about remote education, this is a structural issue that needs to be considered. Besides, many 

students only had access to the internet through universities or using service providers (LAN houses, cafes, 

etc.) which could not work during the quarantine. 

 

CHALLENGES DUE TO COVID-19 

From a teaching point-of-view, Brazilian Universities should be more prepared to face the 

challenges that arise in crises such as the COVID pandemic, as discussed by Bonacelli and Garcia (2020). 

The Brazilian federal higher education system has not been able to maintain educational activities, leaving 

over 60% of students without classes. As a result, after the pandemic a significant number of students will 



have outdated curricular content and may have dropped out of the course (particularly due to economic 

issues). This situation occurs during the so-called ‘information age’, whose benefits clearly do not reach 

everyone. As emphasized by Manoel Castells, the 'network society', characterized by a new technological 

paradigm that is organized around information and communication technologies integrating the world into 

global networks, may accentuate and expose inequalities (Castells, 1999, 2005).  

According to a global projection covering 180 countries, carried out by The United Nations 

Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) (2020), about 24 million children and 

young people, from pre-primary education to tertiary education, are at risk of dropping out or not having 

access to education next year due to the economic impact of the pandemic. Another report, prepared by 

The UNESCO International Institute for Higher Education in Latin America and the Caribbean (IESALC) 

(2020), recommends that governments should regard higher education as an instrument of economic and 

social recovery and that HEIs guarantee equal access to classes for all their students.  

Brazilian Universities are facing an unprecedented scarcity of financial resources, a tendency that 

was already a reality even before the COVID-19 pandemic. As a result, teaching, research and extension 

activities will suffer, and loss of quality will be almost inevitable. In order to mitigate these deleterious 

effects, new partnerships may be necessary to bring the resources and skills needed to keep those activities 

running. This is particularly important considering that, given the inevitable worldwide recession that will 

follow the pandemic, robust support systems (health assistance, food, housing) will be crucial to prevent 

low income students to drop out the school. However, Brazilian public Universities need to evolve, both 

technically and culturally, in order to properly benefit from this new reality. The pandemic has accelerated 

the process of remote education expansion, And the lessons learned need to be properly explored to 

modernize and rethink our universities. 

Also, the new reality that unveils will require curricula and teaching practices that are connected 

both to major global challenges and to local problems and demands, as global and local needs become 

increasingly interconnected and interdependent. 
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