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Introduction  

N this article, the current situation in Portugal is analyzed at the level of the rela-

tionship between basic education and higher education, focusing on the influence of 

the COVID-19 pandemic in these processes, based on the prerogative that school-

ing is currently critical in the advancement of any society and a fundamental human 

right (Serpa & Sá, 2019). This commentary also questions to what extent, and in what 

way, basic and secondary education prepares students for higher education, namely in 

terms of equipping them with transversal skills, with digital skills taking on a leading 

role. 

The Transition from Basic Education to Higher Edu-

cation in Portugal in the Pandemic Context 

Contextualizing this commentary, in Portugal, basic education encompasses 12 years, or 

until the student turns 18 years old. Once the student completes 12 years of basic and 

secondary education, he or she can enroll in higher education through a national compe-

tition covering mainland Portugal, as well as the Autonomous Regions of the Azores 

and Madeira. 

Currently, the COVID-19 pandemic and its multiple social, economic and edu-

cational effects is an unavoidable and worrying issue (Carmo et al., 2020; Ferreira & 

Serpa, 2021; Martins et al., 2021; Sá & Serpa, 2020a; Serpa & Ferreira, 2021), as well 

as their many and profound implications for the relationship between basic education 

and higher education (Sá & Serpa, 2020b, 2020c). At the time of the writing of this 

commentary, the number of deaths caused by COVID-19 in Portugal, on March 12, 

2021, and according to official data, was 16,650 individuals (General-Directorate for 

Health, 2021a). 

There are variations between mainland Portugal and its two autonomous re-

gions of the Azores and Madeira: specificities and differences in the measures taken, 

especially in terms of time (when they were taken) and with similar implications for the 

topic under analysis. For example, the President of the Regional Government of the 

Azores and, at the same time, President of the Conference of the Ultra-Peripheral Re-

gions of the European Union asked the European Commissioner for Health and Food 

Safety, Stella Kyriakides, for a “direct intervention” with the European Commission to 

make vaccines available in numbers that allow the immunization of Azorean citizens: 
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[…] I do so as President of the Government of the Azores and, for this 

reason; I am primarily responsible for the destinies of the European cit-

izens who live here. As you certainly know, the Azores, as well as the 

other ultra-peripheral regions, are spaces that are particularly vulnera-

ble to phenomena of global scope due to the features that shape us and 

that find a concrete translation in the concept of the ultra-peripheral 

regions (LUSA, 2021). 

Portugal has been preparing for a gradual relief of the lockdown as of March 15, 

which also covers the education system, with phased openings of the different levels of 

education that have been physically closed since January 22, 2021 (General-Directorate 

for Health, 2021b; Vieira, 2021). In these confinements, the Prime Minister, the Minis-

ter of Education and the Minister of Science, Technology and Higher Education recog-

nized that the closure of schools and the inhibition of the face-to-face regime, either on 

basic education or higher education, would be a position only of last resort, taking into 

account the negative implications in the students’ learning and, also, in the shaping of 

old and new inequalities (Cotrim, 2021; Silva, 2021). 

In this context of progressive relief of the lockdown, and in a country where the 

rate of transition to higher education is not one of the highest (Dias, 2015; Domingos & 

Baptista, 2018; Silva, 2021), with the economic factor playing a pivotal role, it is criti-

cal to ensure situations of justice and equity (Cherkaoui, 1999; Neves et al., 2016), as 

well as to mitigate current social inequalities in this new context (Borralho et al., 2020; 

Carmo et al., 2020; Ferreira & Serpa, 2021), but also educational ones (Tavares & 

Cândido, 2021). In this regard, Costa (2020) warns that 

In the countries with the highest human development, in which Portugal 

is included, the impacts of the Covid-19 pandemic on the worsening of 

social inequalities have also been occurring in a very evident and very 

worrying way. In different social strata, there are situations of in-

creased inequality and others are affected by new situations of inequali-

ty […]. Another social category, school-age children and youth, has ex-

perienced difficulties in pursuing both school learning and peer sociali-

zation, both of which are critical to social growth paths. They are in ed-

ucational inequality compared to previous generations and the physical 

and relational distance from schools further widens the inequalities be-

tween them – depending on the unequal educational and economic re-

sources of their families. The inequalities in future opportunities be-

tween them have an increased gap (pp7 and pp8). 

These measures motivated by the fight against the COVID-19 pandemic fos-

tered the critical digitalization in higher education already in the near future (Carmo et 

al., 2020; Santos & Serpa, 2017; Serpa & Ferreira, 2018). As Lopes (2020) sustains, “In 

terms of technological fetishism and euphoria and the glorification of the ‘internet of 

things’, it is important to take into account people’s internet, that is, the way they access 

it and how they appropriate it” (pp78), at least temporarily (Gaebel et al., 2021; Sá & 
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Serpa, 2020c). It would be interesting to consider this issue also in basic education 

(Costa et al., 2021). 

In this process, the implementation of innovative pedagogical practices is vital, 

with the adoption of more active teaching-learning practices (Sá & Serpa, 2018, 2020a). 

These authors (Sá & Serpa, 2020c) advocate that “teachers and students, due to their 

traits and various reasons, will have to prepare for student-centered learning through the 

intentional and sensible mobilization of digital technologies in a complex process, in 

which each agent will be, ultimately, a critical content creator with enhanced digital 

literacy” (pp4520), which can and should be complemented with the promotion of home 

study strategies (General-Directorate for Education, 2021a). In terms of higher educa-

tion, in particular, some examples of these innovative strategies are flipped teaching or 

participatory action research: 

[…] the flipped teaching method. […] this teaching model that reverses 

the sequence, starting from the student’s autonomous work and con-

cluding in the materialisation of the knowledge and competences at-

tained, always with the teacher’s support (Santos & Serpa, 2020, 

pp169). 

By fostering a direct engagement of those involved in solving 

problems or needs in a context of real situations, participatory action 

research (PAR) offers great potentialities for the academic training of 

future and even current professionals (Serpa et al., 2018, pp1). 

Having analyzed the context of higher education in the present and near future, 

the question remains: does Portuguese basic and secondary education prepare and equip 

its students with skills and tools to smooth the transition from one educational level to 

the other? 

The potential answer refers, naturally, to the analysis of curricular plans, peda-

gogical practices and co-curricular activities developed by basic and secondary schools, 

following the guidelines of the General-Directorate of Education (Decree-Law No. 

139/2012 of July 5). To note, the National Curriculum document in force currently has 

been produced almost eight years ago. 

As early as in the 1st cycle (1st to 4th grade) there is a concern, albeit incipient, 

to provide students with basic knowledge of English. This subject is not part of the core 

curriculum; it is optional but is seen as a curriculum enhancement activity (General-

Directorate for Education, 2021b). 

In the 2nd cycle (5th and 6th grade), Technological Education and the English 

Language are already mandatory components of the curriculum. This investment in 

more transversal and comprehensive areas is increased in the 3rd cycle (5th to 9th 

grade), with the integration in the curriculum of another foreign language (in addition to 

English) and the discipline of ICT (Information and Communication Technologies), 

with a workload similar to that of the so-called traditional subjects. 

In secondary education (10th to 12th grade), the focus on both technical-

scientific and transversal competences is intensified, namely with the possibility for 

students to choose from among six major training areas. The areas of technology and 
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languages have a very significant weight in the curricular plan of any of the choices, 

with the open purpose of preparing students for the enrolment and attendance of either 

higher education or professional/vocational study programs. 

However, the COVID-19 pandemic caused profound changes and severe ef-

fects on the pedagogical practices themselves. According to Martins (2020), the unfea-

sibility of direct and face-to-face interaction between students and teachers, resulting 

from confinement measures and the consequent closure of educational establishments at 

all educational levels, abruptly interrupted the learning and teaching process without the 

possibility of preparing the actors for these new educational dynamics. In Portugal, 

schools reacted in a much diversified way to re-establishing contact with their students. 

Likewise, initiatives to resume the educational relationship and the teaching and learn-

ing process were also characterized by very distinct experiences. Such variability was 

visible in the implementation of distance learning, namely in its leadership (in many 

schools, it took on a clearly atomized nature, in which each teacher used a strategy or 

platform, whereas in others there was better coordination) and in the schools’ commu-

nicative capacity (namely, in the contact with students and families). 

Conclusion 

The disruption in education caused by the lockdowns due to the COVID-19 pandemic 

further accentuated the inequalities and the lesser competences learned/apprehended, a 

concern that had already been raised in terms of the preparation for the transition from 

basic to higher education. Although the curricular plans include technological subjects, 

with a special focus on the 3rd cycle of basic education and secondary education, these 

plans were defined and structured for classroom teaching and are jeopardized in the 

presence of a pandemic that prevents or, at less, limits students in terms of interaction, 

which is very different in face-to-face teaching vis-a-vis distance learning. 

Some of the more severe consequences and also challenges for higher educa-

tion when welcoming new students are the following: 

 Disruptive higher education; 

 Receive particularly poorly-prepared students; 

 Greater social and school inequalities, increasing social reproduction; 

 Strategies to compensate for these limitations; 

 Lower the level of requirement; 

 Compensation classes; 

 New competences and new ways of working; 

 Acting as a “follow-up vehicle”. 

This situation has a profound impact in the short-term on students who are in 

transition, but also in the medium and long term, and which implies new recovery re-

sponses in basic education, but also in higher education. Despite the challenges and dif-

ficulties that this situation entails, it can be seen as a window of opportunity to change 

the cultural paradigm of each of these levels of education, to be seized. 
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The education systems should learn from this experience, for which very few 

were prepared, and adapt their plans, methods and techniques to increasingly virtual 

learning and teaching processes, starting with the intentional preparation of students 

upstream of higher education and as early as possible, to equip students with the compe-

tences needed for a fruitful and successful experience in higher education, with a desir-

ably, peaceful and smooth transition. 

The coming years will, therefore, be critical in assessing the success of the im-

plementation of distance learning in Portugal, the new paradigm towards which educa-

tion systems, in general, are moving, in a country that is still poorly prepared, both in 

cultural and technological terms. While all the actors involved in the educational pro-

cesses are working intensively towards achieving this goal, the results of their efforts 

are yet to be fully assessed. 
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