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One Year In: Impact of the COVID-19 Pandemic on Technical Tertiary Education in Latin 
America and the Caribbean
This brief was written by Eleanor Sohnen, Technical Advisor, FHI 360, with support from Dr. Noemí Castillo Jaén, 
consultant. Juan Carlos Rodríguez and Jen Bhiro (FHI 360) provided additional assistance in organizing and 
facilitating consultation events. The brief was prepared under the LAC Regional Workforce Development Program 
(the Advance Program), funded by the U.S. Agency for International Development (USAID) and implemented by 
FHI 360. To improve youth employability, the Advance Program is strengthening the capacity of select two- and 
three-year technical tertiary education programs to provide market-relevant, quality training to disadvantaged 
youth in the Dominican Republic (DR), Guatemala, Honduras, and Jamaica. 

In cooperation with USAID’s Bureau for Latin America and the Caribbean (LAC), Advance carried out a desk review 
and analysis of program documents, and in March 2021 distributed a survey to 38 individuals (N=38) and held 
stakeholder consultations to assess the impact to date of the pandemic on selected technical tertiary education 
programs in several countries in the LAC region.

This document was produced for review by the United States Agency for International Development [USAID] and made possible by generous support 
 from the American people. It was prepared by FHI 360 for the Advance Program in Latin America and the Caribbean, Cooperative Agreement number  
AID-OAA-A-15-00076. The content is the responsibility of the authors and does not necessarily reflect the views of USAID or the United States Government.
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Context
Across Latin America and the Caribbean, higher 
education institutions (HEIs) have largely suspended 
face-to-face instruction because of the coronavirus 
pandemic. Some ceased instruction entirely for varying 
amounts of time after the onset, though the vast majority 
shifted to virtual instruction. A year into the pandemic, 
some institutions have commenced in-person teaching, 
more commonly in laboratories and other hands-on 
practical instruction. 

Except for a few countries and specific universities in the 
region, before the pandemic little higher education was 
being conducted online, so most tertiary teachers and 
students had little or no experience teaching and learning 
virtually. Although overall internet use, spurred by mobile 
access, is increasing across the region, as of 2018, just 34 
percent of households in Central America and 20 percent 
of households in the Caribbean had internet access; 
furthermore, broadband (4G) mobile access is low in 
the region and practically nonexistent in the Caribbean.1  
Across LAC, the percentage of population in rural areas 
with significant internet connectivity is roughly half that 
in urban areas.  

The share of rural residents with a high-quality internet 
connection is just 16 percent in Guatemala, 20 percent 
in Honduras, 23 percent in El Salvador, 29 percent in 
Jamaica, and 33 percent in the DR.2  

As of 2019, 26.4 million students were enrolled in 
higher education in the lower- and middle-income LAC 
countries.3  Approximately 2.4 million (9 percent) of 
these students were enrolled in International Standard 
Classification of Education (ISCED) level 5, or short-
cycle—i.e., two- to three-year—technical tertiary 
education programs4 (see Figure 1 for an illustration of 
where these programs fit into a broader classification of 
educational levels). This includes approximately 24,000 
students in the DR, 100,000 in Guatemala, 10,000 in 
Honduras, and 33,000 in Jamaica, the countries where 
the Advance Program is currently active. These programs 
generally prepare students for mid-level technical and 
associate professional positions, and though enrollment 
numbers are decreasing overall in the region in favor 
of bachelor’s programs, prior to the pandemic they 
were increasing in several countries including the DR, 
Guatemala, and Honduras. Depending on the country, 
these degree programs may be offered by universities 
and/or by stand-alone institutes, both public and private.

Figure 1. International Standard Classification of Education (ISCED-2011) Framework

Source: UNESCO Institute for Statistics, International Standard Classification of Education.

1 IDB, “IBD Study Urges Latin America and the Caribbean to Modernize.” 
2 Ziegler, Rural Connectivity in Latin America and the Caribbean.
3 The World Bank. “DataBank: Education Statistics-All Indicators.”
4 Ibid.
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In LAC, students in technical tertiary education programs 
are more likely to come from disadvantaged backgrounds, 
and less likely to have access to reliable internet access, 
data plans, and equipment necessary to successfully 
participate in virtual learning. 

Methodology
Advance-supported institutions, in addition to 
institutions in El Salvador, were included in the 
consultation process; thus, all countries in the Northern 
Triangle are represented. The Northern Triangle is an area 
of particular interest for the United States for reasons of 
regional migration and security, and is a renewed focus 
of development efforts under the Biden Administration, 
which seeks to develop a comprehensive regional 
strategy to address the root causes of migration—among 
them low levels of human capital development and lack 
of employment opportunities. This high-priority effort is 
being led by Vice President Kamala Harris.

A desk review incorporated publications from relevant 
international development organizations including the 
World Bank, the Inter-American Development Bank, 
UNESCO, and USAID, among others. This brief also 
draws on findings from surveys of Advance Program 
graduates in Guatemala, Honduras, and Jamaica, and 
preliminary findings from Advance’s Study of Barriers to 
Access and Completion in the DR.

Advance is currently working with 11 universities, 
community colleges, and technical institutes across the 
region, and thus was uniquely qualified to convene high-
level representatives from these institutions to participate 
in the stakeholder consultation process. In addition, four 
key higher education institutions in El Salvador offering 
technical tertiary education programs, with which FHI 
360 had previously had contact, were contacted. An 
invitation including links to the Spanish-language survey 
and to the registration for the consultation event (held 
in Spanish) were provided to one contact (rectors, 
vice-rectors, or institute directors) from each institution 
in the Spanish-speaking countries, and many of these 
contacts shared the invitation and survey with additional 
colleagues within their institutions (snowball sampling).5 
A link to the English-language survey was sent to 
leadership at the institutions Advance is supporting in 
Jamaica, and was likewise shared onward internally.6 

Eighteen representatives of nine institutions offering 
technical tertiary education programs in the DR,  
El Salvador, Guatemala, and Honduras actively 
contributed to the virtual stakeholder consultation, with 
an additional 15 individuals observing. The team received 
a total of 22 survey responses from respondents in 
the aforementioned countries and 10 responses from 
representatives of four institutions in Jamaica (with 11 
individuals both actively participating in the consultation 
and completing the survey). Some survey respondents 
were reluctant to include individually identifying 
information, so this was made optional partway through 
the process. Participants included rectors, vice-rectors, 
deans, program directors, academic coordinators, and 
teachers from public and private institutions including 
universities, community colleges, and independent 
technical and technological institutes. 

This document organizes the impact of COVID-19 on 
technical tertiary education in these countries into 
six different themes: access, enrollment, retention, 
and completion; adaptation of content and delivery 
to virtual modalities; quality of learning; labor 
market interventions; finances; and competition and 
collaboration. It can be used by organizations working 
with technical tertiary education programs—in the LAC 
region and elsewhere—that seek to understand the 
experiences of students, teachers, and administrators 
over the past year,7 how institutions are adapting, and 
what might be ahead in the short- to medium-term. The 
document can serve as a starting point for discussion 
on which steps might be prioritized to continue 
building institutional capacity to connect technical 
tertiary education students—particularly those from 
disadvantaged backgrounds—to better opportunities in 
their home countries, through the pandemic and beyond.

General Findings
• HEI representatives believe that investment in  

technical education offers disadvantaged populations 
a way to access higher education and employment 
opportunities and offers women new opportunities in 
traditionally male-dominated technical fields. 

• Institutional representatives are hopeful about  
the possibilities for expansion of technical 
tertiary education. 

5 For institutions with which Advance is currently working, an invitation was sent to the program’s primary institutional point of contact; for institutions in 
El Salvador, the invitation was sent to rectors.

6 The surveys (in Spanish and English) can be found at https://www.advanceprogram.org/resource/survey-to-assess-the-impact-of-covid-19-on-higher-
technical-education-programs-in-latin-america-and-the-caribbean/.

7 It should be noted that due to the virtual nature of the consultation process, this document does not provide detailed information about the experiences 
and perspectives of students without internet connectivity, who have likely spent the last year disengaged from formal education.

https://www.advanceprogram.org/resource/survey-to-assess-the-impact-of-covid-19-on-higher-technical-education-programs-in-latin-america-and-the-caribbean/
https://www.advanceprogram.org/resource/survey-to-assess-the-impact-of-covid-19-on-higher-technical-education-programs-in-latin-america-and-the-caribbean/
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ACCESS, ENROLLMENT, RETENTION, AND COMPLETION:  
How is the pandemic impacting different populations’ access to technical tertiary education? 
What is the current impact on enrollment overall, by field of study, and by gender? What do 
we know about who is dropping out and why?

• Economic and connectivity challenges, health and personal factors, and questions about the relevance of 
virtual technical education are impacting technical tertiary education access, enrollment, retention, and 
completion—largely negatively

• Private institutions are reporting enrollment decreases of 30 to 60 percent; dropout rates at many 
institutions are in the range of 10 to 30 percent

1
Economic and connectivity challenges are having an 
impact across all these areas, as are questions about the 
relevance of technical programs delivered virtually.

While public institutions reported small drops in 
enrollment (3 to 4 percent), the bulk of private 
institutions reported 30 to 60 percent drops in 
enrollment from the term prior to the pandemic. Most 
report that it has been easier to retain current students 
than to reach new ones as potential students are delaying 
enrollment due to economic necessity or the assumption 
that undertaking the practical training and internships 
required to graduate would not be possible during the 
pandemic. Some institutions have not offered certain 
programs this year due to lack of demand.

A recent assessment carried out under USAID’s Advance 
Program in the DR included perspectives from students 
as well as higher education institutional authorities on the 
impact of COVID-19 on barriers to access and completion 
in technical tertiary education at three institutions. 
Although some students pointed out positive impacts 
on access and retention—citing more flexibility to fulfill 
both work and academic obligations, reduced outlays in 
terms of time and money needed to travel to in-person 
classes, and helpful flexibility of professors; negative 
effects were also clearly apparent. 

Across the region, though some reported lower dropout 
rates, many institutions mentioned rates in the range of 
10 to 30 percent, with engineering and health sciences 
programs among the most affected (male and female 
students were reportedly equally affected). Dropout rates 
were generally higher at the beginning of the pandemic 
and have lessened somewhat since. 

Following are the main factors reported to be affecting 
access, enrollment, retention, and completion:

Economic factors. Across all countries, parents’ and 
students’ job and income losses were impacting students’ 
ability to pay the costs associated with technical tertiary 
education programs, including internet connections and 
data (see following section for associated factors). Some 
of this household income loss was due to illness and 
death from the virus. Institutions in El Salvador noted 
that parents’ job losses were spurring students’ return 
to rural regions as well as emigration from the country; 
additionally, requests for scholarships are on the rise. 
Guatemalan institutional officials cited the high cost of 
connectivity. Students in the DR mentioned knowing 
many peers whose parents’ or own job losses left them 
without economic resources to pay for school. Higher 
education institutional authorities in the DR agreed that 
some students were unable to attend class due to lack of 
internet access; many attend classes via their phones, but 
some run out of data and lack the economic resources to 
purchase more.

Technology. Related to, but distinct from, the lack of 
economic resources to access the internet, is lack of 
technological infrastructure, which presents barriers 
to participating in virtual classes in a region where 
electricity and internet outages are commonplace, and 
broadband access (both fixed and mobile) is scarce. 
Students in the DR reported that peers had trouble with a 
lack of internet access, equipment, and/or materials (this 
last especially in technical careers such as mechatronics) 
to attend classes and complete work and assignments. In 
the DR, 18.4 percent of younger (under age 22) students 

• However, they are discouraged by the difficult 
economic and labor market conditions in their 
countries and, in some cases, by the continued lack 
of social recognition of and low value placed on this 
education level by many employers. which result in 

low salaries and scarce opportunities for continuing 
professional development. 

• The low demand for their virtual programs is also a 
concern for some institutions. 
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surveyed currently in their final year of secondary school 
indicated that taking classes online would be “very 
difficult,” and bad internet connections were cited as 
one of the causes of difficulty communicating between 
teachers and students and among students. Institutional 
representatives in El Salvador considered the lack of 
connectivity in rural areas to be an impediment for 
prospective as well as current students. 

Health and personal factors: One Dominican student 
mentioned a friend who had to take time off from school 
due to becoming very ill with COVID-19. Another student 
in the DR noted that it is hard to concentrate on school 
while sequestered at home with so many distractions, 
and this is also leading to disengagement from studies. 
Higher education authorities in the DR also noted 
that some students seem depressed because of the 
uncertainty of the pandemic or are preoccupied with 
the health of family members; are not able to give their 
full attention to their studies; and are dropping out as 
a result. Institutional representatives in Honduras and 

Guatemala also noted that the pandemic has affected 
students psychologically.

Suspension of in-person learning. One institution in 
Honduras suggested that its 30 percent dropout rate was 
due to a lack of laboratory and hands-on practical training 
offerings in 2020 (which it has since begun offering again 
in small groups and with strict biosecurity protocols). 
Some students in the DR knew others who had dropped 
out or postponed technical careers as they did not 
see the value of virtual instruction, considering it only 
appropriate for gaining theoretical rather than practical 
knowledge. A representative of a public institution in the 
DR acknowledged that limitations in the ability to certify 
practical competencies would mean that students could 
face delays in graduating (one of the few comments 
about the impact on completion). Students in the DR also 
mentioned the lack of preparedness of some professors 
to teach online, the impersonal delivery of online 
instruction, and the lack of communication and follow-up 
assistance as spurring dropout.

2 CONTENT AND DELIVERY SHIFT TO VIRTUAL AND/OR COVID-SAFE MODALITIES:  
What is the technological capacity of institutions to adjust? How has the pandemic impacted 
the demand for and supply of psychosocial and other support services, and of other key 
components for institutional strengthening such as professional development? How is the 
pandemic shaping plans for the short-, medium-, and long-term?

• Teacher training and the change from face-to-face to active methodologies in digital environments have 
been primary challenges

• The ability to deliver practical technical training has been significantly affected: while adopting new 
virtual platforms has been a growth opportunity for some institutions, others find their options lacking

• The pandemic has spurred institutions to accelerate their strategic short-term plans for  
digital transformation

Technical education in the developing countries of  
LAC, already insufficiently prepared for virtual instruction 
and learning, has faced a distinct challenge in the age 
of coronavirus. Although the theoretical instruction for 
technical programs may be translatable to online formats, 
given sufficient resources allocated to the process  
(which is by no means guaranteed), the practical, hands-
on, and work-based aspects of these programs can be 
much more difficult—if not impossible—to translate to a 
virtual platform.

Some—though not all—of the institutions consulted 
already had robust technological platforms to deal with 
the crisis caused by the COVID-19 pandemic, offering 

courses and complete career programs virtually with an 
accredited faculty to offer virtual classes and many other 
teachers using the platform as a pedagogical teaching 
tool. Institutions reported that although there was some 
existing technological capacity, investment has been 
required to keep up with new educational and training 
needs. Two of the greatest challenges have been teacher 
training and the change from face-to-face to active 
methodologies in digital environments (this according 
to a Honduran HEI). Furthermore, these technological 
resources do not reach the entire rural population; 
first-year students have particular difficulty accessing 
them. Teachers have also had to invest in equipment and 
internet connections to provide virtual instruction. 
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The pandemic has affected most significantly the 
practical aspect of technical programs. The virtualization 
of the programs has had a significant impact on teaching 
because, due to the technical nature of the training, most 
of the academic load is practical. Laboratory practice 
components have been reorganized to comply with 
the protocols established by health authorities, while 
incorporating essential practical training. In the short and 
medium term, institutions saw the need to restructure 
the curricula, especially in technical programs, separating 
the practice modules from the conceptual and theoretical 
modules, thus allowing students to advance during 
2020. Institutions have sought other alternatives for 
practical modules, such as virtual practice modalities 
and simulators, through free software or other modalities 
familiar to teachers. This requires large investments in 
communications and design to make use of this type of 
practical training. 

However, there is still difficulty in accessing laboratories 
and institutions. As many institutions remain closed to 
in-person learning, practicums continue to be carried out 
with simulators, while some institutions are gradually 
allowing students to participate in hands-on training in 
person in small groups and with social distancing.

Some institutional representatives noted that the most 
valuable part of this experience has been the newly 
developed capacity to deliver virtual practical modalities. 
However, others find simulators a poor substitute for 
hands-on training. The experience has also highlighted 
institutions’ capacity to articulate a monitoring plan for 
the virtual academic process. 

In terms of psychosocial and other services, the 
institutions consulted have managed to adapt most of 
the psychological clinics to a virtual modality, providing, 

for example, psychological care, psychopedagogical 
care, academic and work orientation, and continuous 
training. In Guatemala, high demand for health services, 
including psychosocial services, has led one institution to 
mobilize psychologists to support not only students but 
also teachers and students’ families. An institution in the 
DR saw high demand for psychosocial and professional 
support services by administrative staff, teachers, and 
students due to high levels of stress, anxiety, and concern, 
and mobilized psychological support units in response. A 
Honduran institution has offered virtual learning sessions 
on emotional health, grief management, depression, 
confinement management, among other topics. On the 
other hand, representatives of Jamaican institutions noted 
that although such services are offered (and apparently 
needed), student use of them is low.

Universities have developed more academic support 
activities and sought additional options to link future 
technicians with jobs. Some institutions, depending 
on their orientation, are using educational coaches. 
Academic orientation is also being delivered virtually. As 
an example, one Guatemalan HEI is supporting students 
through recording all classes so that they can be reviewed 
at any time and sharing tutorials and pre-made materials.

Overall, the pandemic has spurred institutions 
to accelerate their strategic short-term plans 
to incorporate digital transformation into their 
organizations while maintaining longer-term goals, 
particularly those with a strong technological base. 
Universities are changing their administrative models 
so that the new organization responds to the digital 
transformation. This new approach is being reinforced 
with students and within programs and teaching methods 
to standardize processes and contribute to changing  
the culture. 
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QUALITY OF LEARNING:  
What do we know about the impact on learning? What is the perspective of teachers?

• For institutions that headed into the pandemic unprepared for virtual instruction, the sudden change 
meant a decrease in the quality of learning and academic work

• Even in institutions that report satisfaction with new teaching and learning modalities, student  
social-emotional competencies have been affected by the pandemic, with a negative impact on  
academic areas

• When it is safe to return to face-to-face practical classes, teachers will require appropriate equipment 
and tools, and hope to be able to make up for time lost during the pandemic

3
On this topic, the responses were varied. In some cases, 
institutions reported that competency-based instructional 
models have facilitated the adaptation of the learning 
process to virtual modalities, which has allowed students 
to acquire the professional competencies established in 
the study programs.8 These institutions responded that 
teachers and students feel comfortable and satisfied with 
the modalities implemented. They consider that tele-
teaching has worked, with certain challenges (training 
teachers in digital skills, assessment instruments, 
and strategies to keep students involved). The use of 
active methodologies of synchronous classes and the 
support provided by the platform for the development of 
asynchronous activities has contributed to maintaining 
academic quality during the pandemic. However,  
social-emotional competencies are the ones that have 
been most affected and these, in turn, impact academic 
areas. For this reason, it has been necessary to ensure 
that programs in these areas are activated and are of the 
same quality as the academic programs. The decrease in 
grades has been minimal, and the perception is that the 
results in the quality of learning are good. For this set of 
institutions, the challenge is being able to maintain the 
quality of learning despite the limitations imposed by the 
new reality.

In other cases, the quality of learning has been greatly 
affected. For institutions that headed into the pandemic 
without teachers trained in virtual instruction, it was 
inevitable that such a sudden change would decrease 
the quality of learning and academic work. The level of 
many of the competencies that students are expected 
to acquire has decreased. Learning by doing has been 

limited as it is more difficult to gain knowledge that was 
previously easily achieved with practice, and high levels 
of stress have affected learning. Some respondents noted 
that conditions were negatively affecting particular groups 
(e.g., younger students) and impacting specific skills (e.g., 
analytical skills, early in the pandemic).

After a year of virtual instruction, teachers and students 
are experiencing fatigue. Teachers have also felt the 
economic impact of the reduction of classes and, in 
some cases, salary cuts. Many have had connectivity and 
technological challenges and note that virtual teaching 
takes more time than in-person teaching. In general, 
though, teachers have assumed change with a positive 
attitude. Institutions report that teachers feel comfortable 
with the model, but they also demand tools and support 
to continue adapting quickly and improving their virtual 
teaching and technological competencies to train students 
in the required skills. Some teachers have also expressed a 
need for training in the design of online examinations and 
tests. For the most part, teachers have worked hard and 
sought to learn the appropriate use of the technologies 
at their disposal. Their position, in general, is to find tools 
and approaches to facilitate their work without lowering 
the quality of learning. Teachers also expect students to 
be more independent and take ownership of their learning. 
While maintaining virtual theoretical teaching at present, 
teachers ask that they not be exposed to face-to-face 
classes for fear of contagion. When they consider it safe 
to return to face-to-face practical classes, teachers ask 
that they be given the appropriate equipment and tools 
to do so and, like institutional authorities, hope to be 
able to make up for time lost during the pandemic. 

8 A main focus of the Advance Program has been supporting institutions to shift from a theoretical to a practical, competency-based  
instructional model.
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Although the Advance Program has prioritized labor 
bridging and job preparation activities, preliminary survey 
results show that COVID-19 has had an adverse effect 
on job prospects in most of the Advance-supported 
industries. In Honduras, 40 percent of students surveyed 
reported that their employment status has been affected 
by COVID-19, and 38 percent anticipate they might be 
affected soon. The survey showed that of those who 
have been affected, 48 percent cannot find jobs because 
no jobs are available to apply for, 15 percent have been 
suspended from their current jobs, and 15 percent had 
to close their own businesses. Similarly, in Guatemala, 
48 percent of students surveyed reported that their 
employment status has been affected by COVID-19, 
and 32 percent anticipate they might be affected soon. 
As such, of those who reported having been affected, 
27 percent reported they cannot find jobs because no 
jobs are available to apply for, 27 percent have been 
suspended from their current jobs, and 23 percent had 
to close their own businesses. In Jamaica, 54 percent of 
students reported an employment status affected  
by COVID-19, and 20 percent feared their status might 
be affected soon. Of affected students surveyed in 
Jamaica, 56 percent could not find a job, 33 percent had 
been suspended or laid off, and 11 percent had to close 
their businesses.

Institutions reported they are continuing to reach out 
to employers—conducting in-person and virtual visits, 
establishing agreements with the private sector on 
internship and work opportunities, and providing labor 

intermediation services—with varying degrees of success 
due to difficult labor market conditions and, in some 
cases, a continued lack of recognition of university-level 
technical degree programs. In Guatemala, institutions 
supported by Advance have been facilitating webinars 
that focus on linking students to industry professionals 
to network and learn more about the ins and outs of 
industries, and providing entrepreneurship and freelance 
coaching to reduce expenses and identify priorities while 
facing unforeseen expenses. 

To address dipping enrollment, institutions are focusing 
on adapting curricula and technology platforms to 
support hybrid (partially in-person) learning with 
theoretical instruction offered virtually and practical 
instruction in person to help them find new or better 
employment; and providing guidance to students on 
creating sustainable and responsive employment during 
COVID-19. Jamaican institutions have offered a series 
of virtual career events featuring industry professionals. 
Institutions in Honduras—where Advance has worked 
to strengthen the capacity of career services offices 
to engage with the private sector and provide virtual 
employability training to students—reported they were 
placing nearly all technical students in professional 
practicums, despite the pandemic. However, the job 
market has been particularly challenging for students 
who have not had the opportunity to engage in 
practical training and internships, and more creative 
solutions are needed to address this situation.

LABOR MARKET INTERVENTIONS:  
How are institutions adjusting labor market interventions and engaging with employers? 

• Institutions are continuing and innovating on their labor bridging efforts, but the pandemic has had an 
adverse effect on job prospects in many key industries

• Between 40 and 54 percent of Advance graduates surveyed saw their employment affected by 
COVID-19, with another 20 to 38 percent anticipating they would be affected soon

• The job market has been particularly challenging for students who have not had the opportunity to 
engage in practical training and internships

4
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FINANCES:  
What are the impacts of the pandemic on the finances of both public and private institutions 
(i.e., state budget allocation and income, respectively)? What are the unforeseen expenses? 
How are institutions responding, and what challenges will they face in the short- and  
medium-term?

• As a result of budget and income decreases, HEIs have had to reduce expenses and re-prioritize, while 
facing many new and unforeseen expenses 

• Some technical programs have been discontinued due to under-enrollment, despite institutional 
outreach and retention efforts

• Institutions are currently focusing on adapting curricula and technology platforms to support hybrid 
learning, but are wary of a resurgence of the pandemic

The recessions roiling the countries of the region  
and lower enrollment in higher education institutions  
is translating into reduced public budgets leading to  
less funding for public universities, which, if sustained 
over time, could result in cuts in scholarships and 
teaching staff, fewer programs offered, fewer spots for 
students, and thus even lower enrollment in lower-cost 
public institutions. 

Private as well as public HEIs rely on partial contributions 
from students. But families reeling from income loss are 
less able to afford fees, and technical degree students 
are dropping out or postponing studies because 
equipment, laboratories, learning platforms, and other 
requirements for technical programs are not offered or 
are only available virtually. Dipping enrollment is resulting 
in decreased income and possibly severe financial 
difficulties for these institutions. Some programs have 
been discontinued due to under-enrollment. HEIs that 
cannot guarantee continuity of technical training virtually 
may need to stop collecting fees.9 Small- and medium-
sized private institutions, in particular, may be at risk of 
closing due to financial challenges.10 

As a result of budget and income decreases, HEIs have 
had to reduce expenses and identify priorities. At the 
same time, they have faced many unforeseen expenses. 
These include expenses related to upgrading technology 
to successfully provide virtual modalities, e.g., internet, 
software, equipment, licenses, security, electricity. Some 

institutions have remodeled workspaces to facilitate 
virtual teaching. They have also had to buy materials and 
equipment to comply with COVID-19 biosafety protocols.

The consulted HEIs are responding to drops in enrollment 
in a variety of ways. These include personalized 
monitoring of students via student retention units; 
offering more flexibility and psychosocial support to 
current students; tuition payment plans, tuition, lab 
fee, and services discounts/reductions, additional and 
temporary scholarships, and financial aid; investments in 
technology; updates to programs and offering more short 
courses; virtual outreach and promotion; and streamlined 
enrollment processes for new students.

Despite these efforts and the institutions’ ongoing 
initiatives to transform themselves digitally to meet 
the needs of the pandemic era, short- and medium-
term challenges remain. Institutions are focusing on 
adapting curricula and technology platforms to support 
hybrid (partially in-person) learning with theoretical 
instruction offered virtually and practical instruction 
in-person, while at the same time being wary of a 
resurgence of the pandemic. Institutions are also 
considering how to reduce fixed costs, streamline student 
services, and continuously train teachers in new learning 
methodologies and the use of technological resources. 
Of considerable importance to most institutions is the 
need to maintain and, ideally, increase enrollment. 

9 UNESCO IESALC. COVID-19 and Higher Education: Today and Tomorrow.
10 Ibid. 

5
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The pandemic-related shift to virtualization has exposed 
a clear need for more robust training in technological 
tools, competencies, and new skills (much of which can 
be gained through short programs). Combined with the 
decrease in jobs and increase in job seekers, employers 
are demanding a higher level of technical competencies. 
This has led to an exponential increase in offerings from 
virtual education providers (competing with existing 
technical offerings from HEIs). These new players know 
how to use digital platforms and offer virtual training 
promoted on social networks. They also presumably 
have lower overhead and fixed costs than traditional 
HEIs. With these new players in the market, there is 
more competition for students who are drawn to short, 
flexible, free, or low-cost courses. If smaller private HEIs 
close due to financial challenges, larger private HEIs may 
try to capture their student population.11

Although universities compete to some extent, they also 
have different student profiles, and see opportunities to 
associate and collaborate with domestic and international 
HEIs. The institutions consulted have built alliances 
with telephone, broadcasting, and media companies.12  
Computer technicians and organizations training teachers 
in virtual instruction are also important collaborators. 
Institutions also see potential partnerships with 
international cooperation organizations, government, 
nongovernmental organizations (NGOs), and businesses, 
among others. In particular, the institutions consulted 
see value in sharing good practices, electronic library 
resources, and virtual education models, and engaging 
in virtual international student exchanges. Institutions 
have expressed particular interest in strategic alliances 
with international HEIs or businesses to gain access to 
virtual practical training platforms. 

COMPETITION AND COLLABORATION:  
How are the pandemic and its related socioeconomic shocks changing the market for 
technical tertiary education in the region? Who are the new players? What is the potential for 
partnership in terms of types of alliances? 

• New competitors in the virtual technical education space are offering short, flexible, and free or low-
cost courses to meet the demands of employers and students

• Institutions have pursued alliances with telephone, broadcasting, and media companies,  
and see computer technicians and organizations training teachers in virtual instruction as  
important collaborators

• Institutions are especially interested in strategic alliances with international HEIs and/or businesses to 
gain access to virtual practical training platforms

11 Ibid. 
12 Additionally, HEIs also have much to offer communities during the pandemic: for example, the Consortium of Guatemalan Universities partnered 

with the country’s Ministry of Education under the government’s distance learning education program for children and youth in primary and 
secondary school, Aprendo en Casa (“I learn at home”), to develop an educational blog offering resources on learning at home. See Dockser, et al. 
Higher Education Response to COVID-19: A Landscape Map.

6
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Conclusions
A year in, the pandemic and its direct and indirect effects 
on economies and labor markets have had a tremendous 
impact on the technical tertiary programsproviders 
consulted. Enrollment has decreased and dropout 
rates have increased significantly due to economic 
and technological barriers as well as doubts about 
the possibility of learning practical skills in the current 
environment. Using a rough figure of a 20 percent 
dropout rate in technical tertiary programs in the DR, 
Guatemala, Honduras, and Jamaica, an estimated 33,400 
students are disengaged, with perhaps twice as many 
more potential students deferring plans for technical 
tertiary education. 

Institutions have put forth tremendous effort to adapt 
to virtual modalities and to reorganize systems and 
processes to address the current reality, but practical 
training has been drastically affected, and not all 
institutions have been able to successfully bring back 
in-person components. While institutions that began 
the pandemic with robust technological platforms and 
competency-based models report they have been able to 
adapt relatively well and maintain the quality of teaching 
and learning to a certain extent (albeit seeing negative 
impacts on students’ social-emotional skills, which in 
turn affect academics), other institutions have seen 
grades drop and skills decline, particularly among new 
and younger students. This is despite efforts by teachers 
who have experienced increased workloads (and in 
some cases, decreased incomes) and have invested 
significant time and energy in learning new pedagogical 
and technological skills. Institutions have continued 
engagement with employers and worked to devise 
solutions to the new challenges of the labor market, but 
finding employment has been particularly challenging for 
students who have not had the opportunity to engage in 
practical training and internships. 

Furthermore, the HEIs consulted are seeing their 
budgets and incomes decrease, while facing many new 
and unforeseen expenses related to the pandemic. 
They anticipate future challenges in safely re-opening 
their institutions to effective in-person learning and 
maintaining and/or increasing enrollment. They are 
also facing new competition in the virtual technical 
education market. However, institutions also mentioned 
successful and promising collaborations and alliances 
that have helped them, or might help them, rise to these 
challenges, including partnerships with communications 
companies, domestic and foreign education institutions, 
NGOs, government agencies, development organizations, 
and others.

This brief is a snapshot of the pandemic experience of 
selected education institutions offering technical tertiary 
education programs in a handful of countries in the LAC 
region. It is hoped that the information and perspectives 
provided here will serve to inform discussion on the 
priorities for building higher education institutions’ 
capacity to connect students—particularly those from 
disadvantaged backgrounds—to better opportunities, 
through the pandemic and beyond. As skilled, employable 
youth with access to job security are less likely to leave 
their home countries, this document might also inform 
policy efforts to deter irregular migration. It may also spur 
exploration of how the adaptations necessitated by the 
pandemic can support the institutional strengthening 
process. Given some of the perspectives presented, 
future conversations might further explore what effects 
the experiences of the pandemic may have on the 
mutual expectations of learners, teachers, institutions, 
and employers going forward, as well as on the ongoing 
process of improving social recognition of the value of 
technical tertiary education.
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