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the pandemic outbreak
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Background: The health emergency that Argentina is experiencing because of the
COVID-19 pandemic radically changed institutional normality at all educational levels.
Universities have certainly not escaped this logic. Whilst their first response was a general shut
down, along with a shift to online teaching and learning, the actions taken in response to the
pandemic went far and beyond. These institutions sought to contribute, in different ways,
to satisfy the new social demands linked to the outbreak of the health emergency.

Aim: We aim to give an account of the actions that the national universities in Argentina
took in response to the distinctive social demands linked to the pandemic outbreak.

Setting: Specifically, we focussed on the academic and pedagogical decisions, the
reorientation of scientific research, the availability of infrastructure and resources for the
COVID-19 treatment and the responses to the social demands of local communities.

Methods: We worked with institutional documents from the national universities, the National
Inter-University Council, the Ministry of Education and the Ministry of Science and Technology.
We also used news sources, such as newspapers articles and the universities web sites.

Results: Our research brought the attention to some interesting facts on the country’s higher
education system, which shows us a distinctive role that universities play in Argentina.
Nevertheless, we have also found indicators regarding the difficulties that these institutions
struggle with. In particular, these linked to the economic crises that the country has suffered
for decades, which in turn have changed the universities specific features.

Conclusion: The COVID-19 pandemic disrupted the functioning of society as a whole, and
universities were no exception. Despite the strong heterogeneity that characterises national
universities throughout the country, all of them agreed to make all their resources available to
mitigate the effects of the health emergency.

Keywords: university; higher education; Argentina; pandemic; COVID-19; social demands;
research; online teaching.

The higher education system in Argentina

Since the mid-twentieth century, Argentina’s higher education system has undergone different
waves of expansion and transformation. The university map shows today 131 institutions spread
all over the country. Amongst them, 66 belong to the public sector, 63 are privately managed and
the other two are foreign ones. Despite the similar number of institutions in the private and the
public sector, it is worth highlighting that the public sector holds 79% of enrolment in the country,
that is, 1 500 000 students approximately.! Unlike other Latin American countries, the private
sector in Argentina never reached more than 20% of enrolment (Ballerini 2018). One of the main
explanations of this characteristic is that the core policy since 1950 has been tuition-free and open
access in the public system (with political interruptions until 1983, when the establishment of free
tuition was definite).> During the eighties and nineties, enrolment grew mainly in traditional
universities, most of them based in large urban centres.> Once again Argentina went through an
expansive wave of higher education institutions and by the mid-1990s, the number of universities

1.For detailed statistical information, see http://estadisticasuniversitarias.me.gov.ar/#/home.

2.Under Juan Domingo Peron’s government, all restrictions to access were removed, tuition fees were eliminated in 1950 and in 1953 so
were all the entrance exams. This led to an explosive growth in the public universities enrolment. Two coups d’état tackled this trend
in 1966 and in 1976, respectively. After the fall of the last Military Junta (1976—1983), which had triggered a severe contraction in
enrolment as a direct result of the repression unleashed upon students and the implementation of admission courses, the number of
incoming students grew strongly again.

3.While until 1956 Argentina had eight national universities in some provinces, by 1975 there were already 25 national universities in
different parts of the country, which allowed for this growth to take place.
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had gone up to 35 and the number of enrolees surpassed
800 000 (Mendonga 2020).

Although undergraduate tuition is free, since 1996 the
national government has implemented different grant
programs to support other educational costs, such as books,
transportation and class materials, whether per diem or by a
monthly sum. These policies respond to the rise in the
poverty and unemployment rates that took place in the
nineties: while the former grew up to 30%, the latter doubled
its initial number, reaching a peak over 20% in 2002 (Acufa,
Kessler & Repetto 2002). In this scenario, free tuition did not
necessarily imply free and open access. Hence, the public
university system tried to catch up to new demands, mainly
related to a new social-student profile.

Low-income sectors are today the largest and most dynamic
segment of enrolment expansion. Many university students
are already employed or are actively seeking employment,
and nearly 20% of them are heads of household. Likewise,
there are a significant number of students who have graduated
from special government programs aimed at the completion
of secondary school. These students are generally young
mothers from impoverished neighbourhoods, teachers or
adults who had postponed their studies to work. Most of
them are making significant progress in comparison to their
parents, since they represent the first generation of university
students in their family and even the first generation of high-
school graduates. Many of these students were able to access
university education in the framework of university expansion
policies that took place during Cristina Fernandez
administration (2007-2015) (Ménaco 2017). In those years, a
third expansion wave took place and several institutions were
established across the country, eight of which were based in
Buenos Aires’s suburban areas. We should underscore the
fact that 20% of the total population of Argentina lives in
Buenos Aires province (INDEC 2010), a territory that has
historically been characterised by being home to a significant
section of the population living in poverty, with unfulfilled
basic needs and high levels of unemployment.

These universities were aimed at reorienting Argentina’s
economy towards diversification and complementation of
the national productive structure, contributing to regional
and national development (Garcia Delgado & Casalis 2013).
In general, their institutional projects focused explicitly on
the linkage between local, regional and national development.
Indeed, the academic offerings and the lines of research
proposed are oriented towards the establishment of a direct
link with the local environment, seeking to contribute to
areas considered as priorities: production, technology,
environment, health, social economy, management and
public services, amongst others.

One of the main characteristics of these new universities’ set
of objectives is that they aim to review practices and the ways
in which they relate to their social environment. In particular,
they seek to promote the type of research that contributes
to the resolution of problems affecting the population,
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implement non-university education programs around
subjects relevant to the local community, engage in cultural
activities of community integration and encourage — on the
basis of knowledge acquired in university — the development
of media campaigns to help the community and activities to
improve their living conditions. Thus, new universities, and
particularly those based in Buenos Aires’s suburban areas,
have developed a network of social inclusion that transcends
academic training, something that has been mainly
accomplished through outreach programmes. This feature
has been conceptualised by international literature as a ‘third
mission” for higher education institutions, which includes all
those activities that escape academia and that are related to
the production, use, application and exploitation of
knowledge and other competencies at the disposal of
universities (Molas-Gallart et al. 2002). In Argentina, this so-
called third mission not only refers to the transfer of
knowledge and technology but also to ‘university social
responsibility’, which encompasses proposals like the ones
mentioned above. This is a clear indication that we are before
a reinforcement of this role in the university system. Within
this framework, universities have experienced some changes
in their functions and have acquired a significant role in
development processes (CIN 2012).

Universities within their territory

The linkage between universities and their surrounding
territory is not new in the history of Argentina’s higher
education system. On the contrary, the need to reinforce the
ties with non-university actors began to gain importance
amongst the academic community at the beginning of the
20th century. In particular, community outreach programmes
have been identified to be crucial for the transformations
brought about by the 1918 University Reform (Labrandero &
Santander 2008; Tiinnerman 2000). The desire to integrate
university life into the community gave rise to this
‘social responsibility’, which distinguished Latin American
institutions from those in other parts of the world (Tiinnerman
2000). The question that arises, then, is what makes these
new national universities (in particular those created in the
Buenos Aires suburbs) different from the others when it
comes to their linkage with the territory?

As we have already mentioned, we must point out their
geographical location: a significant fraction of Buenos Aires
suburbs is marked by strong social deterioration. A large part
of the population has Unsatisfied Basic Needs (NBI),
including housing, education, labour and health deficits. As
Sudrez and Palma Arce state, these conditions determine the
strong heterogeneous structure that characterises the Buenos
Aires suburbs, which is expressed, in turn, in social and
territorial fragmentation and segmentation (Sudrez & Palma
Arce 2010). It is within this context that we must analyse
these new universities.

One of the most notable features of these institutions was the
magnitude of the enrolment, driven mainly by students
coming from the surrounding areas. In particular, as we have




mentioned, the low-income sectors now represent the most
dynamic segment of enrolment growth. On the other hand,
Science and Technology policies, as well as linkage and
technology transfer actions, have also generated important
results during the first decade. In this sense, Thomas (2015)
states that the role of Science, Technology and Innovation in
providing solutions to problems regarding poverty and
social exclusion has become a highly relevant issue in the
academic field, and that it yields useful results for public
management. This has been expressed in the orientation
of activities, budgets and teaching staff towards the
development of applied research in strategic sectors, as well
as extension and transfer policies aimed at local governments
and economic actors in the local territories (Garcia Delgado
& Casalis 2013).

In particular, universities are constantly trying to respond to
the social demands of the local population, and permanent
strategies are being developed. While it is not the aim of this
article to give an account of these processes, we do believe
that it is important to shed light on some lines of action in
order to later understand how they managed to adapt
immediately to a national health challenge such as COVID-19.

The research lines, the outreach programmes and technology
transfer activities that these universities carry out are based on
situated knowledge. In other words, the production of
knowledge is carried out through a direct link with the
recipients. Thus, for example, if we look at the addressee of
research and/or transfer projects of the new universities in the
Buenos Aires suburbs, we find that in 2017, more than 50%
was oriented towards social transfer, including local
governments, businesses, social organisations, other sectors of
local, regional or national administrations and the community
in general (Roca, Schneider & Pedrosa 2018). Amongst the
most outstanding issues, we find them related to community
health, environmental management, environmental health,
occupational health, urban development, mobility, habitat,
industrial design and support to small producers through, for
example, research in areas such as biotechnology.

This eagerness to put in motion activities in the territory and
establish inter-institutional links distinguishes the new
universities from the ‘traditional’ ones (Roca et al. 2018).*
However, it should be mentioned that the former have a
strong budgetary disadvantage.

In sum, it has been possible to set up research groups and
develop lines of research, outreach programmes and

education that were created in the country, that is, the National University of
Cérdoba and the University of Buenos Aires, both of them with strong Napoleonic
roots. Since then, new universities have been created aiming to be different from
the latter. Thus, the institutions that were created during the first decades of the
20th Century intended to resemble the German Humboldt model, with a solid
research profile. By the mid-fifties and seventies, the United States model was
dominant. Despite the fact that the 16 new national universities that were created
between 1971 and 1975 were sought to emulate the Anglo-Saxon model, a few
years after the first wave of expansion, most of them had traditional features
(Mendonga Forthcoming). During the nineties and the first decades of the 21st
Century, new national universities were created, aiming, once more, to differ from
the traditional profile. Although they have been created in different moments, and
under different political regimes, all of them are national, tuition-free universities
and their core functions are teaching, research and outreach activities.
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technology transfer programmes with local communities. On
the basis of strengthening the link between universities and
the territory, these new institutions have also been able to
offer an articulated response to the emergence of the
COVID-19 pandemic.

In this article, we will underscore the actions developed by
the national universities in the country in order to address
the social demands that emerged in the pandemic outbreak.
As we have mentioned, since the 1970s the system has
undergone three expansion waves and today there are more
than 50 national universities spread all over the country. The
ones created in the seventies sought to emphasise a regional
profile and were built, mainly, in different provinces. During
the nineties, the universities were established in Buenos
Aires’ suburban areas and it was expected that this would
decentralise enrolment in old traditional universities (the
University of Buenos Aires and the national University of La
Plata). The last wave of expansion took place a decade ago
and universities were created in different provinces, but
were mainly created in the Buenos Aires suburbs. All of them
have responded in different ways to the pandemic. It is our
aim to give an account on their actions.

Research methods and design

The main research questions aimed to explore how the
pandemic outbreak impacted universities activities and the
role that they play in the Argentine society. In the first place,
we have used scholarly second-hand sources to approach the
general economic and health context in the country, as well
as to give an account of the main characteristics of the higher
education system. In order to analyse the impact of the
pandemic outbreak on university activities, in the second
place, we collected the information through institutional
sources, such as the national universities, the National Inter-
University Council (CIN), the Ministry of Education and the
Ministry of Science and Technology. Given the quarantine
context, these sources were collected from the institutions
websites. All of them have been published since March and
were consulted from that date to the end of August 2020. We
also used news sources from five different national
newspapers: La Nacidn, Clarin, Pdgina/12, Infobae and Ambito.
These were also consulted online, and their use is merely
informative and by no means aims at analysing different
points of view. On the contrary, we have consulted these
sources in order to give an account on the information
regarding national universities in the pandemic on a daily
basis. Considering that most of these media published the
same information, we have selected the newspaper articles
that had addressed the topic in-depth and covered all aspects
of the subject. When necessary, we have also used online
media to support the information.

Ethical consideration

This article followed all ethical standards for carrying out
research without direct contact with human or animal
subjects.




Results

Our research brought the attention to some interesting facts
on the country’s higher education system. As we will present
in detail in the following sections, universities have managed
to respond in different ways to the health emergency. In the
first place, the shift to online teaching and learning involved
a massive restructuring of the teaching activities: not only
did teachers need to learn to use many Information and
Communications Technologies and to adapt their classes to a
virtual environment, but students were also required to
engage with this new system. Secondly, many universities
put their research teams and infrastructure at the service of
the community to respond to different demands, that is, the
prevention of new infections, the reorientation of research
teams into new treatments, the rehabilitation of recovered
patients and the increase of the health system capacities.
Finally, various actions have been carried out in relation to
social problems, such as food, health and clothing, triggered
by the pandemic at a local level.

While this shows us a distinctive role that universities play in
Argentina, we have also found indicators regarding the
difficulties that these institutions struggle with. In particular,
these linked to the economic crises that the country has
suffered for decades, which in turn have changed the
universities specific features.

COVID-19 and the new challenges
faced by Argentine universities

On March 20, in response to the local outbreak of the
pandemic, the national government issued a decree ordering
a general social confinement in order to prevent and reduce
the spreading of the virus and mitigate its impact on the
health system. In this context, most of the population had to
remain in their homes, abstaining from going to work or
moving around locally and regionally and avoiding public
places and social meetings.

In this context, public universities began to gain space in the
design and implementation of strategies linked to the
containment of the virus, reducing the spread of the
pandemic and researching into medical treatments, as well
as the design of strategies to implement virtual teaching
methods. This role was foreseen by the Minister of Education,
Nicolas Trotta, at a meeting held with the Executive
Committee of the CIN, where he stated that: “We have to
prepare ourselves for an unknown scenario and that is
where we believe our universities will be able to play a
leading role” (CIN 2020a).

As mentioned above, the whole education system went
through a general shutdown after March 20th.> However,
one of the first actions carried out by the national universities
was the implementation of a framework agreement signed

summer classes during February, start their first semester during mid-March or
April.
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by the CIN and the Ministry of Education in order to produce
and broadcast educational content. The objective of the
agreement is that these institutions provide the entire
educational system with means and infrastructure necessary
for the production of educational and cultural content in
different formats, that is, radio, audio-visual and editorials.
According to the CIN, this should enrich the content and
proposals that are being made available to the country’s
students (CIN 2020a). In addition, universities collaborated
with prevention campaigns, information and brochures of
the pandemic.

A few days later, a survey of the infrastructure capacities of
the public university system in relation to the pandemic
began, which included the availability of beds in university
hospitals and the scientific and technological capacities for
the production of inputs (CIN 2020b). In particular, some
universities contributed to the manufacture of alcohol gel
and 3-D technology printing of protective masks for health
personnel. Others redirected the lines of research of their
working groups, which had concrete results of great
importance.

The following is a description of the different actions that
were carried out in response to the health emergency. To do
so, we will work with the four proposed themes: academic
and pedagogical decisions, reorientation of scientific
research, availability of infrastructure and resources for the
COVID-19 treatment and responses to the social demands of
local communities.

The shift to online teaching and learning

After the general shutdown, universities worked against the
clock to ensure the academic year. While the undergraduate
programmes in public universities in Argentina are mostly
face-to-face classes, the pandemic outbreak forced a shift to
online classes. However, as Marquina (2020) states, Argentina
has an advantage regarding distance education. At the turn
of the century, it began to expand at a fast pace, and in 2017
the university sector as a whole signed a framework
agreement for distance education, grounded on with the
same quality standards as face-to-face education. To this end,
the CIN, together with the Office of University Policies (SPU)
worked on a regulatory framework to specify quality
requirements for distance education. This, in turn, resulted in
anew beginning for distance education in Argentina’s public
universities. Since then, each university has had to set up
its own Institutional Distance Education System, and
subsequently get assessed by the SPU and by the National
Commission for University Evaluation and Accreditation
(CONEAU). This evaluation process documents the
universities functional structure, technological infrastructure,
specialised human resources, teaching strategies and research
activities on this type of education. Although most academic
offerings are face-to-face programmes, as Marquina (2020)
points out, the university system relays on a structure that is
prepared to face this kind of contingencies.




Nevertheless, setting up a virtual academic year for the
whole system at the beginning of a pandemic outbreak
presents several problems. For instance, virtual platforms
had to be set up in a record time, teachers without the
necessary pedagogical skills had to prepare virtual classes
against the clock, learn how to use the platforms, be able to
digitalise documents and books for the students and organise
their work shifts in order to fulfil the requirements both at
home and in class. All of these, at some point, were taken
care by the technological staff. But another key issue was
soon identified: do all students have access to a computer, a
cell phone or a tablet? Do they count with network
connectivity?

Argentina has over 40 million inhabitants. Throughout the
country, there is a strong heterogeneity when it comes to
living conditions, especially in cities that are distant from
the urban centres. The Buenos Aires suburbs stands out,
since a quarter of the country’s population lives in this area
and approximately 4 million (34.1%) are poor, that is, their
total incomes do not cover food and basic services for a
daily reproduction (Beccaria n.d). In this scenario, it is not
surprising, then, that access to the Internet and electronic
devices has emerged as problems to be solved in order to
ensure pedagogical continuity. As a first step, the national
government made an agreement with the wireless
communication service companies, facilitating free access
to the university virtual platforms. Despite that, students
were not able to assist to the virtual classes online, since
most of them were not undertaken in the university
platforms, but were taken in other cloud-based video-
conferencing services. Some universities, thereupon,
decided to create grant programmes in order to provide
internet services to their students. At the same time, some
of them decided to lend computers to students until the end
of the quarantine. Nevertheless, national universities
experienced a high level of dropouts during the first
semester.® Although dropouts during the first academic
year are common in Argentina’s university system, we may
expect an increase with the pandemic outbreak, despite all
the efforts made by the government and the university
authorities.

That said, even though Argentina is technically prepared to
respond to this contingency, it still presents an enormous
challenge given the heterogeneity, poverty and inequality of
its population.” The pandemic outbreak brought to light one
of the main problems that the university system in the
country has: in spite of the open access and free tuition,
universal higher education still remains unmet.®

compare dropout rates before, during and after the pandemic in Argentina, it is

possible to trace some interesting data. See, amongst others Dal Piva (2020) and
Achigar (2020).

7.For detailed information on Latin American Higher Education systems during the
pandemic, see UNESCO-IESALC (2020).

8.For more detailed analysis on this topic, see amongst others, Chiroleu and Marquina
(2017).
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Scientific research

Argentina has a strong tradition in scientific research and
technological ~development, which was historically
performed by universities. Compared to other countries in
the region, Argentina has achieved early and satisfying
results in this matter.

In the early twentieth century, the first research groups that
were recognised as such were located in the public national
universities. Although over the years other private- and
public-scientific institutions emerged, national universities
still hold most of the ongoing investigations. More than 60%
of the 50 000 people who conduct science and technology
activities in Argentina work at public national universities
(Albornoz 2004). With the outbreak of the COVID-19 virus,
the scientific system was put under further strain.

One of the first measures at the national level was the creation
of the “COVID-19 Coronavirus Unit’, aimed at responding to
the immediate demands and needs of the executive branch
and the Ministry of health. To do so, the National Council for
Scientific and Technical Research (CONICET), in cooperation
with the Ministry of Science, Technology and Innovation and
the National Agency for the Promotion of Research,
Technological Development and Innovation (Agencia I+D+i),
presented the guidelines to develop projects aimed at
improving the national capacity to respond to the pandemic
in the country (CONICET 2020c). With an investment of $5
million, these organisms and agencies financed 64 research
projects, most of them were carried out in public national
universities. Amongst these, many extremely valuable
developments in prevention and diagnosis should be
highlighted.

In the first place, three different COVID-19 tests were
developed by scientists at public universities or public health
institutions, either by their own or allied to private firms.
One of those, the ‘Neokit-COVID 19, is a diagnostic test for
the simplified molecular detection of the SARS-CoV-2, the
etiological agent of COVID-19, which was designed by
CONICET researchers at the César Milstein Science and
Technology Institute, along with researchers at the San
Martin and the Quilmes national universities. Instead of
the polymerase chain reaction (PCR) technique, it relies
on loop-mediated isothermal amplification (LAMP) for
ribonucleic acid (RNA) amplification. This makes it as
reliable as the other one, but it is quicker (the results are
delivered in less than 2 h) and cheaper. As a matter of fact, it
can also be mainly manufactured with local components,
which is particularly important in Argentina, because of the
fact that the costs of imported products are extremely high.
Another advantage is that the lab test is simpler, and therefore
it does not need to be operated by highly-trained personnel.
In a similar fashion, the ELA-CHEMSTRIP test, jointly
developed by researchers at San Martin National University
and Quilmes National University and technological firms,
operates with easy loop amplification (ELA) and offers




similar advantages as the other one. Besides, a serological
test was also jointly developed by researchers from CONICET
and the Leloir Institute, a public health institution. The
COVIDAR IgG, aimed to test for the presence of COVID-19
antibodies, is based on the ELISA technique and offers high
sensibility and quick results at a low cost (dmbito 2020; Bar
2020c; CONICET 2020a, 2020b; Infobae 2020; UNQUI 2020;
Zamponi 2020). Besides, it not only gives information of the
presence of antibodies but can also quantify them, a crucial
information regarding the identification of potential plasma
donors (UNSAM 2020).

In the second place, an anti-COVID-19 hyper-immune serum
for passive immunisation was developed recently as a result
of a joint effort by the San Martin National University and the
private sector. This therapeutic serum contains a large
number of antibodies with neutralising capacity. Via in vitro
tests, the serum has shown the ability to neutralise the SARS-
Cov-2. It could prevent the virus from entering the cells
where it multiplies (Buenos Aires Time 2020). Besides, the
Buenos Aires University led the first trial of the use of cured
patients” plasma for severe COVID-19 cases, and later allied
to a private health firm in an effort to multiply plasma donors
(Bér 2020c; Sigal 2020).

In the third place, researchers at the Leloir Institute and the
San Martin National University joined forces to develop a
vaccine against COVID-19. The project is still in pre-clinical
phase, and an alliance with private firms is expected in order
to move on to the next phases. While this development is
lagging behind many other vaccine trials around the world,
the researchers are attempting to produce a vaccine version
that could be orally administered, therefore not requiring
trained personnel for its application (La Voz 2020).

Lastly, researchers from CONICET, the University of Buenos
Aires and the National University of San Martin have created
facial masks using a technology that deactivates the
COVID-19 virus in 5 min. These researchers developed
fabrics treated with antiviral, bactericidal and fungicidal
agents to manufacture, amongst other things, face masks.
The fabrics properties were successfully tested by the
National Institute of Industrial Technology (INTI), and are
now marketed under the brand name Atom Protect
(CONICET 2020c).

We must point out that these are developments that were
possible precisely because of previous investment in
technology and training of qualified workers over the years.
Although the country’s scientific system has not fully
recovered after the military coups in 1966 and in 1976, after

9.The scientific system, including research performed at national universities, started
growing during the 1950s. However, the Military regime that came to power in
1966, led by General Juan Carlos Ongania, took over the national universities, which
were believed to be loci of communist activities. Hence, political repression was
widely carried out, resulting in violent events such as La noche de los bastones
largos (The night of the long sticks), where the police entered into the University of
Buenos Aires and hit students and professors alike. Ten years later under another
coups d’état, as Bekerman (2018) states, the scientific institutions underwent a
strong discipline process which included strict ideological control and the expulsion
of professors and researchers for political reasons. Universities underwent budget
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the return to the democratic and constitutional government
in 1983, scientific research has been driven by national
policies although with variable strength. Therefore, today it
has a long tradition and counts with different research teams
that have been working in different research areas. Thus,
with the pandemic outbreak, national universities were able
to reorient their lines of work to meet the new health
demands.

Infrastructure and resources

As Marquina (2020) states, since March national universities
have become leading players in the fight against COVID-19.
Many institutions started producing items in short supply,
such as alcohol-based hand sanitiser and masks, as well as
ventilators and other hospital supplies. The institutions that
have medical schools are also carrying out tests to diagnose
the disease in their university hospitals or laboratories; the
ones who do not, they have prepared their headquarters to
be used as field hospitals if necessary. At the same time, all of
them have recruited volunteers to assist patients, give
support to elderly living alone and to work hand-in-hand
with different activities of local governments to mitigate the
disease. It is not our intention to list all the activities that
these institutions started during the outbreak, but we can
mention some of them as an example. Medical students, that
is, future doctors and nurse practitioners, amongst others,
held flu vaccination rounds all over the country. Students
enrolled in other university careers volunteered in control
tasks in order to guarantee that all medical supplies would
reach destination. Others started working at call centres
specifically set up to monitoring persons who have been in
contact with the virus.

Nevertheless, the pandemic has significantly increased the
requirement of health professionals. Enrolment in medicine
careers, especially M.D., has been historically massive in
Argentina. So much so that in some periods, it has become a
problem and a lot of reports have proposed redirecting
enrolment to careers considered to be a priority, for example,
Engineering and Technology. In the last few years, degrees
other than M.D. arose as priorities within Medical School:
nurse practitioners, physiotherapy, physiatrist, obstetrician,
amongst others.

Immediately after the outbreak hit Europe, and then Latin
America, one of the main problems appeared to be the need
to increase the number of available ventilators, which are
used in the most severe cases of the illness. The first response,
in turn, was importing and producing local ones. Some
universities in Argentina, in the framework of the COVID-19
Coronavirus Unit, developed a project that aimed to improve
the capabilities of mechanical ventilators and allow the

cuts and entire research groups were dismantled. At the same time, however,
CONICET went through a contradictory process, whereas an initial restriction was
followed by budgetary, institutional and human resource expansion. This, in turn,
lead to a clear division between teaching and research activities, mainly restricting
teaching and learning in universities (Bekerman 2013).




simultaneous ventilation of two patients. But as Garofalo
states, ventilators do not operate themselves.

Even as the production of ventilators catches up with the
unprecedented demand around the globe, ventilators still need
skilled — and physically and psychologically healthy — staff to
operate them properly. One ventilated patient requires at least
two healthcare professionals per shift. The pandemic has made
the already existing shortage of trained ICU personnel become
more evident. (Garofalo 2020)

As a matter of fact, Intensive Care Units (ICU) include not
only doctors and nurses but also physiotherapists.

An initial response from the national government and the
Office of University Policies was to expedite the issuance of
university degrees. In Argentina, it is not uncommon that
degrees are issued long time after graduation, sometimes
more than a year. During the pandemic, universities
managed to speed up the process to just a few months.
Besides, to be able to practice, health professionals must pay
a required fee in order to receive their medical license.
Accordingly, some universities created grant programmes to
support them and increase the health staff. It is worth
mentioning that, in Argentina, nursing students often belong
to the most economically-disadvantaged groups.

In this health emergency scenario, physiotherapists became
key professionals, because of the fact that one of the discipline
specialties is respiratory rehabilitation. This specialty has
existed since the mid-fifties, when Argentina went through
the polio epidemic. Today there are around 1200 specialists,
many of whom are graduates from the Argentine Society of
Intensive Care (Pagina/12 2020). Patients who recover
sufficient lung capacity to be disconnected from the ventilator
must recover their muscular strength, achieve autonomy to
be able to eat and drink and overcome possible sequelae
associated with the use of the ventilator (Pagina/12 2020).
Because of this, the Ministry of Health of the Province of
Buenos Aires carried out a call for additional hospital staff,
seeking to incorporate 500 physiotherapists to public
hospitals. At the same time, one of the universities in the
Buenos Aires suburbs recently inaugurated a respiratory
rehabilitation centre to attend patients recovered from
COVID-19 who have respiratory sequelae (Perfil 2020). This
demand would have been much harder to satisfy without
expediting the issue of degrees.

Social demands

While the confinement allowed slowing down the rise of
contagion, its flip side was a fall in production, the growth of
poverty and in the number of people in a state of emergency
(ONU 2020). Between 2005 and 2011, Argentina’s economy
expanded at an annual rate of 5.7%, but between 2012 and
2019 it withdrew to an average rate of 2.5%. These cycles of
expansion and retraction in the economy are characteristic of
the country (Salvia & Poy 2020). Since 2018, however, this
period of stagnation or recession turned into a structural
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crisis, which would be aggravated by the pandemic: in 2020,
the gross domestic product (GDP) is expected to shrink
around 10%. The confinement has a severe impact on
different economic activities. According to the International
Labour Organisation, the most compromised activities are
those related to business, construction, manufacturing,
tourism and transport, hotel and restaurant activities, as well
as personal services and household employment. It must be
noted that these activities employ 70.1% of the country’s
urban labour force (Salvia & Poy 2020). Besides, a great
portion of workers are not registered or are in a precarious
situation. In many occasions, this means that they are not
able to earn their wage if they cannot go to work.

In this scenario, the Argentine government took several
measures to compensate the collateral consequences that the
pandemic outbreak brought. Amongst them, we can point
out the budgetary enforcement for school meals and
community dinners, and an increase in different social-
protection programs, amongst others.

Universities, for their part, were also active in the
government’s response to social demands. One of the most
relevant actions regarding the economic scenario was the
Solidary Funds Programme. The project is aimed at
assisting the district’'s community dinners, school dinners
and clubs. It is worth highlighting that, since the nineties,
the most impoverished fraction of population’s diet is
mainly subsidised by the government. After the economic
crisis in those years, schools also offered a place for setting
community dinners, and some of them succeeded in
reducing dropouts, thanks to these actions. Many students
went to school so they could have at least a daily meal.
During this pandemic crisis, schools started handing out
rations of food for all family members. To this end,
universities have strengthened efforts in order to assist
them. Members of the academic community have agreed
that a percentage of their salary is voluntarily deducted.
The aid consists in boxes of non-perishable food and
cleaning supplies. And at the same time, it involves
students, professors and staff in voluntary work
(UNAHUR 2020a; UNGS 2020; UNPAZ 2020).

Other actions were also carried out to support the workers of
the local communities. The National University of
Hurlingham, for example, used to offer a bike lending service
to their students. As they are not assisting to the campus
during the outbreak, the service was redirected to students
who work in the surroundings, who can borrow the bikes if
they need to work outside their houses instead of cramming
into public transports, one of the main focal points of
contagions (UNAHUR 2020b).

Final words

Historically, Argentine public universities have been a place
of knowledge production and development of research lines,




with a strong interest in establishing links with society.
University outreach, as we have mentioned, dates back to
before the 1918 Reform and has been modified, adapted and
extended over the years. The link with the territory and with
the local populations, consequently, was strengthened from
the different substantive functions of these institutions.
Besides teaching, research, transfer and outreach programmes,
Argentine universities today have a myriad of actions that
respond to different social demands. Today we find
universities with a strong social commitment, which includes
the territory and local populations in their institutional
projects.

The COVID-19 pandemic disrupted the functioning of
society as a whole, and universities were no exception.
However, the social purpose of these institutions was
expressed in every possible way. Despite the strong
heterogeneity that characterises national universities
throughout the country, all of them agreed to make all their
resources available to mitigate the effects of the health
emergency. Perhaps the greatest attention has been paid to
the academic calendar, whether or not pedagogical continuity
could be guaranteed, as well as issues related to the quality of
teaching in a virtual environment, and even discussions
about assessments have been the focus during the first
semester. But not everything was limited to training and
teaching activities. On the contrary, the research teams,
where possible, redirected their scientific progress and
succeeded in developing products to be used in the
prevention, diagnosis and treatment of COVID-19. Others
started to use already existing technologies to be able to
produce input elements for the health service, the production
of masks with 3-D technology and the production of gel
sanitiser, are just some of them. Agreements with privately
managed laboratories were also of great importance in order
to advance in these developments. Likewise, the framework
projects and the agreements with the local governments
allowed strengthening prevention actions with the local
populations.

In sum, the health emergency and the social isolation were
far from paralysing university activities. Not only did they
accomplish to advance in actions to mitigate the COVID-19
but also were able to redirect the different research lines.
Even young universities, created during the last decade, put
all their resources at the service of the population in order to
counteract the effects of the pandemic.
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