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Preface

When the COVID-19 pandemic plunged the world into a global state of emergency in early 2020, im-
provisation was initially required in many areas of society. Solutions had to be found to keep various
areas of society functioning, at least provisionally, under the conditions of social distancing. These
solutions were more successful in some areas than others.

We all hoped to find a third category alongside success or failure—that some areas that were
previously seen as major challenges could also permit a phase of experimentation or partial success.
We have all begun—somewhat hopefully—to talk about or even promote the “new normal”.

This concept often referred to the benefits of digital transformation, which has been quite slug-
gish so far. Many areas of society, this crisis has shown us once again, can benefit from thoughtful and
intelligent digital integration. One such area is education in general and higher education in particular.
Educational research has been investigating how to improve teaching and learning with digital support
for years, and educational institutions and many tech companies have considered this idea.

Now that more than two years have passed since the beginning of the COVID-19 pandemic,
we want to take another look at how the digitization of higher education is developing around the
world in this Global Learning Report 2022. While our focus last year was on immediate crisis man-
agement, this year we know more about what has worked and can lead to sustainable success, and
at what point a careless approach can cause the educational experience to deteriorate, create barri-
ers, and foster inequalities.

To avoid these harms, we strongly believe that global exchange is necessary in education and
reflection on the same. We seek to create a foundation for educators to work together on a fair and
accessible system of global education.
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The Global Learning Council (GLC) is a virtual organization that brings together thought leaders in
the effective use of technology to provide access to education and improve learning outcomes world-
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from academia, industry, and the non-profit sector to foster cooperative processes and advance inno-
vative strategies for digital learning.

The German Academic Exchange Service (Deutscher Akademischer Austauschdienst, DAAD) is the
world’s largest funding organization for international academic cooperation and the international ex-
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Executive Summary
Sara Custer (THE)

The two-year anniversary of the COVID-19 pandemic whizzed past us in March 2022.
And time continues to march further away from the moment when the world changed
for so many, including higher education institutions (HEIs), which altered how they
deliver their core missions of teaching and research.

In the second year since the COVID-19 crisis began, we have moved from wonder-
ing when we will go back to “normal” to figuring out how to live with and build upon what
has changed—whether by creating a flexible working culture, rebuilding our economies,
or living with the puppies we acquired during lockdown.

The contributing authors of the Global Learning Report 2022 deliver their messag-
es with an urgency that was lacking in last year’s paper. From chapter 1, entitled “Moving
from Stated Values to Enacted Efforts: Strategic Leadership in Higher Education,” to
chapter 9, “An Accessible Future for all Students: Using Technology to Realize Higher
Education’s Greatest Promise,” education technologists are clear: HEIs must act now if
they are to maintain the momentum of digital innovation seen in the previous two years.

This process will require collaboration, risk-taking, new models of education de-
livery, and a firm commitment to tackling the inequalities that existed before the pan-
demic began and the new ones that have emerged since. This year’s report is full of
advice and recommendations for how to act now.

Carnegie Mellon’s (CMU) Lauren Herckis and the Global Learning Council’s (GLC)
Anne Leiser begin by reminding us of the enormous demand for higher education
around the world. In the last 50 years, the global higher education enroliment rate of
eligible students has risen from 10% in 1972 to more than 40% in 2020. To address the
resulting strain on resources, higher education providers have responded with MOOCs,
the HyFlex course model, virtual or augmented reality, artificial intelligence applica-
tions, and micro-credentials. These tools, regardless of their efficacy, “create addition-
al urgency for HEIs to adopt digital teaching and learning in order to remain competitive
in the market,” they write, while the pandemic has further fueled the pressure on insti-
tutions by forcing them to begin digitization processes.

However, Herckis and Leiser point out that there are deep disparities in higher
education that must be addressed alongside the digitization of teaching and learning.

“One of the biggest learnings of the pandemic was that inequalities in education run
wider and deeper than many of us were previously aware,” they say.

After interviewing higher education leaders from more than 20 institutions
around the world, Herckis and Leiser have crafted four recommendations for how lead-
ers should act to move beyond reflecting on accessibility and digitization goals and
enact them. The first is that digitalization is most effective as an instrument with which
to achieve a well-defined goal. The second is that educational strategy must be thought
out well into the implementation phase. Third, all stakeholders at an HEI must be in-
cluded in strategic processes. And finally, the sector must recognize that different insti-
tutions fulfill different purposes within the higher education ecosystem.

My colleague at Times Higher Education (THE), Rosa Ellis, also interviewed two
higher education leaders for this report: Matthias Kleiner, president of the Leibniz Asso-
ciation (Leibniz), and Subra Suresh, president of Nanyang Technological University
(NTU). In their interview, Kleiner and Suresh express excitement about the benefits
new technology can bring to teaching and learning, especially in the fields of augment-
ed and virtual reality. The strategies and technologies introduced during the pandemic
that stand to benefit higher education long-term are many, according to Kleiner, includ-
ing facilitating communication, reducing air travel, and supporting open science.
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Many authors comment on the surge of collaboration that emerged during the pandem-
ic—from informal faculty networks to interlinked student connections across the globe—
saying that they would like to see this carried forward.

Melissa Laufer and Bronwen Deacon at the Alexander von Humboldt Institute
for Internet and Society (HIIG) and Len Ole Schafer at Digitalization, Diversity and
Lifelong Learning — Consequences for Higher Education (D2L2), respectively, write
about the informal university networks born out of crisis that drove innovation and
encouraged more intimate collaboration among faculty. They encourage HEIs to culti-
vate these groups by creating flat hierarchies, agile administrative channels, and
formalized exchange spaces that give teachers the freedom to experiment with digital
tools and formats while empowering middle managers to allocate resources and rec-
ognize internal talent.

Like Herckis and Leiser, Trine Jensen at the International Association of Univer-
sities (IAU) acknowledges the inequities that were exacerbated during the pandemic
and argues that this is a unigue moment to mold a more equal future. Although digital
poverty persists, every region of the world has seen serious infrastructure investments,
she writes. “"How this will impact higher education over time remains in question, espe-
cially in a world where, we hope, social activities are no longer a threat to public health
and institutions will select digital tools by choice rather than by necessity,” she says.
“This important transformation pressures HEIs to reflect on how they wish to shape
higher education in an increasingly digital world.”

While the pandemic exacerbated existing inequities and revealed new ones, it
also jolted higher education forward to a much brighter future—if HEIs act now, writes
Andrew S. Rosen at Kaplan Inc. “When online education is implemented with attention
to quality and outcomes, it offers many possibilities for solving some of the core issues
that have plagued education for generations,” he argues, citing improved learning at a
greater scale with lower costs as the benefits of online education. “That enormous po-
tential seems clearer than ever,” he says. To realize this potential, “universities must
double down on the nimbleness they discovered during COVID-19, and continue to be
open to innovation and new business models,” he urges.

Microsoft’s Alexandros Papaspyridis and Jason LaGreca also see huge potential
in this moment, writing that we have a “once-in-a-lifetime opportunity” to reimagine
the very definition of higher education. According to Papaspyridis and LaGreca, the
future will be hybrid and flexible—HyFlex. HyFlex campuses, they argue, encourage
social connections through rich collaboration between students attending in-person and
remotely; are flexible and adaptive, supporting hybrid learning from any device at any
time; and replicate the future workplace, exposing learners to the tools and skills they
will need upon graduation. To truly grasp this opportunity, institutions must invest in
change management to create a culture that will encourage faculty and students to
focus on HyFlex teaching and learning, they say.

The digitalization of the past two years has transformed international academic
cooperation, mobility, and exchange, write Dagmar Willems and Alexander Knoth at the
German Academic Exchange Service (DAAD). However, it has also highlighted barriers
including students’ lack of hardware and Internet connection, their difficulty navigating
unfamiliar software and learning platforms and obtaining secure and internationally
recognized credentials, and a focus on synchronous live learning and assessment,
which limits learning across time zones. They explain a few of the ways DAAD is working
to tackle those barriers and call for national and international collaboration on an initi-
ative that would stitch together the current isolated digital systems that students
encounter. This seamless digital learning pathway would cover every step of students’
education journeys.
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Yasmin Djabarian and Kevin Saukel at the German Forum for Higher Education in the
Digital Age (HFD) nod to the possibility of returning to campus physically and urge that
the discourse should not be dominated by debating analog vs. digital learning but rath-
er by the question of how to ensure that universities are future-ready and can deliver
an inclusive education for learners. Universities must consider student perspectives as
they shape the future of higher education after the pandemic, they say. “Taking advan-
tage of the growing experiences with a variety of learning scenarios—analogue, digital,
hybrid—is a crucial opportunity to take bold steps toward further manifesting the shift
from teaching to learning.”

To fulfill the potential of digitalization at scale, they call for the re-envisioning of
desirable futures of HEIs, new learning spaces, further professionalization and peer
learning opportunities (including facilitating these processes), and real student partici-
pation on an institutional level.

Liv Gjestvang and Raechelle Clemmons at Amazon Web Services (AWS) have a
similar vision for the future. They warn that “as the pressures of the pandemic wane,
the tendency to fall back into the old ways of doing things will only grow.” They suggest
that for higher education to be equitable and accessible to everyone, HEIs need to lean
into modes of flexible learning that draw on the best of in-person, hybrid, and online
learning. That includes high-impact practices (HIPs) like internships, service learning,
and undergraduate research, which increase retention and graduation rates for stu-
dents, especially those who have been historically underserved in higher education.

They also call for a re-imagining of how student services are delivered and say
that technology can give students support when, where, and how they need it. They
challenge leaders to make a wholesale cultural change within their institutions to em-
brace innovation and iteration, test solutions quickly to learn what works, and incentiv-
ize risk-taking.

The final chapter synthesizes our authors’ contributions into a unified vision for
the future of higher education. This outlook encompasses five defining goals for higher
education institutions in a new, post-pandemic world of greater digitalization and inno-
vation: accessibility, inclusion, individuality, sustainability, and quality teaching.

07



Introduction
Christin Schemmann (GLC)

2021 was another challenging year in the higher education landscape. After the ex-
perience of 2020, the COVID-19 pandemic continued to define day-to-day teaching
and learning in many higher education institutions (HEIs). While efforts to contain the
pandemic continued, the international higher education community was faced with the
need to adapt traditional teaching and learning formats. In many cases, this adaptation
meant shifting to digital offerings. Higher education systems have shown unprecedent-
ed readiness and speed in reshaping long-established teaching methods. Despite the
undesirability of the pandemic, the crisis catalyzed the modernization and digitization of
the higher education landscape, as evidenced by its newly created cultures of innovation
and openness to change.

Digital teaching and learning practices became the new normal in 2021, high-
lighting how offerings that started as temporary stop-gap solutions became routine.
Universities used the second pandemic year to rethink, redesign, and improve digitized
teaching and learning formats.*

Last year, when the Global Learning Report 2021 was released, many HEIs were
still in immediate crisis response mode. The consequences of the COVID-19 pandemic
were not yet fully known, and that remains true today. One year later, however, the
systematic shift in higher education toward digitization gives us an early glimpse of the
potential future of post-secondary education. Stakeholders have come to recognize and
appreciate the benefits of online and hybrid teaching and learning, such as their flexibil-
ity, time efficiency, and rapid, direct communication channels.? The lessons learned over
the past two years can help to further promote these benefits, which can improve learn-
ing experiences, and thus, learning outcomes and work readiness. Enhancing these is
particularly important in a world characterized by inequalities. Teaching formats should
be designed to enable learners to gain the skills that are relevant to their learning and
subsequent career success. Although doing so requires HEIs to monitor developments
in occupational fields, which is resource-intensive, it can help to address inequalities in
higher education

This is particularly urgent as it has become clearer than ever to most of us that
inequalities in higher education run deeper than we thought. The pandemic has shak-
en our vision of an open, inclusive, and high-quality higher education landscape that
improves the futures of learners worldwide. Although the existence of inequalities is
unsurprising, their magnitude is profound. The development of the higher education
landscape depends on overcoming these barriers if international networking, collabora-
tion, and the creation of educational access, opportunity, and success are understood as
part of the purpose of higher education.

In our Global Learning Report 2021, we, therefore, identified equitable access for
learners and educators as one of the four key action areas critical to successful digital
higher education. These findings were derived from empirical studies conducted by the
editors of this report in 2020. Equal access addresses the need for infrastructure, broad-
band, and devices, as well as digital skills and institutional support structures. We con-
cluded our last report with suggestions for how leadership, policy, and industry should
proceed to advance the digitization of higher education while addressing inequalities.
Equality in higher education must be addressed holistically, meaning that the starting
points for overcoming inequalities must be as diverse as the problems.

To further reduce these disparities, this year’s Global Learning Report 2022
focuses on inequalities in higher education and aims to shed light on them from different
perspectives in the education sector. We seek to provide insight into how digitization can
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advance higher education to realize its potential to provide better learning outcomes
worldwide. During this transformation, it is important not to lose sight of HEIs' individual
goals, identities, contextual factors, and strategies that influence their respective digiti-
zation paths. The sciences of learning and motivation can furthermore be included in the
planning of digital teaching formats.® The key to successfully overcoming disparities is
making thoughtful, needs-based, strategic, and data-driven decisions about the use of
digital tools that meet the needs and goals of each HEI and its stakeholders. The chal-
lenge for the future is to make deliberate decisions that will break down barriers in and
for higher education and foster greater international cross-organizational collaboration.

To do so, this report includes various players from the international higher edu-
cation landscape to highlight possible digitization paths. The contributors’ different ge-
ographical backgrounds, from Europe, North America, and Asia, allow them to present
many perspectives. They also differ in their institutional embeddings—from universities
(CMU and NTU) and research institutions (HIIG, D2L2, and Leibniz) to think tanks (HFD),
non-governmental organizations (IAU), technology providers (Microsoft and AWS), and
teaching and learning companies (Kaplan Inc.) to national agencies and funding organ-
izations (DAAD) and higher education magazines (THE), as well as a contribution with
the participation of the GLC itself. We would like to accompany digital transformation
actors as they develop a digitized teaching and learning environment and provide prac-
tical suggestions for its design. The presentation of different voices is intended to help
HEIs find support and inspiration for their digital journeys depending on their situations,
strategies, and goals.

To this end, the Global Learning Report 2022 consists of nine articles.

The first article is by Lauren Herckis and Anne Leiser, who share insight into their collab-
orative empirical study examining HEIs’ journeys from stated values to enacted efforts
and the role of digital learning in that process. They outline the extent to which influ-
encing factors such as an institution’s identity and goals shape its digital transformation
strategy. Despite the individualization of HEIs’ transformations, the authors offer four
universal recommendations for the digital transformation process.

The second article deepens the leadership perspective of the first two authors, as
Rosa Ellis interviews Matthias Kleiner and Subra Suresh on global leadership in interna-
tional higher education. They answer questions about international collaboration, digiti-
zation’s potential to improve teaching and learning, ways to advance diplomacy, achieve
sustainable development goals (SDGs), and create greater equity in the workplace.

Third, Melissa Laufer, Bronwen Deacon, and Len Ole Schéafer provide an in-depth
look at their empirical study of middle management in higher education. Middle man-
agement can foster the emergence of informal innovation centers among employees
to share experiences and information and compensate for staff deficits by creating a
culture of trust and supporting the necessary organizational structures.

In the fourth paper, Trine Jensen uses an empirical study to discuss inequalities
in international higher education. The pandemic has revealed stark regional differences
in the availability of resources for digital teaching and learning. However, the lessons
learned from the crisis can help us address these inequalities and develop solutions tai-
lored to individual HEIs.

In the fifth article, Andrew S. Rosen argues for the benefits of a digitized higher
education landscape in terms of accessibility, affordability, and quality. He backs this up
with an overview of the various international uses of digitized higher education practices.
These can help improve learners’ work readiness and thus harness higher education’s
potential for equal learning and life opportunities.
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Sixth, Alexandros Papaspyridis and Jason LaGreca argue for the efficient and effective
use of technology to advance the quality of learning in higher education. Doing so should
be based on HEIs' contextual factors and consider learners’ changing circumstances as
they increasingly seek hybrid and flexible learning models.

Dagmar Willems and Alexander Knoth continue the focus on the student perspec-
tive in their article, using the journey of an international student in international higher
education to highlight the points at which technology-enabled mechanisms can signifi-
cantly improve learner outcomes and experiences.

Yasmin Djabarian and Kevin Saukel also define students as important stakeholders
to be considered and actively involved in the digital transformation of higher education.
They also provide four practical recommendations on how a blended university can live
up to the ideal of equal learning opportunities.

Finally, in the ninth article, Liv Gjestvang and Raechelle Clemmons define afforda-
bility, mental health, accessibility, and work readiness as four barriers to student suc-
cess. To overcome these, the authors suggest practical ways that teaching and learning
can be effectively supported through digital mechanisms. At the end of the article, they
identify key questions that HEIs must answer to meet their learners’ needs and succeed
in the ever-changing higher education landscape.
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Moving from Stated Values to Enacted Efforts:
Strategic Leadership in Higher Education

Lauren Herckis (CMU) and Anne Leiser (GLC)
lrhercki@andrew. cmu. edu

Carnegie Mellon University (CMU) is a global research university
known for its world-class interdisciplinary programs. A birth-
place of innovation since its founding, it remains committed
to solving real-world problems and creating a transformative
educational experience for students focused on deep discipli-
nary knowledge; problem-solving; leadership, communication, and
interpersonal skills; and personal health and well-being.
https: //www. cmu. edu/

The Global Learning Council (GLC) is a virtual organization
that brings together thought leaders in the effective use of
technology to provide access to education and improve learning
outcomes worldwide. Founded in 2013, the GLC offers a platform
to connect educators, organizers, and innovators from academia,
industry, and the non-profit sector to foster cooperative pro-
cesses and advance innovative strategies for digital learning.

https: //www. globallearningcouncil. org/

In recent decades, the higher education market has seen
enormous growth, with the number of students enrolled in
higher education institutions (HEIs) increasing steadily
from year to year. To illustrate this: In 1972, the global
enroliment rate of eligible students stood at only 10%; in
2001, it had reached 20%; and by 2020, it had exceeded
40%.* Along with the growing demand for higher educa-
tion, the strain on HEIs—particularly publicly-funded insti-
tutions—has also grown. Countries with limited resources
have struggled to finance this demand, and many have
undertaken efforts to restructure their higher education
systems to enhance their reach and effectiveness.® Insti-
tutionally, many HEIs have responded to perceived pres-
sures and trends with new models of teaching and learn-
ing, often using digital tools and technologies to aim for
improved learning outcomes and learning experiences.

These innovative approaches to teaching appear and spread like wildfire, one
after another. We have seen this in the rapid proliferation of MOOCs, the HyFlex course
model, virtual or augmented reality, artificial intelligence applications, and micro-cre-
dentials. These tools, models, and methods appear to great fanfare and expansive
claims of effectiveness, regardless of evidence that they improve learning outcomes
and learning experiences persistently or in diverse contexts. These trends create addi-
tional urgency for HEIs to adopt digital teaching and learning to remain competitive.
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This is particularly true for private and highly-ranked HEIs that rely more on brand,
reputation, and market position than their publicly-funded counterparts.

The pandemic added to the pressure on HEIs by forcing them to adopt institu-
tional digitization processes. While instructors and staff went above and beyond to
support students, the ad-hoc measures implemented in 2020 were inadequate to
address the plethora of issues that students faced. One of the biggest lessons of the
pandemic was that inequalities in education run wider and deeper than many of us
previously knew.®

Disparities in higher education

Ultimately, huge disparities in the higher education sector remain between regions,
institutions, and individuals. The efforts of HEIs actively working to close these gaps do
not often translate to direct, positive impacts on students’ learning outcomes.

We partly attribute this to overall systemic issues over which HEIs have limited
control. Factors such as food, housing, home environment, and mental health have
been increasingly understood as fundamental to learning and student success. Stu-
dents in precarious positions are much more likely to experience interruptions of their
educational experiences because their precarity leaves them vulnerable to disruption
and makes regaining access to educational opportunities more challenging. Fundamen-
tally, a student needs their basic needs met to be receptive to learning opportunities.’
Consistent access to basic human needs is not equally distributed. As a result, many
students are not in positions to benefit from the educational opportunities available to
them. Digital learning requires additional access—devices, digital literacy, and Internet
connectivity—and so even fewer learners are poised to benefit from digital learning.
Inequitable access to basic resources exacerbates disparities in access to educational
opportunities and allows even fewer learners to benefit from what we consider appro-
priate, effective educational strategies. To strive for increased equity, HEIs must at
least recognize that some students may struggle to meet their basic needs, or may lack
access to adequate preparation and that this affects their engagement with education-
al opportunities.

Another partial reason that HEI efforts to reduce disparities fall short is directly
within their scope: Many institutions struggle to reach their goals, and partial imple-
mentation does not necessarily result in even partial success. An educational interven-
tion that is effective under optimal conditions may not be beneficial under other condi-
tions. Conditions vary widely across educational contexts, and the effectiveness of
educational tools and strategies is shaped by the context and time in which they are
implemented. The greatest challenge that learners face is accessing educational oppor-
tunities that deliver on their promises. Moving educational innovations from theory into
practice is a wicked problem, and little research addresses how best to tackle it.

Visions for the future of HEIs

A recent collaboration between the GLC and CMU sought to explore how HEIs move
from stated values to enacted efforts and the role of digital learning in this process. We
interviewed HEI leaders from more than 20 institutions around the world to learn about
their institutional strategies for digital teaching and learning, visions for the future of
digital learning, and implementation recommendations.
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HEISs’ visions are varied and often adapted to their contexts. Overall, most HEIs see
their primary responsibility as bridging societal gaps, serving students, advancing
knowledge, and supporting democracies. Many also indicate that digital learning serves
to expand access, reach large audiences, provide continuous education opportunities,
enrich learning, and enhance students’ experiences. Some state that they strive to
make use of the unique affordances of digital technology, which allows institutions to be
more collaborative, support data-driven improvement, focus on new forms of interna-
tionalization, and decolonize teaching. We also find that some goals remain unstated or
understated, desired without being actively transformed into enacted strategies.

In many cases, the values and statements of institutional identity are key to craft-
ing strategy. For example, technical universities are more focused on preparing their
students for the workforce, while comprehensive public universities often state that
access is central to their missions. International universities emphasize their mission to
promote open society and democracy through collaboration and international exchange.
Institutional identity may thus dictate, constrain, or shape digitalization goals.

These goals, and the steps taken to realize them, are affected by varied influences:
people, organizations, and trends that shape strategy and encourage or hinder the adop-
tion of digital learning. Within an institution, the available infrastructure, expertise, and
technology contribute to shaping digital learning, as do the institutional structure, stu-
dent preferences, staff workload, and financial and branding considerations. Beyond the
institution, government funding and quality assurance agencies play significant roles in
deciding what is possible. Additionally, culture and mindset are relevant in determining
the international recognition of digital learning qualifications and the perceived societal
value of higher education. Commercial educational technologies influence strategy and
goals through the technologies that are available and affordable, whether they fulfill the
HEI's needs, whether new developments in technology can solve existing problems, and
whether alternative solutions are available. Finally, disruptions such as the recent
COVID-19 pandemic can significantly shape and reshape strategy, although some HEIs
had experienced comparably disruptive events well before this pandemic.

Not only do the above-mentioned factors influence HEIs’ goals and strategies,
but they also affect how institutional decisions are made and how those decisions are
translated into projects and policies. For example, we found differences in the mecha-
nisms that are in place for long-term projects versus on-the-spot initiatives; how poli-
cies are developed within HEIs; which procedures projects undergo to be realized;
which decisions are made collaboratively; which governing bodies are empowered to
make decisions for which areas; which parties consider propositions and decide if they
align with the overall institutional strategy; how resources are deployed; and who man-
ages the day-to-day operation of various projects. In short, the governance and man-
agement of digital learning at HEIs are variable.

The significance of the COVID-19 pandemic

The pandemic came up repeatedly in our interviews, although we did not intend to focus
on it. Emergency transformations were often viewed as a necessary pandemic response
and these forced radical transformations of educational practice. In other cases, insti-
tutions shut down partially or completely, and then pursued or experienced recovery
rather than transformation. Some institutional leaders considered the pandemic a
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catalyst of positive change, forcing shifts in faculty expectations, human or institutional
infrastructure, or educational technology that were sufficient to engender accelerated
progress toward existing goals. Other institutional leaders suggested that new goals
were born out of the extraordinary changes that arose from the crucible of the pandem-
ic, enabling previously unforeseen potential. The COVID-19 pandemic, therefore, can
be seen as a disruption with diverse impacts on institutions around the world. The
decisions made and actions taken in the wake of epidemiological realities, social factors,
and policy decisions external to HEIs have also shifted the perceived role of some insti-
tutions, while others’ goals and strategies were not significantly impacted.

In summary, digital teaching and learning look so different from institution to
institution because what digital learning is intended to accomplish depends, first, on the
HEI's strategy and identity; second, on the influences that shape strategy and identity;
and third, on the realities that affect the implementation of strategies into actionable,
and then, enacted policies at the HEI.

Implementing strategic plans

Before addressing our recommendations, we must recognize that HEIs around the world
will remain bound to the realities of their regions, systems, students, and contexts. After
all, HEIs are unique institutions; many are legacy-bound organizations with different
disciplinary traditions and instructors who are used to autonomy in teaching and princi-
ples of academic freedom. This means that digital learning and all it encompasses will
continue to look very different globally. When we speak of the implementation of digital
learning, we are thus speaking in abstract terms, with learning realities poised to be
unique in their respective institutional contexts.

Moving from stated goals to enacted strategies in higher education requires
attention to these contextual differences at the regional, local, institutional, departmen-
tal, and community levels. We must begin by recognizing that we can address challeng-
es at each of these levels and strive to provide high-quality education for all learners.
However, no two contexts or institutions are identical, so reaching these goals requires
different approaches: Concrete and well-considered implementation plans that are
aligned to the HEI's contextual needs are required. Implementation science offers a
pathway to creating contextually appropriate strategic plans and empowering institu-
tions to implement their goals.

Implementation challenges have been explored and addressed in diverse do-
mains, including medicine and public health.® Humans pride ourselves on our rationality,
but our understandings of the world around us are constrained by our distinct vantage
points: Our positions in the world, our lifetimes of experience, and our expertise are
limited compared to the incredible breadth and range of experiences enjoyed by the
total of our fellow humans. One person cannot fully grasp the complexity of social sys-
tems such as communities and nations. When we identify, in principle, a policy approach
or position and wish to see it implemented at scale, we must consider multiple levels of
implementation.® If a nation, university, family, or student decides to focus on mental
health, the opportunities and challenges associated with this effort will vary significantly.
National campaigns, institutional policies, family priorities, and individual efforts each
entail different considerations, succeed based on different metrics, and require different
engagement with specific interventions known to promote mental health. Similarly, stra-
tegic goals of the types that most HEIs describe require different strategic and policy
efforts at the international, national, institutional, community, and individual student
levels, and success is evaluated on diverse metrics.
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How to move from stated goals to enacted efforts

With this in mind, we believe that some recommendations apply to all contexts: (1)
Digitalization is most effective as an instrument with which to achieve a well-defined
goal, (2) educational strategy needs to be thought out well into the implementation
phase, (3) all stakeholders at the HEI need to be included in strategic processes, and (4)
different HEIs fulfill different purposes within the higher education ecosystem.

First, we believe that digitalization is most effective as an instrument with which
to achieve a well-defined goal. Our research evinces that HEIs that successfully enact
efforts aligned with their stated goals describe digitalization as a means by which to
achieve those goals, not as a goal or metric in itself. Digitalization may extend educa-
tional opportunities to new cohorts of students, such as part-time professionals or far-
flung rural students, in service of expanding access. Digitalization may also offer granu-
lar student performance data in service of enhanced learning outcomes. Regardless of
the stated institutional goals, the varied factors influencing goals and strategy, and HEIs’
approaches to enacting policy, digitalization is effective primarily as a well-defined com-
ponent of a more complex set of policies and strategic practices.

Secondly, educational strategy needs to be thought through to the implementa-
tion phase. Learning, especially learning by technology, must be designed holistically,
with technical support, disciplinary input, pedagogical implementation, student needs,
and evidence-based evaluation incorporated into the implementation process. We find
that HEIs with successful digital learning approaches also have more integrated educa-
tional strategies in place. These spell out specific goals with incentives to support their
implementation in various places and evaluations that track changes over time to sup-
port recommendations for future action.

Thirdly, all stakeholders at the HEI need to be included in strategic processes.
This does not necessarily mean that every stakeholder should have a seat at the table
when devising the institutional strategy—though in many cases, we have seen that this
sets a positive precedent for strategic ownership—but at the very least, all stakeholders
must be included in enacting the institutional strategy. Empirically, we find this to be
most successful when institutional leaders create and maintain buy-in at all levels. Often,
this includes the potential for individual initiatives to be created bottom-up, with
resources, evaluations, and accountability mechanisms to allow successful projects to
be scaled and policies to be created around them.

Lastly, different HEIs fulfill different purposes within the higher education system.
Lofty goals that cannot be effectively implemented serve no one; what is necessary and
possible depends on the individual context and the specific needs of students, instruc-
tors, and staff. Thus, there is no right or wrong way to implement digital teaching and
learning. HEIs must personalize these processes, choosing appropriate, attainable, and
implementable goals. In practice, we see that HEIs that choose realistic goals that are
directly aligned to the needs of students and staff face less resistance and receive more
support from stakeholders, thus creating collaborative effort at multiple levels and ena-
bling them to better advocate for further policy support.
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Contextual factors and compliance with the

institutional strategy as keys to success

In conclusion, digitalization may often be the right means by which to meet strategic
goals, but it should not be a goal in itself. We believe the best way forward is for HEIs to
define independent strategic goals with the HEI's unique contextual needs in mind. This
often means acting against the pull of the edtech industry. While educational technology
is extraordinarily useful in implementing specific goals, those goals should be defined
with respect to an HEI's context and valued by stakeholders at all levels. Holistic imple-
mentation plans that consider diverse dimensions of policy and are evaluated over time
may incorporate digitalization to support or enhance specific goals, which should be
continuously revisited to ensure that they remain relevant, appropriate, and prioritized
by stakeholders at all levels.

HEI leaders understand that learning technologies can significantly impact stu-
dents, institutions, faculty, and larger communities. When an HEI's unique characteris-
tics, contexts, and goals are actively considered in the implementation of educational
strategy, it can realize the potential of these powerful tools and effectively channel them
toward specific goals.
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